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A Unique Contribution 

The Quaker Meeting for Business 

MANY persons outside the Society 
of Friends have recently "dis

covered" the Quaker meeting for busi
ness and have been intrigued by its 
methods. Stuart Chase has devoted a 
full chapter in his recent book, Roads 
to Agreement, to the Quaker monthly 
meeting and Morris Llewellyn Cooke 
wrote an article quite recently for the 
New York Times Magazine Section on 
the Quaker way of doing business. 

These and other persons interested 
in the practical application of democra
cy are searching for improved methods 
and techniques. In the Quaker meeting 
for business they have found something 
which strikes them as unusual, unique, 
and full of promise for other groups. 

Perhaps we who are Quakers need to 
review from time to time the meaning 
of this phase of our Society. We may 
need to remind ourselves of its impor
tance and methods. We may need to re
evaluate our own practices in commit
tees and in monthly meetings as they 
relate to the Quaker way of doing busi
ness. We may need to re-educate our
selves and others on this aspect of 
Quakerism. Perhaps we have taken our 
meeting for business too much for 
granted. 

If the Quaker meeting for worship is 
one of the unique contributions of 
Friends to Christendom, the Quaker 
meeting for business is the other. Both 
are direct outcomes of the belief of 
Friends in Divine Guidance. If God 
speaks to men and wome.n in periods 
of worship and helps them to find their 
proper orientation to life, He also 
speaks to men and women in periods of 
business and helps them to find the 
proper decisions for individuals and 
groups. This concept of Guidance is 
fundamental to an understanding of the 
business meeting. This idea is basic in 
the conduct of Quaker affairs. 

Bearing this central concept in mind, 
let us examine more closely some im
portant aspects of the meeting for busi-
ness. 

I 

The Need for an Atmosphere of Wor
ship. A Quaker business meeting should 
always be conducted in an atmosphere 
of worship. Only if such a spirit per
vades the group will this method of do
ing business really work. 

The business meeting should open 
with a period of silence. If the business 
session follows a meeting for worship, 
the period of silence may be short. But 
it is important that there be such an 
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introductory period in order that the 
minds of Friends be cleared of every
day worries and cares and a spirit of 
search for Divine Guidance be de
veloped. 

Such a period of silence can become 
a ritual. It can become a form. It can 
become a perfunctory procedure, espe
cially if it is too brief. That is what 
happens in far too many Quaker 
groups. But where it is a real period 
of worship, the minds and souls of 
Friends are prepared for an · unusual 
experience of corporate guidance, of 
creative group thinking. That is the 
business meeting at its best. 

From the opening period of worship 
until the closing Minute and brief pause 
at the end, the meeting should move 
along in a spirit of worship. Short peri
ods of silence may be observed through
out the session. Sometimes there may 
be but a moment's silence as the clerk 
prepares a Minute of the group's deci
sion. At other times there inay be a 
longer period of worship. Once in a 
long time there may even be a brief 
prayer .or message interspersed with 
the speaking. In former times such mes
sages were fairly frequent; today they 
are far too rare. The atmosphere should 
be unhurried, the participants relaxed. 
The business should move along effi
ciently on a conveyor belt of silence 
or float along quickly on a stream of 
silence. 

As George Fox counselled,, "Friends 
are not to meet like a company of 
people about town or parish business 
... but to wait upon the Lord." 

Is such an attitude of worship ob
served in your meeting for business? 

Does your group practice the Presence 
in the Midst in monthly meeting as well 
as in meetings for worship? Are your 
business sessions unhurried, the par
ticipants relaxed? These are important 
questions for any Quaker group. 

II 
The Desirability of Widespread Par

ticipation and Live Concerns. A Quaker 
business meeting for business should 
also be an inclusive gathering. It should 
be a meeting of the entire group. It 
should attract all the members of the 
Society who can possibly attend. It 
should be composed of men and women, 
young people, and children. If the 
Meeting is to move as a united group, 
it is important that all members of that 
group share in the decisions. 

Ideally, th~n, the Quaker meeting for 
business is a rare form of democracy. 
It is not the commonly accepted form 
of political democracy with motions 
and majority-minority reports, limited 
to adults. It is not the kind of theocra
cy practiced by some churches. It is a 
religious democracy in which all per
sons participate. 

The time for the business meeting 
peeds to be set when as many persons 
as possible can attend. For that reason 
some Meetings have begun to hold their 
business sessions after Meeting on Sun
day. That is advantageous for some 
groups, but it often makes for a hurried 
period. A few Meetings now plan a 
Sunday dinner together with the meet
ing for business in the early afternoon. 
That tends to combine the commend
able practice of a common meal with 
a more leisurely period of business. 
Other groups have a mid-week supper 
together, a short period for committees 
to meet, and then the monthly meeting. 

Each group needs to examine this 
problem of a suitable time for the busi
ness meeting, bearing· in mind the im
portance of widespread participation 
and an unhurried period for transacting 
the affairs of the group. 

Equally important is the necessity of 
having enough vital business to encour
age wide attendance. If the business 
meeting is limited to the perfunctory 
r eports of committees and routine busi
ness, Friends should not expect a large 
attendance. But if the routine aspects 
of the life of the Meeting can be kept to 
a minimum and time zealously guarded 
for an exploration of vital concerns, 
there is likely to be much more wide
spread participation. 

How does your Meeting rate on these 



aspects of the business session? Does 
it attract a large proportion of the 
resident members? Do young people 
and children attend as well as older 
Friends? Has your Meeting found a 
convenient time for such sessions? Have 
you experimented with a common meal 
as one part of the life of the group? 
Are your monthly meetings dealing 
with live and vital concerns? These, too, 
are important queries for any Quaker 
group. 

III 

The Importance of the Clerk. The 
central figure in any Quaker business 
meeting is the clerk. He should not be 
conspicuous. He should not direct or· 
dominate the group. He should not 
force decisions when the gathering is 
not ready to make them. 

Nevertheless, he is the most impor
tant person in the business session. His 
job requires special qualifications. He 
should be a sensitive person, a person 
with rare gifts in helping to create a 
permissive atmosphere in which all per
sons will want to participate. He should 
quickly grasp the business at hand and 
be able to draw out varying points of 
view. He should be able to move the 
meeting along quickly without cutting 
off important discussion. He should be 
particularly responsive to the mood of 
the meeting. In some ways he should 
be like a piece of litmus paper, record
ing in his own mind and then on paper 
the feelings of the group. 

At times he may n eed to have a sense 
of humor and to use that gift as a 
means of relieving any tensions that 
may arise. 

Above all, he needs to believe in the 
principle of Divine Guidance and to 
practice it. 

In most Meetings there is an assistant 
clerk who records the group decisions, 
but where this is also done by the clerk, 
he needs the additional talent of being 

. able to record quickly and tersely the 
sense of the meeting. 

This is asking much of a clerk, but 
there are many individuals serving in 
that capacity in Meetings across the 
United States and around the world 
who have all or almost all of these 
qualities. Many are older, more mature 
Friends. A few are young persons. To 
watch them in action is to realize the 
potentialities in people. To participate 
in a business meeting under such a 
clerk is to recognize the possibilities of 
a Quaker meeting for business. 

Does your monthly meeting, quarter
ly meeting, or yearly meeting have such 
clerks? Do you fully appreciate their 
work? Do you occasionally express 
your appreciation to them? Has your 
Meeting examined its own practices in 
regard to rotating clerks so that others 
may develop these skills? Since the 
clerk is so important to a group, great 

care should be exercised in the selec
tion of the person for that post. 

IV 

The Significance of Size. The Quaker 
meeting for business should also be 
fairly small. Since the aim of the group 
is to develop a sense of belonging on 
the part of each member and to have 
all persons share in the decisions of the 
group, the size of the meeting is im
portant. 

The writer does not care to hazard 
a statement of the maximum size which 
is possible for a monthly meeting, but 
it is generally agreed that groups over 
fifty or sixty do not develop very easily 
the characteristics which have just 
been outlined. 

It is true that the Quaker way of 
doing business is ·used in yearly meet
ing groups as large as a thousand per
sons, but there is seldom the same feel
ing of participation in such a large 
gathering as there is in smaller groups. 
Furthermore, participation in large 
bodies would not be possible were it 
not for the small monthly meetings 
which serve as training grounds in this 
procedure. 

The very small business meeting 
where only a few members take part 
is probably more detrimental than the 
large group. In such instances, a small 
group of Friends makes the decisions 
for the group and · tends to develop 
monopolistic control. 

What is the average size of your 
meeting for business? Is it too large, 
too small? Have you found that size is 
an important factor? Do your members 
feel that they share in decisions in the 
monthly meeting? Do they have the 
same feeling in larger bodies? What 
suggestions do you have for handling 
business in large bodies of Friends so 
that the same spirit exists there as it 
does in smaller groups? 

v 
T1,te Search for Unanimity. Any 

Minute recording the action of a Quak
er meeting should be the combined 
statement of all members of the group. 
It should be a record of a decision on 
which all can agree. It should state the 
convictions of everyone rather than the 
views of a majority or a minority. More 
important, such decisions should be as 
close to the Divine Will, speaking 
through the monthly meeting, as it is 
possible for human beings to come. 

Such decisions are sometimes difficult 
to reach. Often times it seems that 
Quaker groups move frightfully slowly. 
But history has proved over and over 
again that when the decision is one 
which is made by everyone, the group 
moves forward en masse rather than 
one group moving ahead and other 
groups remaining behind, with a splint
ering of the group. 

Several factors enter into such a 
search for unanimity. 

One of these is the spirit of open
mindedness. If Friends ent~r a busi
ness meeting with their minds com
pletely made up or in a spirit of debate 
or contention, unanimity is not likely 
to be reached. The period of worship 
which precedes the business session can 
help to create an atmosphere in which 
people will search for common ground 
rather than defending their own points 
of view. But a short period of silence 
cannot offset years of training in seek
ing one's own way. The search for 
unanimity in a monthly meeting is suc
cessful only when the members have 
practiced for many years a seeking atti
tude, a desire for achieving the com
mon good, a spirit of reconciliation. 

Unanimity is not always easily 
achieved. There will be times in every 
Friends group when there is disagree
ment. Sometimes the differences be
tw.een individuals and groups are deep. 
Often these differences are based on 
sincere convictions. In instances where 
there are such disagreements, Friends 
usually use two methods. One of these 
is the period of silent waiting. The clerk 
may sense a spirit of contention arising 
or may recognize the deep differences 
which exist in the group. He, or some 
other member of the group, may sug
gest a period of worship in which 
Friends strive to find their way out of 
the impasse which they seem to be ap
proaching. Many, many times this has 
resulted in a renewed spirit .of coopera
tion and in a solution to the problem 
at hand. 

At times, however, no agreement 
seems possible. Friends are not clear as 
to the course to take. In such circum
stances it may be necessary to resort to 
postponement. The matter may be re
ferred to a committee for further ex
ploration or the topic may be tabled 
for a period of months or even years 
until the group can move as a united 
body, until unanimity is reached. 

Occasionally it is necessary for a de
cision to be made at once and before 
complete agreement is achieved. In 
such cases it .may be necessary for a 
minority to concede without being com
pletely convinced. Ideally, this would 
never happen; actually; it sometimes 
does. But such decisions are fraught 
with danger and should not be resorted 
to lightly or often. Unless it is absolute
ly imperative that a decision be made, 
postponement should be the rule in 
such cases. 

In this sea rch for unanimity in a 
Quaker business meeting, it is impor
tant that the views of all persons be 
heard. But the expressions of some 
members of the Meeting may be lis
tened to with greater care than the 
words of others.· Persons whose spir
itual sensitivity is better developed and 



whose wisdom is generally recognized, 
will be heard with more openness. 
These persons are often referred to as 
"weighty Friends." In the words of 
Tom Kelly, they are persons "with deli
cate attunement both to heaven and 
earth ." In this respect a Quaker busi
ness meeting is different from the one 
vote per person concept of democracy 
which is practiced by most groups in 
th is country. It is another of those 
characteristics which make the Quaker 
meet ing for business a special type of 
group gathering. 

Those wh o do not fully appreciate 
t his search for unanimity often assume 
that the end result is one of compro
mise. This is sometimes true. But when 
a Quaker business meeting is function
ing p roperly, something better than 
compromise results. Howard Brinton 
has referred to that "something" · in 
these words: "The syn thesis of a vari
ety of elements is oft en obtained by a 
kind of cross-fertilization and the final 
result is not therefore, or at least it 
ought not to be, a compromise. Given 
time and proper conditions, a group 
idea, which is n ot the arithmetical sum 
of individual con tributions nor their 
greatest com mon divisor, but a new cre
ation or mutat ion , finally evolves." 

The Discipline of one yearly meeting 
expresses the same idea in this man
ner: " ... experience has demonstrated 
that in the united worship and activi~ 
ties of a religious group the spiritual 
discernment is sharpen ed by the stimu
lus, counsel, and judgment of all, so 
that the final knowledge or decision of 
the group is usually superior to that of 
the individual." 

This superior idea, this plus quality, 
this composite judgment is difficult to 
describe, but those who have experi
enced such group decisions can testify 
to its effectiven ess. 

Does your Meeting seek for unani
mity? Do its members come to the 
business s essio n s with open-minded
ness? Do you practice periods of silent 
waiting and postp onement when differ
ences seem difficult or impossible to 
resolve? H ave you occasionally experi
enced the growth of a group decision 

which was superior to any proposals of 
individuals? If so, your Meeting has 
gone a long way towards becoming a 
fine example of the Quaker meeting 
for business. If not, perhaps a study of 
Quaker group techniques would be 
profitable. 

VI 
The Necessity of Records. Another 

feature of the Quaker business meeting 
is the manner of recording the decisions 
of the group. In most organizations, 
this is done by a secretary, with the 
records written up after the meeting 
and read at the next business session. 
In a Quaker meeting for business it is 
the group which makes the decision 
and in a sense it is the group which 
writes the Minute. 

After a decision is made, the clerk 
or an assistant clerk, should read to the 
monthly meeting a summary of the dis
cussion and a statement of the final re
sult attained. The approval of the group 
should be obtained or changes should 
be suggested and a revised Minute read 
to the body. In this way the spirit and 
action of the monthly meeting is re
corded and approved by everyone at 
the time when it is made rather than 
as a memory of a secretary of what 
transpired. 

Such records or Minutes are an im
portant part of the records of a Meet
ing. Howard Brinton has referred to 
them as "both a spiritual diary and a 
chronicle of social action." These Min
utes should be carefully preserved as a 
part of the Meeting's history. 

The writing of such records requires 
special skills, but there are many clerks 
and assistant or recording clerks who 
have developed extraordinary skill in 
writing Minutes. 

Does your Meeting record its deci
sions at the time when they are made? 
Does it read the Minutes to the group 
for their approval? Do a large number 
of persons share in the approval of the 
Minutes? Do you have a clerk who is 
skilled in this procedure? Do you ro
tate this office every few years in order 
to develop other persons with this tal
ent and in order to share the burden 
of this post? Do you retain your records 

Additional copies may be secured from 
The American F riend 
101 South 8th St. 
Richmond, Indiana 

in a safe place as a part of the history 
of your Meeting? These, too, seem to 
the writer to be important questions for 
any Quaker group. 

VII 

The Use of " Quaker Methods" by 
Non-Quaker Groups. In the beginning 
of this essay reference was made to the 
keen interest of some non-Friends in 
this Quaker way of doing business. 
Several groups have experimented al
ready with many aspects of this pro
cedure, including the group which 
drafted the Acheson-Lilienthal report 
on atomic energy and the President's 
Water Resources Policy CommisSion. 

Several of these groups have proved 
that many parts of the Quaker proce
dure are applicable to non-Quaker 
groups. But it may be well to sound a 
warning to those who think of the 
Quaker meeting for business as solely 
or even chiefly based on methods or 
techniques or skills. Primarily and 
basically the Quaker business meeting 
is an extension of the Meeting for Wor
ship and its so-called "methods" are 
best applied where there is a spirit of 
worship and a reliance upon Divine 
Guidance in group affairs. It is the 
spirit in which the meeting for business 
is conducted rather than the skills 
which makes it unique. Those persons 
who wish to transfer the practices of a 
religious body to non-religious groups 
would do well to bear this statement 
in mind. 

Experimentation with Quaker meth
ods of doing business should be encour
aged by other groups, but they should 
be aware of the central concepts of a 
Quaker monthly meeting. 

Conclusion. The Quaker meeting for 
business is a precious heritage. It is 
one of the unique contributions of early 
Friends to Christendom. It is a rare 
form of group experience for which 
we should be extremely grateful to our 
forebears. 

It should be studied by all F riends 
today and become a part of the experi
ence of every Quaker group rather than 
becoming an unused part of our tradi
tion. It needs to be practiced to be pre
served. 
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