
M
ak

ing
 D

e
cisio

n
s 

W
hy th

is d
istin

ctive p
ractice

? 

T
he first p oint to m

ake is th
at w

h
ile other w

ay s of m
akin

g a 
decision m

ay be quicker, they m
ay not resu

lt in a better decision
. 

If the 
decision is 

m
ad

e by 
som

eone 
in 

au
thority

 
or by 

an
 

ap p
oin

ted com
m

ittee, it m
ay not coincide w

ith w
hat m

ost people 
w

an
t or think. If it is m

ade by a public debate in
 w

h
ich the issu

e 
is though

t through from
 both sid

es, it m
ig h

t still m
iss the real 

p
oint. R

eason, thou
g h

t and debate are very u
seful an

d often
 fafr, 

bu
t they are also lim

ited w
hen it com

es to the deeper question
s of 

life. T
hey don't cope w

ell w
ith p

eop
le's feelings, either, or w

ith 
the subtleties of p ersonal relation

sh
ips or g roup

 dyn
am

ics. T
hese 

all h
ave to be 'sensed' in a d

ifferen
t w

ay , as w
e saw

 w
ith the 

q u
estion of G

od. So to get a clear sen
se of w

hat is h
ap pening in

 
our lives, w

e Q
uakers try to g o deep

er. W
e have to let go ou

r 
active an

d fretfu
l m

inds in
 order to do this. W

e go qu
iet an

d let a 
deep

er, m
ore sensitive aw

areness arise. W
e let g o of our habitual 

self-concern as w
ell, because this can distort our p

ercep
tion

 of 
w

h
at is g oing on. A

nd certainly , reasoning and debating do n
ot of 

them
selves h

elp 
us 

to 
overcom

e 
self-in

terest; 
they 

can 
even

 
en

trench it. W
hen w

e feel criticized, for exam
p

le, w
e can

 quickly 
go on the defensive and w

ant to justify ou
rselves w

ith reason
s 

an
d excuses. If on the other h

and w
e rem

ain still and silent, the 
ego 

q uietens 
dow

n, 
and 

w
e 

can
 

see 
the 

tru
th 

of
 the 

m
atter,

irresp ective of how
 it m

ight affect us person
ally. A

nd as w
e op en 

ou
rselves to the truth, w

hatever it m
ay be, w

e find w
e are bein

g 
en

abled to see. W
e are fu

lly atten
tive, but w

e are not actively 
u

sing ou
r m

in
ds to solve a p

roblem
. W

e are allow
ing ou

rselves to 
becom

e fu
lly aw

are of it an
d th

e situ
ation around it, in th

e h
op e 

of being able to see a w
ay throug h

. A
s w

e do, w
e becom

e aw
are 

sim
u

ltaneously of a sou
rce of insig h

t an
d u

nderstanding w
ith

in
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T
he Q

uake
r Way

 

us th
at is quite diff

erent from
 our norm

al, conscious self. 
This 

is w
hat w

e 
m

ean by 'Sp irit'. 
It is not 

tangible 
or 

observable, and it can't be thoug ht about directly, it's so deep and 
m

ysterious. But w
e kn

ow
 it's there because of w

hat it does to us 
an

d w
ith us and throug h us. It enables us to see clearly w

hat is 
going on -

starting w
ith w

hat w
e ourselves are doing and exp eri­

encing -
and it enables us to see w

hat w
e can do about it, p erhap s 

w
hat w

e 
h
a
v
e
 to

 do. If w
e don't like w

hat w
e see w

e can alw
ay s 

reject it, deny it, but then w
e w

ill lose contact w
ith the Sp irit and 

w
e w

on't see thing s clearly any m
ore; w

e'll be throw
n back on our 

ow
n ego-based resou

rces. W
e'll have to thrash it out in our m

inds, 
w

ith the p ros and cons, force ourselves to m
ake a decision, or 

w
hatever. So w

e have a choice here. It is our responsibility , as I've 
em

phasized before, w
hat w

e do w
ith the Sp irit w

hen w
e happ en 

to be aw
are of it. If w

e follow
 its lead, w

e w
ill feel its effect in our 

lives. W
e w

ill learn
 to recog nize it, app reciate it and, m

ost im
p or­

tantly, w
e w

ill learn
 to trust it. W

e w
ill never know

 its reality as a 
m

atter of fact, of ob jective fact, as som
ething w

e can p rove or 
disprove. But w

e can test it in our ow
n exp erience, w

hich is p artly 
of course sub jective. Yet w

hen it is tested in a w
hole g roup , 

exp loring an issue tog ether, and tested over tim
e by the results, 

w
e can feel that the w

orkings of the Sp irit are being tested very 
thoroug hl

y . A
nd that leads to trust, to faith

. 
Spirit is not a

 supernatu
ral force that g oes ag ainst the g rain of 

our nature. It is not irrational feeling or m
agical m

anipulation. It 
is our ow

n deep natu
re, so that w

hen w
e get in touch w

ith it w
e 

exp erience it as som
ething entirely natural. A

nd w
e exp erience it 

first of all as w
hat enlig htens us. A

s G
eorge Fox said: 

The lig ht is that by w
hich y e com

e to �ee. 68

For w
ith the lig h

t m
an sees him

self.69 

So spiritu
al aw

areness beg ins w
ith a very dow

n-to-earth thing: 
w

e 
can 

see w
hat's 

g oing 
on, w

hereas 
p reviously 

w
e w

ere 
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M
ak

ing D
ecisio

ns 

deceived or hood-w
inked, or try ing to kid ourselves, or sim

p ly 
fearful and p re judiced

. 
T

hat is w
hy the Sp irit is so im

portant for our reg ular M
eeting s 

for Busin
ess. A

nd that is one reason w
hy w

e do our business in 
the w

ay w
e do: w

e w
ant to know

 w
hat's really going on so that 

w
e can do the right thing. 

A
 second reason w

hy w
e do bu

siness this w
ay is that w

e 
recognize our lim

its as individuals. It is not only that w
e have 

our self-interest to think of, w
e also know

 that our exp erience 
and exp ertise are lim

ited, and that other Friends have different 
exp erience, different kinds of kn

ow
ledg e. Variety in a g roup can 

often be seen as a disadvantage. H
ow

 can p eople com
e to ag ree 

on everything if they are all so different, and from
 different 

backg rou
nds? Surp risingly p erhaps, the Q

uakers see this as an 
advantag e. V

ariety m
eans w

e have a richer experience to draw
 

on. It only req uires that w
e really listen to one another, and to 

w
here w

e each of us com
e from

, and w
e w

ill have g ained in 
insig ht from

 the process. If w
e don't do som

ething like this, w
e 

w
ill tend to associate w

ith those w
ho think as w

e do and disso­
ciate from

 those w
ho do not. We

 then have w
hat Burroug h called 

a 'controversy betw
een p arty and party of m

en' (and of w
om

en, 
for that m

atter). W
e are p olarized into opposite cam

ps, because 
w

e can only see those w
ho differ from

 us as opp osed to u
s. 

M
uch better to see every one's experience as relevant, how

ever 
lim

ited it m
ig ht be. A

fter all, w
e all have som

e relationship to the 
m

atter w
e are thinking about, otherw

ise w
e w

ouldn't be here. 
A

nd, to say the least, w
e can all be aw

are, as w
e w

ait in the Lig ht, 
of the other p eople in the room

 and w
hat is happening betw

een 
us. Perhap s the w

om
en w

ill be m
ore aw

are of this than the m
en -

that is often the gift of w
om

en. Som
e 

m
en 

m
ay be 

totally 
absorbed in the issue to be discussed and so not be·aw

are of the 
p eop le around them

 -
and that is their gift! So w

e each have 
som

ething to contribute. O
n som

e m
atters, w

e have to say, one or 
tw

o Friends m
ay know

 a g ood deal m
ore than everybody else.  
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T
he Q

u
ake

r Wa
y 

Th
ey m

ay be on the com
m

ittee th
at h

as already gone through
 this 

w
ith 

a 
too

th
 

com
b

. 
T

hey 
m

ay 
be 

p
rofession

ally 
train

ed 
in 

h
andling m

on
ey, or bricks-an

d-m
ortar, or little ch

ild
ren

. B
u

t they 

n
eed th

e recogn
itio

n
 of th

is from
 the rest of the com

m
uni ty to 

m
ake th

eir
 con

tribu
tion h

elp
fu

lly an
d

 fru
itfu

lly. It is p
art of our 

job in
 com

ing
 to d

ecision
s th

at w
e discern

 w
ho kn

ow
s w

hat, an
d

 
w

h
at each

 on
e kn

ow
s. W

e m
ight say

 in
 fact that the w

hole process 

of com
in

g to a decision is on
e of d

iscernm
en

t. We
 ask

 ourselves, 
W

h
at is th

is really abou
t? W

hat are the facts of the case? W
ho is 

b
ein

g
 affected by th

is, an
d

 h
ow

? W
ho know

s w
h

at's going on, or 
h

as gone on, in
 cases like this? W

h
at d

o each of us know
 an

d/or 

feel ab
out th

is th
in

g
? T

hen
 w

e can
 discern, fi

nally, w
h

at is the best 
w

ay forw
ard, or w

h
at th

is situ
ation req

uires of us. 
I w

en
t th

rou
gh

 th
is p

rocess once in
 a w

ay th
at im

p
ressed m

e 
d

eep
ly. 

It w
as in

 m
y

 old
 m

eetin
g in

 Birm
ingh

am
, back in the 

nin
eties. W

e had ju
st received advice from

 Frien
d

s H
ouse (our 

cen
h·al body) on h

o
w

 to com
p

ly
 w

ith
 th

e G
overn

m
en

t's new
 law

 
on 

child 
protection

. A
n

yon
e 

w
h

o is given 
resp

on
sibility for 

ch
ild

ren
 in any org

an
ization

 m
u

st have a p
olice check on

 their 
p

ast record to see if they h
ave ever been

 fo
u

nd gm
lty of abu

sing
 

child
ren

. The ad
vice w

as th
at w

e shou
ld d

raw
 u

p
 a p

olicy to see 

that th
is w

as d
one. B

u
t it  raised

 som
e of ou

r h
ackles w

h
en it w

as 
p

resen
ted to u

s in
 m

eetin
g

. O
n

e m
ale Frien

d
 w

an
ted

 no
th

ing to 
d

o w
ith

 th
is in

terferin
g legislation, w

h
ich

 im
plied

 that w
e tru

st 
n

o-on
e in our organ

ization, and su
spect everyon

e as a p
ossible 

child m
olester. A

n
oth

er Frien
d w

as very n
ervous abou

t th
e im

p
li­

catio
n

 th
at w

e m
ig

ht h
ave such a m

olester in
 our m

id
st, an

d w
as 

all in
 favour of im

p
lem

en
ting

 a tough p
olicy. I did

n't like the idea, 

becau
se it seem

ed like w
e w

ere being told w
h

at to d
o in

 our ow
n 

m
eeting, over-rid

in
g

 an
y d

iscernm
ent w

e m
igh

t have. Sh
ou

ld
n

't 
w

e p
erhap

s resist th
e Sta te on

 this occasion
 by refu

sin
g to com

p
ly 

w
ith the law

? It w
as a h

eated discu
ssion, as y

ou can im
agine, an

d 

w
e w

ere n
ot g

oin
g

 to g
et a u

nitin
g M

in
u

te on this occasion
. W

e 
called

 a Special M
eetin

g. Th
is tim

e w
e sat in a circle w

ith
ou

t th
e 
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M
ak

in
g
 D

e
cisio

n
s 

table, an
d asked every one in

 turn -
there w

ere 10 or 12 of us -
w

h
at w

e felt abou
t th

e issu
e and w

hat the b
ackgrou

n
d w

as in o
ur 

exp
erience th

at Jed
 u

s to
 feel that w

ay. It w
as m

ost enlighten
ing. 

T
he m

ale Friend told
 u

s of h
is exp

erience as a social w
orker, 

w
h

en h
e h

ad been d
eep

ly h
u

rt by a false accu
sation (in

 cou
rt, I 

think 
it w

as) that blam
ed

 him
 

for 
th

e m
ishan

d
ling of som

e 
children

. Th
e accu

sation
 w

as w
ith

d
raw

n, bu
t he didn't w

an
t to 

h
ave to go through

 such an event again, or h
ave it dragged u

p
 in 

th
e m

eetin
g. T

he w
om

an Friend ad
m

itted that sh
e felt very 

nervous w
ith child

ren anyw
ay and w

as terrified
 of bein

g asked
 

to look after them
 h

erself. H
er nervou

sness m
ade her feel th

at 
'looking after children' w

as a d
an gerou

s an
d

 d
od

g y b
usiness, so 

she w
as glad to

 h
ave a test ru

n
 on

 ev
er yb

od y. I said
 I d

idn
't like 

bein
g told

 w
hat to d

o on
 this m

atter, 
an

d, on
 reflection -

I 
su

r p
rised m

yself sa yin
g this -

I didn
't like bein

g told
 w

h
at to do 

on
 an

y m
atter! W

hen w
e h

ad
 fin

all y g
on

e rou
n

d th
e circle there 

w
as a si gh of relief. W

e kn
ew

 now
 w

here w
e w

ere all com
in

g 

from
. W

e saw
 no reason to

 d
isa gree. In

stead, w
e found a p

olic y 

th
at w

ould fee
l ri gh

t to all of u
s. W

e asked 
the N

om
in

ation
s 

C
om

m
ittee to fin

d n
am

es for a 'child
ren

's com
m

ittee' from
 a list 

of Frien
d

s w
h

o said th
e y w

ou
ld

 be h
a p

p
y to w

ork w
ith chi ld

ren 
an

d h
a p

p
y

 to go throu
gh a p

olice ch
eck fo

r the pu
r p

ose. W
e h

ad 
a M

in
u

te to that effect, and
 i t  resol ved the issue on ou

r m
inds. 

T
his then

 lead
s to th

e fin
al reason

 w
h

y w
e ad

o p
t th

i s  p
ractice. 

R
esolvin

g an
 issu

e th
is w

a y p
rod

u
ces g

reat con
fidence in

 the 
decision

 an
d com

m
itm

en
t to it. Y

ou
 can

 believe m
e w

hen I tell  
you

 th
at the issu

e o
f a ch

ild
 p

rotection p
olic y d

id
n

't arise a gain 
in

 m
y old

 m
eetin

g. W
e all knew

 w
e h

ad
 dealt w

ith it p
ro p

erl y. 
W

e 
sh

ou
ld

 
com

p
are 

this 
a pp

roach 
w

ith 
w

hat fre quentl y 

ha p
p

ens in
 or gan

izations that rel y on
 voting or consensu

s. The 
i:a p

id
 an

d
 efficient p

rocess m
a y at first seem

 good
. Bu

t as tim
e 

goes b y the p
eo p

le w
ho w

ere ou
t-v

o
ted

 on
 the issu

e m
a y feel at 

od
d

s w
ith

 the or gan
ization

 an
d

 resen
t the po

lic y th
at is n

ow
 in

 
place. Th

ose w
h

o h
ad

 to com
p

rom
ise to ach

ieve a consensu
s, 

7
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T
h
e
 Q

u
a
k
e
r W

ay
 

w
hich

 m
ig ht include every body , w

ill feel at least slightly dissat­
isfied w

ith the result, and they m
ay harbour th

e w
ish one day to 

overturn it. W
hat do the countries of Europ e now

 fe el w
ith their 

new
 treaty for the U

ni
on? I guess they are pleased they have a 

treaty
 at all, and m

ildly dissatisfied that they had to surrender so 
m

uch to achieve it. So w
hat next? 
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