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Chapter 111

No Decisions Without Unity

One major difficulty in assessing Quaker procedure is that no con-
ventional term adequately expresses the phenomenon of decisional
agreement in a Quaker meeting. Some people describe all decisions as
unanimous on the grounds that any objecting member could prevent
action. But this is a misnomer because it implies that all participants are
satisfied when a decision is reached—a point hardly true of many Quaker
decisions. Other people speak of consensus, thereby underscoring that
the bulk of those present agree even if one or two objectors remain. But
this, too, is misleading, Quakers are simply not satisfied to know that
even the overwhelming majority are in agreement.!

Given this verbal difficulty, many Friends adhere carefully to the term
“unity” rather than “unanimity” or “consensus.” This term, too, can be
misleading if one makes it a synonym for unanimity. Unity, however, has
the advantage of being widely used among Friends and has historical
roots in the understanding that the one Spirit of Truth leads all to unite in
what the Spirit reveals.? Hence, the common expression, “I can unite with
what Friend Smith has said.”

Another early Quaker term was “concord.” Edward Burrough
exhorted his brethren in 1662 “to determine of things by a general mutu-
al concord, in assenting together as one man in the spirit of truth and
equity, and by the authority thereof.”* The Oxford English Dictionary
defines concordance in this same sense of harmonizing various accounts.

The melodic image is useful. It suggests that the sort of agreement

63















Chapter V

Quaker Leadership

Now that our essay has established that individuals and even group
are quite capable of group-centered action and has sketched the myth
that support such a liberated action, it seems appropriate to explore th
high expectations Quakers have for their leaders. We shall focus upon th
one major official of Friends business meetings, the clerk.

The Clerk’s Responsibilities: Devices for Hidden Control

Douglas Steere defines the clerk as a person whose personal belie
in Quaker presuppositions expresses itself in some special qualities:

He or she is a good listener, has a clear mind that can handle issues,
has the gift of preparing a written minute that can succinctly sum up
the sense of the meeting, and is one who has faith in the presupposi-
tions that were mentioned earlier: faith in the presence of a Guide; faith
in the deep revelatory genius of such a meeting to arrive at a decision
that may break new ground and yet may in fresh ways be in keeping
with the Society of Friends’ deepest testimonies; and faith in each of those
present being potentially the vehicle of the fresh resolving insight. With
all of this, a good clerk is a person who refuses to be hurried and can
weary out dissension with a patience borne of the confidence that there
is a way through, although the group may have to return again and again
to the issue before clearness comes and a proper decision is reached.!

Let us look at some of the clerk’s ordinary duties and djgcover how
they may also become levers of power.
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