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So spiritual awareness be g ins with a very down-to-earth thing:
we can see what's g oin g on, whereas p reviously we were

The li ght is that by which ye come to �ee. 68
For with the li ght man sees himself.69

us that is quite different from our normal, conscious self.
This is what we mean by ' S p irit' . It is not tangible or
observable, and it can't be thou ght about directly, it's so dee p and
mysterious. But we know it's there because of what it does to us
and with us and throu gh us. It enables us to see clearly what is
going on - startin g with what we ourselves are doing and ex peri
encing - and it enables us to see what we can do about it, p erha ps
what we have to do. If we don't like what we see we can alwa y s
reject i t, den y it, but then we will lose contact with the Sp irit and
we won't see thin gs clearly any more; we'll be thrown back on our
own ego-based resources. We'll have to thrash i t out in our minds,
with the p ros and cons, force ourselves to make a decision, or
whatever. So we have a choice here. It is our responsibilit y, as I've
emphasized before, what we do with the Sp irit when we ha ppen
to be aware of it. If we follow its lead, we will feel its effect in our
lives. We will learn to recognize it, a ppreciate it and, most imp or
tantly, we will learn to trust it. We will never know its reality as a
matter of fact, of objective fact, as something we can p rove or
disprove. But we can test it in our own ex p erience, which is p artl y
of course subjective. Yet when it is tested in a whole grou p,
ex p lorin g an issue to gether, and tested over time b y the results,
we can feel that the workings of the Sp irit are being tested very
thorou ghl y. And that leads to trust, to faith.
Spirit is not supernatural force that g oes a g ainst the grain of
our nature. It is not irrational feeling or magical manipulation. It
is our own deep nature, so that when we get in touch with it we
exp erience it as somethin g entirel y na tural. And we ex p erience it
first of all as what enli ghtens us. As George Fox said:
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Why th is di stinctive practice?
The first p oint to make is that while other way s of making a
d ecisi on may be quicker, they may not result in a better decision.
If the decision is made b y someone in authority or by an
a p pointed committee, it may not coincide with what most people
want or think. If it is made by a public debate in which the issue
is thought through from both sides, it mi ght still miss the real
p oint. Reason, thou ght and deba te are very useful and often fafr,
but they are also limited when it comes to the deeper questions of
life. They don't cope well with people's feelings, either, or with
the subtleties of p ersonal rela tionships or g roup dynamics. These
all have to be 'sensed' in a different wa y, as we saw with the
question of God. So to get a clear sense of what is ha ppenin g in
our lives, we Quakers try to g o deep er. We have to let go our
active and fretful minds in order to do this. We go quiet and let a
d eep er, more sensitive awareness arise. We let go of our habitual
self-concern as well, because thi s can distort our perception of
what is goin g on. And certainl y, reasonin g and debating do not of
themselves help us to overco me sel f-in terest; the y can even
entrench it. When we feel cri ticized, for exa m p le, we can qui ckly
go on the defensive and want to justify ou rsel ves wi th reasons
and excuses. If on the other hand we remain still and silent, the
ego q uietens down, and we can see the truth of the matter,
irres pective of how it might affect us persona lly. And as we o p en
ourselves to the truth, whatever it may be, we find we are bein g
enabled to see. We are fully attentive, but we are not actively
using our minds to solve a p roblem . We are allowing ourselves to
become full y aware of it and the situation around it, in the ho p e
of being able to see a way through. As we do, we become aware
simultaneously of a source of insi ght and understandin g within
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They may be on the committee that has already gone through this
with a tooth comb . They may be professionally trained in
handling money, or bricks-and-mortar, or little children. But they
need the recognition of this from the rest of the community to
make their contribution helpfully and fruitfully. It is part of our
job in coming to decisions that we discern who knows what, and
what each one knows. We might say in fact that the whole process
of coming to a decision is one of discernment. We ask ourselves,
Wha t is this really about? What are the facts of the case? Who is
being affected by this, and how? Who knows what's going on, or
has gone on, in cases like this? What do each of us know and/or
feel about this thing? Then we can discern, finally, what is the best
way forward, or what this si tuation requires of us.
I went through this process once in a way that impressed me
deeply. It was in my old meeting in Birmingham, back in the
nineties. We had just received advice from Friends House (our
cen h·al body) on how to comply with the Government's new law
on child protection. Anyone who is given respon sibility for
children in any organization must have a police check on their
past record to see if they have ever been fou nd gmlty of abusing
children. The advice was that we should draw up a policy to see
that this was done. But it raised some of our hackles when it was
presented to us in meeting. One male Friend wanted nothing to
do with this interfering legislation, which implied that we trust
no-one in our organization, and su spect everyone as a possible
child molester. Another Friend was very nervous about the impli
cation that we might have such a molester in our midst, and was
all in favour of implementing a tough policy. I didn't like the idea,
because it seemed like we were being told what to do in our own
meeting, over-riding any discernment we might have. Shou ldn't
we perhaps resist the Sta te on this occasion by refusing to comply
with the law? It was a heated discussion, as you can imagine, and
we were not going to get a uniting Minute on this occasion. We
called a Special Meeting. This time we sat in a circle without the
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deceived or hood-winked, or tryin g to kid ourselves, or sim p ly
fearful and p rejudiced .
That is why the Sp irit is so important for our re gular Meetin gs
for Business. And that is one reason why we do our business in
the wa y we do: we want to know what's really goin g on so that
we can do the right thing.
A second reason why we do business this wa y is that we
recognize our limits as individuals. It is not only that we have
our self-interest to think of, we also know that our exp erience
and exp ertise are limited, and that other Friends have different
ex p erience, differen t kinds of knowledge. Variety in a g rou p can
often be seen as a disadvantage. How can p eople come to a gree
on everything if they are all so different, and from different
back grounds? Surp risingly p erhaps, the Quakers see this as an
advanta g e. Variety means we have a richer experience to draw
on. It onl y re quires that we really listen to one another, and to
where we each of us come from, and we will have g ained in
insi ght from the process. If we don't do something like this, we
will tend to associate with those who think as we do and disso
ciate from those who do not. We then have wha t Burrou gh called
a ' controversy between p arty and party of men' (and of women,
for that matter). We are p olarized into opposite camps, because
we can only see those who differ from us as opp osed to us.
Much better to see everyone's experience as relevant, however
limited it might be. After all, we all have some relationship to the
matter we are thinking about, otherwise we wouldn't be here.
And, to sa y the least, we can all be aware, as we wait in the Li ght,
of the other p eople in the room and what is happening between
us. Perha p s the women will be more aware of this than the men that is often the gift of women. Some men may be totally
absorbed in the issue to be discussed and so not be· aware of the
p eop le around them - and that is their gift! So we each have
somethin g to contribute. On some matters, we have to say, one or
two Friends may know a good deal more than everybody else.
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table, and asked every one in turn - there were 10 or 12 of us wha t we felt about the issue and what the background was in our
experience that Jed us to feel that way. It was most enlightening.
The male Friend told us of his experience as a social worker,
when he had been deeply hurt by a false accusation (in court, I
think it was) that blamed him for the mishandling of some
children. The accusation was withdrawn, but he didn't want to
have to go through such an event again, or have it dragged up in
the meeting. The woman Friend admitted that she felt very
nervous with children anyway and was terrified of being asked
to look after them herself. Her nervousness made her feel that
'looking after children' was a dang erous and dodgy business, so
she was g lad to have a test run on everybody. I said I didn't like
bein g told what to do on this matter, and, on reflection - I
surp rised myself sa yin g this - I didn't like bein g told what to do
on an y matter! When we had finall y g one round the circle there
was a si gh of relief. We knew now where we were all comin g
from. We saw no reason to disa gree. Instead, we found a p olicy
that would feel right to all of us. We asked the Nominations
Committee to find names for a 'children's committee' from a list
of Friends who said the y would be ha ppy to work with chi ldren
and ha ppy to g o throu g h a police check for the p u rp ose. We had
a Minute to that effect, and i t resol ved the issue on ou r minds.
This then leads to the fin al reason wh y we ado p t thi s p ra ctice.
Resolvin g an issue this wa y p roduces g reat con fidence in the
decision and commitment to it. You can believe me when I tell
you that the issue of a child p rotection p olicy di dn't arise a g ain
in m y old meeting. We all knew we had dealt with it p ro p erl y.
We should com p are this a pproach with what fre q uentl y
ha pp ens in or ganizations that rely on voting or consensus. The
i:ap id and efficient p rocess may at first seem good. But as time
goes b y the peo p le who were ou t-voted on the issue ma y feel at
odds with the or ganization and resent the p olicy that is now in
place. Those who had to com p romise to achieve a consensus,
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which mi ght include everybody, will feel a t least slightly dissat
isfied with the resul t, and they may harbour the wish one day to
overturn it. What do the countries of Europe now feel wi th their
new treaty for the Union? I guess they are pleased they have a
treaty at all, and mildly dissatisfied that they had to surrender so
much to achieve it. So what next?
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