NEW YORK YEARLY MEETING

of the Religious Society of Friends

Priorities Working Group

December 12, 2013

To  Farmington-Scipio Regional Meeting

All Friends Regional Meeting

New York Quarterly Meeting

Butternuts Quarterly Meeting

Northeastern Regional Meeting

Dear Friends:

The Priorities Working Group, as charged, is preparing a statement of leadings and priorities for New York Yearly Meeting, which will be presented at Spring Sessions in April and Summer Sessions in July. To that end we have visited fifty-six monthly meetings and eight worship groups (five in prisons). In each visit Friends tell us about the life of the Spirit in their meeting, what work, ministry, and witness their meeting is called to, and how the Yearly Meeting can help them. We are reaching clarity about leadings and priorities. We offer you today a summary of what we have been hearing, including some quotations from our visits. We ask if it adequately expresses what we have heard from you. 

Many monthly meetings, we observe, feel detached from the rest of the Yearly Meeting,  Pastoral meetings, with their distinct form of worship, have greater difficulty in feeling connected; some feel there is hostility to Christ-centered spirituality in the rest of the Yearly Meeting. They, and especially their pastors, need a special kind of support. But nearly all monthly meetings tell us that worshiping together is their priority. They have said, “For many of us, worship is what holds our lives together,” and “Much of the life of the monthly meeting is in the joys and struggles that take place in community.”  The work of the Spirit is locally felt and locally acted upon. Friends treasure the support that their Meeting provides to the members and attenders--the “love and care and support for each other,” the deepening of oneself through worship and spiritual growth.  For some, it is hard to imagine a role for the Yearly Meeting in their practical, daily community-building.

This sense of detachment has meant that sometimes, when Friends from the Priorities Working Group visit, we get called “Yearly Meeting Friends,” separate from local meetings. We hear Friends say gratefully, “You came and visited us,” as if their monthly meeting were not part of a larger community. Most of the meetings we have visited wish for more visitation from those who are active in the Yearly Meeting organization. They agree also on expressing appreciation for visits from the General Secretary and Associate Secretary. The Young Adult Field Secretary is especially praised for her support to young families. Worship would be deepened, they say, if Friends from other meetings came to visit and connect with them. Several Friends expressed concern that the Yearly Meeting sessions should be more economically accessible. We conclude that connecting Friends to each other is a priority for New York Yearly Meeting.
We group the priorities of the Yearly Meeting in two divisions: what monthly meetings want the rest of New York Yearly Meeting to do for them, and what monthly meetings want done that they can’t do alone. 

Monthly meetings would like advice and information about deepening meetings for worship, perhaps by “sending Friends to deepen our worship.” Spiritual deepening and spiritual learning are priorities. They also want help with vocal ministry, clerking, learning Quaker process, practice and beliefs, and advice on resolving conflicts within a monthly meeting.  Friends are clear that Yearly Meeting assistance and guidance should be brought to their own regions. Of course a number of these activities are already being carried on, for instance by the staff. The Yearly Meeting website is being enlarged to give monthly meetings and their committees access to committee records and resource materials. News of staff activities is carried in InfoShare, the electronic partner of Spark, which is also a potent means for Friends to get news of other monthly meetings, Yearly Meeting activities, the wider world of Quakerism, and upcoming conferences and workshops. More Friends have begun reading both InfoShare and Spark. We often hear Powell House, technically a separate organization from the Yearly Meeting, praised for its benefits to youth. And the ARCH program, Friends say, “has been extraordinarily beneficial.” In short, the Yearly Meeting is already carrying on activities that Friends value.

 It has been suggested to us that Yearly Meeting can help knit Friends closer by openly discussing the differences among meetings, weaving together unprogrammed and pastoral Friends. Recent visits have shown us how well a pastor, acting on behalf of the monthly meeting, can support the wider community by serving on a community center board or as a chaplain. Conversely, unprogrammed meetings ask for help in providing pastoral care for their members.A related problem is geographical distance. Some Friends wish for help in carpooling or coordinating transportation to events or youth programs farther away. For members of worship groups, it can be a financial burden to travel back to the monthly meeting that has them under its care. Prison groups especially feel the distance between themselves and other Friends. They always want more visitors. 

Other priorities that monthly meetings ask for are help with property management, “help with First-Day School planning; how to teach Quaker history to teenagers,” support for First Day School teachers, resources and ideas for attracting new members and retaining their young people, and “advice on facilitating boards, committees, and administrations.”  

All these kinds of help, we believe, can be achieved by realigning New York Yearly Meeting so that it helps monthly meetings revitalize themselves. 

What would local Friends like the rest of the Yearly Meeting to do on their behalf? Mainly they ask for a Quaker voice in public affairs, to the Council of Churches in each state, to the legislature, to the governor’s office, to the world. No monthly meeting can speak for “all Friends,” but a Yearly Meeting can get media attention for Quaker concerns. Friends ask for a louder voice for their peace witness, earth care, social justice, income inequality, and prison concerns. Friends also hope that this Yearly Meeting, being one of the few that belong to both Friends General Conference and Friends United Meeting, will maintain its working memberships in both. They urge the Yearly Meeting to advise Friends Committee on National Legislation, American Friends Service Committee, Friends World Committee for Consultation, and other Friends organizations, and to facilitate the exchange of information and concerns between those organizations and local meetings, for instance through InfoShare. Generally, Friends want the Yearly Meeting organization to raise public awareness about Quakers in the wider world; to proclaim our spiritual vision and display our spiritually based activism on issues in the world.

These are some of the most clearly stated priorities in the many monthly meetings the Priorities Working Group has visited. We are charged “to reflect these insights and priorities back to our constituent regions to ensure that the Working Group has discerned accurately.” Hence this report, which we send to you in time for your next session. Earlier versions were received by Shrewsbury-Plainfield Half-Yearly Meeting and Purchase, Long Island, and Nine Partners Quarterly Meetings.

An efficient way of removing the sense of distance between monthly meetings and the Yearly Meeting will be to involve more Friends in the budget-making process. Consequently, the Priorities Working Group is recommending that the budget-setting process should begin early each year, at the Coordinating Weekend, in a Spirit-guided manner. The budget should be ready for approval at Fall Sessions. This extra time in our budget process will allow for more meaningful participation by more Friends. One of our Advices directs Friends to inspect frequently the state of their temporal affairs. To follow that Advice, statements of Yearly Meeting income and expense should be easily accessible to all who contribute to its work. Budget statements should transparently reflect the activities of the organization, the cost of major initiatives, the achievements of the various programs, and the way that local Friends can become engaged in them. In cooperation with the Financial Services Committee and the Treasurer, we composed a consolidated statement of the Yearly Meeting’s finances. We presented a sample of that at Fall Sessions in November; we attach that sample to this report (reminding you that it is still a draft document). It should help Friends better understand the income and expense cash flow of New York Yearly Meeting. Thereby, in our financial planning, Friends will carry out more effectively and efficiently the spiritual leadings and priorities of the monthly meetings.

We look forward to your answer to our question, Have we discerned accurately?

Lee Haring, Clerk

Priorities Working Group

