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Preface
This book grows out of a decade of experiments by Quaker 

Institute for the Future (QIF) employing Quaker processes of com-
munal discernment in research in the context of public policy, aca-
demic study, and community-based research. This book is itself 
the product of a collaborative process which began in 2003 with 
discussions of the idea of practicing “Meeting for Worship for the 
Conduct of Research” and further dialogue sparked by a paper I 
delivered at the Friends Association for Higher Education in 2005 
on “Communal Discernment and Academic Research: Is there 
a Quaker Epistemology for the study of Public Policy and Social 
Change?” During the last decade, people associated with QIF sem-
inars and projects have engaged in reflective discussions, worshipful 
meditations, and practical experiments exploring this question. The 
side bars in this book offer illuminating testimonies from a number 
of their experiences. 

In the QIF Summer Research Seminar of 2013, I shared a paper 
proposing a Circle of Discernment on Quaker Epistemology and 
invited Friends to join me. The task was taken up by a group initially 
consisting of  Judy Lumb, as convener, Charles Blanchard, Geoffrey 
Garver and myself. We were later joined by Leonard Joy and Sara 
Wolcott. For me, our work on this book has been an especially rich, 
rewarding, collaborative process in which all participants contrib-
uted in major ways, not only to the discernment process but also to 
the substantive text as well. Sections for which contributing auth-
ors were primarily responsible are marked in the text but the entire 
book was also reviewed and reformed by their ideas, experiences 
and suggestions. The text attempts to accurately reflect the practice 
and findings of those who have worked with QIF. 

 Members of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) are 
often called to help generate knowledge, wisdom, and system-
atic insight that can inform public policy and our practical efforts 
to transform society. I hope this book will inform all our research 
efforts in ways that will enable us all to live more fully in that life 
and power that leads us to treat all humans and all of Earth as a 
manifestation of the Divine. 

This QIF Focus Book is designed to be interesting to at least 
three audiences:  1) Quakers who are interested in ways their 
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experiences of worship and faith could inform their research or other 
work in the world, 2) Physical and social scientists from other faith 
traditions who are interested in how their spiritual lives might be 
more fully integrated with their work and 3) Researchers are inter-
ested in how Quaker practices of communal discernment, if viewed 
in secular terms, might be relevant to enhancing the forms of  col-
laboration they practice in their work. 

Readers are likely to encounter language that describes experi-
ences or expresses ideas in terms that are unfamiliar or are in ten-
sion with their accustomed ways of thinking. Some readers may find 
sections of Spirit-centered language either puzzling or problematic. 
Other readers may find passages use language that departs markedly 
from their own faith tradition in ways that may not do justice to their 
experiences of the Divine.  

Because the intent here is to encourage dialogue between 
diverse audiences, my fellow authors and I hope that readers will 
enter into dialogue on the themes developed in this book and find 
their openness well rewarded. We hope readers will find the idio-
matic language of the Religious Society of Friends translated into 
terms that may advance insights for a wide range of mainstream 
researchers and policy analysts. 

I am especially grateful to the contributing authors and editors 
who did so much to give  this book substance and style: Charles 
Blanchard, Geoff Garver, Keith Helmuth, Leonard Joy, Judy Lumb, 
and Sara Wolcott. 

I am deeply grateful to the others as well who shared material 
offered in sidebars reflecting on their experiences in collabora-
tive research including: Pamela Haines, Laura Holliday, Robert 
McGahey and Stanford Searl. 

Very helpful and very much appreciated readings and critical 
reviews of the book were provided by Barbara Day, Stanford Searl, 
Shelley Tanenbaum, and Vince Zelazny.

I am, further, especially grateful to, and admiring of, Judy 
Lumb for her stellar work in convening and coordinating our meet-
ings and work and overseeing Production and Publication of this 
book. 

—Gray Cox, Bar Harbor, Maine
May 23, 2014
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Introduction
Since its founding in 2003, the Quaker Institute for the Future 

(QIF) has been experimenting with ways of doing Spirit-led research 
using variations on Quaker practices of communal discernment first 
used in the mid-1600s. Quakers hold that there is that of God in 
everyone, and that revelation is a continuing process. For Quakers, 
worship is the response and awareness of God within. The practice 
of worshiping attentively and openly in the silence can enable a com-
munity to discern Truth that comes in messages and leadings that 
can and should guide our lives. Because Quakers sought from the 
beginning to be governed, not by individual men or women, but by 
leadings of the Divine from the Spirit-led wisdom of the community 
as a whole, they developed a practice of “Meeting for Worship for 
the Conduct of Business.”

The practice has come to include a rich variety of specific 
methods for communal discernment. Members of QIF have sought 
to extend these practices explicitly into the realm of public policy 
and academic studies by experimenting with methods for “Meeting 
for Worship for the Conduct of Research.” These experiments have 
included the annual Summer Research Seminars, a major collabora-
tive book, Right Relationship: Building a Whole Earth Economy, 

and a series of books, some of which were written by teams form-
ing “Circles of Discernment” on topics such as Fueling Our Future, 
Genetically Modified Crops, and Beyond the Growth Dilemma: 
Toward an Ecologically Integrated Economy.3 

The aim of this book is to describe 1) the vision, theory, and 
traditions of practice inspiring a Quaker approach to research; 2) 
experiments with specific methods used; 3) initial results and find-
ings; and 4) the key challenges and puzzles that remain. It further 
aims to explore the relevance of Quaker process when the partici-
pants are not Quaker or even religious. 

Chapter I begins with a description of the vision, theory, and 
tradition of practices that emerged among early Quakers in the 1600s 
and that have been refined and extended in a variety of decision-
making contexts over the last 350 years. Chapter II provides a more 
detailed account of the procedures and practices with which QIF has 
experimented in its first ten years. 
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Chapter III compares other traditions with these Quaker prac-
tices of communal discernment in research, policy analysis and col-
lective decision making. There is much to be learned through dia-
logue with other faith-based traditions. Further, it is useful to con-
sider how Quaker practices may be usefully modified and adapted 
in secular settings. 

Chapter IV explores some of the philosophical issues and 
challenges that are raised by the very idea of having a “Quaker 
Epistemology” or way of knowing and the distinctive assumptions 
made about the process of research, the norms and criteria for know-
ledge, and the nature of reality. Especially challenging are the his-
toric splits that have been framed between church and state, and 
between faith and reason. This chapter does not provide final resolu-
tion to the important methodological and metaphysical issues raised 
but tries to frame them in reasonable and useful ways to facilitate 
ongoing dialogue amongst Quakers and others.

Chapter V closes with some reflections on the future of collab-
orative and communal research.
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chaPter i
Quaker Traditions 

of Communal Discernment 

This chapter aims to introduce the Quaker tradition of practi-
ces associated with Meetings for Worship for the Conduct of 

Business and with other models of Quaker action. This will provide 
a background for the discussion in Chapter II of QIF experiments 
with variations on these practices in Meetings for Worship for the 
Conduct of Research.

For Quakers who seek to ground their actions in their spiritual 
lives, what is the relationship between spiritual discernment and the 
practice of disciplines that generate knowledge used to define and 
guide policy for Quaker communities and individuals? How might 
Quakers and researchers from other faith traditions, as well as from 
secular, agnostic, and atheist perspectives, find common ground 
and shared insight in the assumptions that frame their methods of 
research and the nuances of practices in which they pursue theor-
etical knowledge and practical wisdom? Might it be that Friends 
are called to explore the development of research methods that 
are Spirit-led and provide a way of living out our historic role as 
“Friends of the Truth,”1 who are guided by that Power and Presence 
that has come to “teach his people himself”?2 

The manner of worship of “unprogrammed” Friends4 is silent 
waiting upon the Spirit. Friends may speak out of the silence when 
moved by the Spirit. Friends are organized according to how often 
that group gathers to conduct business. For example, “monthly meet-
ings” are local groups that gather for worship at least once a week 
and for the conduct of business each month. “Quarterly meetings” 
and “yearly meetings” are composed of monthly meetings and meet 
quarterly and annually. The business of the meeting is conducted in 



2

the same manner as worship with speaking out of the silence, and is 
called a “Meeting for Worship for the Conduct of Business.”

The Religious Society Friends, at all levels of organization, is 
governed through communal discernment by the body of partici-
pants without any hierarchy authorized to provide a definitive, offi-
cial formulation of Quaker practice. However, a variety of articles, 
pamphlets and books have been written studying aspects of the pro-
cess and most yearly meetings have published books of “Faith and 
Practice” generated by group discernment of representatives from 
the entire yearly meeting to document their practice and provide 
guidance for monthly meetings.5 

Vision and Theory of Quaker Traditions 
Quakers emerged in the mid-1600’s in Britain, in the midst of a 

civil war and social upheaval that has been characterized as “a world 
turned upside down.”6 Amongst the many that came forward urging 
religious reform and social change, were groups like the Levelers, 
the Diggers, the Ranters, and the Fifth Monarchy Men. One group, 
who called themselves the "Seekers," did not claim to have found 
the Truth but believed that if they gathered patiently in silent wor-
ship, waiting on the Divine, God would provide insight and guid-
ance. This activity of silent, expectant, worshipful waiting and lis-
tening was incorporated by the early Quakers into their practice. 
But the early Quakers did not feel they waited in vain. In fact, they 
had the strong experience of encountering a presence of the Divine. 
They described this experience as the “Inward Light,” “the Seed,” 
“that of God” in everyone,” and “Christ who has come to teach his 
people himself.” 

In choosing to call themselves the “Religious Society of 
Friends of the Truth,” early Quakers were witnessing to the pres-
ence of a Power that can provide openings to a more explicit, clear, 
self-consistent, accurate, full understanding of reality, and has a 
transformative power over our lives and those of others. They found 
methods for turning towards this power and tuning in to it. These 
were methods that could be learned, that were open to all, available 
at any time, practices that could be used to structure all of life. The 
practice of these methods and the experience of this presence of the 
Divine provided the central, defining feature of their faith and prac-
tice. It gave rise to a very distinctive, non-creedal, understanding 
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of the nature and meaning of faith and revelation, and a distinctive, 
holistic, and process-centered view of reality.  

The Quaker community is one without a creed. Faith is under-
stood, not as a set of beliefs that are adopted, but as a series of experi-
ences that provide queries and leadings that guide. The Quaker 
faith is not a commitment to a list of fixed statements, such as the 
Nicene Creed, but consists instead in the sharing of experiences of 
the Divine that are  encountered in worship through the presence 
of “that of God in everyone.” The commitments and concerns of 
Quakers are best understood in terms of historic testimonies and 
queries that “speak to” them as specific individuals and commun-
ities. For example, traditional Quaker concerns about peace are not 
laid out in a code of abstract, impersonal principles that provide 
orders everyone ought to obey. Instead, the tradition offers personal 
witnesses of people like John Woolman, who found himself led to 
travel for a time among his Native American brothers and sisters. 
The tradition offers questions that give pause and asks each person 
to consider with care: “Do you live in the virtue of that life and 
power that takes away the occasion of all wars?”7 

For Quakers, revelation is a continuing process, ongoing in the 
world today and availablethrough that of God in everyone. This 
means that everyone is related to the world, to each other, and to the 
Divine in ways that cannot be described well in atomistic and static 
terms but need, instead, to be understood in holistic and emergent 
ways. This applies to the ways in which rational ideas emerge from 
felt impulses and leadings. It applies as well to ways in which indi-
viduals and communities find the meanings they share, the truths 
they encounter, and the identities that define them in emergent, 
interconnected, holistic ways. Such holistic emergence occurs in the 
context of the interconnected aspects of everyone and everything 
involved in patterns of collective intelligence. If the understanding 
of social reality is emergent and holistic, then no sharp and radical 
distinction can or should be made between the realms of the spiritual 
and the secular, between faith and reason, or between religion and 
science.8 

Quaker attitudes toward concerns—and the process by which 
they are addressed—are rooted in fundamental beliefs about truth, 
meaning, reason, and the self.
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Quakers view truth as something that happens; it occurs. Truth 
is not a dead fact that is known; it is a living occurrence in the depth 
of worship or in bearing witness and “speaking truth to power.” 
But such events or occurrences of truth are not merely ephemeral, 
subjective phenomena. They are grounded in and continuations of 
the witness of earlier Friends and others who have found unity in a 
reality that is external, coming from an independent and objective 
source. The origins of this view lie in the conception of the Christ 
as a living truth that comes as a Presence whenever two or more are 
gathered. 

Quakers experience this Presence as something available to 
all people and as a source of continuing revelation. Non-Christian 
Friends experience this kind of living Truth and express it in other 
terms that do not refer to Jesus of Nazarethor hold close to 
Christian vocabulary. Some modern Quakers express their experi-
ences of God in the language of energy and resonate with con-
cepts from modern physics that have developed around revelations 
that atomic structures are mostly empty of matter but filled with 
immense energy. Other Quakers may simply feel that the quintes-
sential Quaker insight—“that of God in everyone” or the “Inward 
Light”—can be seen as an expression of an even more ancient and 
enduring intuition.

Michael Sheeran notes that “Unlike other faiths, Quakerism 
builds all on the experience of the gathered meeting. Together 
Friends experience something beyond themselves, superior to the 
human pettiness that marks ordinary life. One may find in this expe-
rience the Spirit of Christ, another the Divine Person, a third the 
force behind the universe. No matter how they explain the experi-
ence to themselves, the event in which they share is paramount. They 
stand in awe before it, finding that it dominates their conduct as they 
meet together to make a decision. And the event demands that, in 
reaching that decision, they should sacrifice self-interest and seek 
after a higher truth than what they have individually achieved.”9

Meaning for Quakers is a communal process. It is like a dance; 
there are individual bodies moving, but one dance is occurring. When 
Quakers gather the sense of a meeting to reach a decision, they do 
not speak of counting heads to see who means what. Instead, they 
ask what they, collectively, mean. Quakers may say many different 
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things, and yet somehow speak with one voice. George Fox, one 
of the seventeenth century founders of the sect, said that this is the 
voice of Christ who “has come to teach His people Himself.”10

Feeling and reason are viewed as interactive with one another. 
The Quaker view of this is analogous to one implicit in the language 
of many professionals, executives, and activists who make use of 
hunches, intuitions, gut feelings, and other experiences of emotional 
responses to situationsbut who work to carefully discern just why 
they feel a certain way about some option they are considering. 

In reflecting on the Quaker experience of this in the context 
of silent worship, Stanford Searl has noted the way "the kinesthetic 
pulsations of one's body remembers, becomes aware of, carries 
some of the experiential meanings that may be beneath the surface 
of ordinary language or consciousness, but somehow bubble-up at 
times, possessing one with feelings, sensations and experiences that 
may or may not have words attached."11  

In the course of becoming explicit about such bodily and emo-
tional responses to the world, they discover that these responses 
typically express judgments that have reasons. And discerning the 
nature and merit of such reasons implicit in their feelings is a cen-
tral part of the reasoning process by which they make cultivated, 
rational, well grounded, wise decisions. Similarly, Quakers speak 
of “feeling stirrings of the Spirit," “leadings," “finding them-
selves moved or led," and “having tenderings of the heart." These 
responses implicitly express insights and reasons that provide the 
basis for rational discernment of the truth about the concerns they 
are addressing. Similarly, some writers have argued that there are 
characteristic “women’s ways of knowing” that likewise rely on 
a continuity of feeling and reason, instead of an insistent dry and 
unemotional rationalization.12

The self is viewed as inherently social and transitional, as 
becoming. However, Quakers find that the experience of communal 
discernment presents a reality that demands that both the com-
munal character of the self and the radical worth of individuals be 
acknowledged. Free and responsible individuals are addressed and 
conjoined in the paradoxical reality of relations between “I” and 
“thou” (or “me” and “thee”). It would be a mistake to think that 
Quaker tradition pictures the self as merely social, as though it were 
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a secular artifact created solely by social forces. At the heart of the 
community in which Quakers participate is a spirit, a spirit that grows 
out of each one and yet also grows into each one. Historically, the 
paradoxical character of this notion was captured by the Christian 
metaphor that views individuals as distinct members of a unified 
body of Christ. This view of the self means that thoughts and actions 
are guided, not by what is best for individuals considered separately 
from the group, but rather as interdependent parts of a whole.

Quaker Practice of Communal Discernment
Quaker communal discernment is a practice of participatory 

decision making that does not employ voting. Instead, concerns are 
raised, discussed, and subjected to prayerful reflection until unity is 
reached. The process extends beyond consensus and is sometimes 
termed “sense of the meeting.” 

This is an open process that leads to new insights and perspec-
tives that allow a “way to open” for the community to discern a 
truth. It is an activity borne of shared commitments and concerns 
rooted in a coherent set of ideas as basic as the nature of meaning 
and truth, and practiced in a disciplined way. 

The actual process of collective decision-making can be under-
stood in terms of five phases, though it is important to emphasize 
that these overlap in practice, and it is common to move back and 
forth among them. The phases are: 

Quieting Impulses can be understood as the stage of “centering 
down” or “entering the Silence” in which one seeks to let go of the 
push and pull of desires and fears of everyday life. 

Addressing Concerns. Once having entered the silence, one 
can seek to listen attentively for messages that reflect the “small still 
voice.” Leadings or callings seem to come, not from personal desire 
or fear, but from some higher source. These provide guidance or a 
concern under which one should labor to try to discern the Truth and 
see how to live in right relationship with others. 

Exploring Responses and Gathering Shared Insights is the 
phase of the process that involves seeing things from different per-
spectives, trying to collaborate in understanding them in a more hol-
istic, clear, explicit, accurate, coherent and complete way.
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Finding Clearness is the phase at which the exploration aims 
and to which it is drawn, one where sharing has allowed differences 
to find an inclusive, compelling unity.

Bearing Witness is the phase in which such unity of under-
standing leads to action that embodies it in the world. It is encapsu-
lated in the Quaker story about the visitor who came to a Meeting 
for the first time and half way through the hour of silence turned to 
his neighbor and asked, “When does the Service begin?” To which 
the reply was: “The service begins when the worship is over.” 

These five can occur in worship, in meeting for worship for 
business, when hassling things out with a spouse or employer, or 
while working as part of a social movement. They can occur through 
all of life. Focusing on one of the five at a time makes them seem like 
steps. Alternatively, at any given moment all five may be present as 
integral parts of a decision-making process.13

The Meeting for Worship in which people gather for an hour or 
more in silence to wait expectantly, listening to that of the Divine, is 
the central practice of Quakers. But they have adapted it to a variety 
of meeting formats that serve distinctive functions. These include 
the Meetings for Worship for the Conduct of Business, Threshing 
Sessions, Clearness Committees, Quaker Dialogues and a variety 
of formats used in action and social change contexts, such as set-
ting priorities for the Friends Committee on National Legislation, 
Listening Projects, and Imaging a World Without Weapons work-
shops. The remainder of this chapter describes these variations.  

Quaker Meeting for Worship 
for the Conduct of Business

A Quaker Meeting for Worship for the Conduct of Business 
begins with a period of centering silence. Some meetings have a 
tradition of a query or quotation being read during that silence for 
the reflection of the community. The Presiding Clerk then breaks the 
silence and presents an agenda. Upon approval of the agenda, the 
meeting proceeds through the business as presented. Decisions are 
made by unity or the “sense of the meeting.” After some discussion, 
the Clerk may sense there is unity, verbalize the potential decision, 
and ask if anyone has unresolved concerns. Those not in agreement 
will state their concerns. If concerns have been addressed and a 
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written minute has already been prepared, or is not needed, Friends 
in agreement say “approved” when the Clerk requests approval. If 
there is a need to prepare or revise a written minute, the gathering 
goes into silence while the Recording Clerk drafts the minute for 
approval of those gathered. 

A common practice is to call for silence when emotions are 
running high or when people find it easier to speak at length than 
to listen in depth. Often, out of that silence, a convergent solution 
emerges that is quite different from those previously proposed. 

Still, some individuals may find themselves unable to join in 
unity with a decision, but they are in agreement that it is better for 
the group to go forward. They might choose to “stand aside,” some-
times asking to be “minuted” as standing aside.

Alternatively, if there are important differences on an issue, it 
may seem wise to “season” it by putting it aside until a later Meeting 
for Worship for the Conduct of Business. A few Friends might 
gather to “labor over it." What can make the labor difficult, but 
most rewarding, is to select precisely those Friends who are most 
in opposition to each other to labor together with the aim of giving 
birth to a vision with common ground. These and other aspects of 
Quaker process and tradition provide potential experiments in col-
laborative efforts at research. 

Threshing Sessions
A Threshing Session is called for the entire Meeting on occa-

sions when an issue has emotional undertones, broad implications 
for the Meeting, and is difficult to resolve. The objective is not to 
make any decisions, but to air feelings, as threshing separates the 
wheat from the chaff. It is usually helpful to divide the larger group 
into smaller groups for a period of time and then to come back to the 
larger group. Once feelings are expressed and heard, a deeper level 
of understanding can be attained. Often it is then possible to make 
appropriate decisions at a subsequent Meeting for Worship for the 
Conduct of Business. 
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Experience of Threshing Meetings
—Judy Lumb

I was a sojourning member of 15th Street Meeting in Manhattan, 
New York City in 1980-81. At the November 1980 Meeting for Wor-
ship for Business an announcement was made in the facilities report 
that the meetinghouse would be used for a lesbian wedding under 
the care of another monthly meeting. No action was required as 
this was merely an announcement, but the gut reactions expressed 
surprised everyone, even those speaking. The Clerk scheduled a 
threshing session three months later. Every First Day, he explained 
that a threshing is designed to separate the wheat from the chaff, 
to air feelings, but not to make any decision. The threshing session 
began with small group worship-sharing sessions focused around 
each Friend’s first awareness of homosexuality and how their feel-
ings had changed over the years. When the entire group recon-
vened in the final worship, there were amazing messages about 
healing that had happened. Elderly people spoke about how their 
current feelings arose from teenage experiences that they had 
never told anyone. It was a very effective consciousness-raising 
event in regard to homophobia.

Two threshing meetings were held around Atlanta Friends Meeting’s 
decision to sell Quaker House, which was a mansion purchased in 
the late 1950s with funds from Philadelphia Yearly Meeting for wit-
ness in the Civil Rights movement. It was one of the few places 
that an integrated gathering could take place, so there was a lot 
of history associated with the building. But by the 1980s Atlanta 
Monthly Meeting had out-grown the space. Because it was in an 
historical district, there was no possibility of renovating to make 
a more appropriate meetinghouse. To facilitate the decision, two 
threshing sessions were held in May of 1988 to process everyone’s 
feelings about Quaker House. Then it was possible to make the 
decision to sell Quaker House at the Meeting for Worship for Busi-
ness in June 1988.14     
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                                                                       Clearness Committees
Clearness Committees use a variation on the Meeting for 

Worship for the Conduct of Business to help an individual or group 
to test a plan, proposal, or leading they have to travel, marry, or 
undertake some other action. A Clearness Committee may also be 
used to settle conflicts between individuals. A clerk convenes a small 
group of three to six people.  They settle into silence out of which 
the individual asking for clearness explains the leading or situation. 
The others listen and speak out of the silence their reflections on the 
issue, helping the individual or individuals come to clearness.15

Quaker Dialogue
Quakers have developed a number of specific ways for carry-

ing out the practice of communal discernment that help the process 
along. One is to open up discussion on an issue with a “Quaker 
Dialogue” in which a theme or topic is addressed by each person in 
the circle, one at a time, starting with some silence to allow every-
one time to center down and speak in a more Spirit-led way and, 
very importantly, allow a good measure of silence between sharings 
to encourage responses to divine leadings rather than shallow give 
and take chatter about each other’s words. 

Setting Priorities 
Friends have developed practices to conduct business that 

extend to the life of the Religious Society of Friends at large and 
include methods of inter-visitation between meetings, using work-
ing groups to gather concerns and insights from Monthly, Quarterly 
or Yearly Meetings, or holding consultations amongst Friends at 
large. 

One example is the process developed by the Friends 
Committee on National Legislation (FCNL) for discerning legisla-
tive priorities. It involves a year-long activity in preparation for each 
newly elected Congress. All communities of Quakers throughout 
the United States, including the very liberal, very conservative, and 
evangelical Friends are asked to consider their legislative priorities, 
how they want FCNL to focus their lobbying efforts on behalf of 
Friends. Minutes from these grassroots worship-based discussions 
are then gathered and reviewed by the FCNL Policy Committee in 
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a series of worship-based discernments. The Policy Committee pre-
pares a draft document that reflects the priorities identified by the 
participating Quaker Meetings, groups, and individuals. This docu-
ment is then reviewed and refined in a similar way at an annual 
meeting of the FCNL General Committee where 200 or more dele-
gates from Quaker Meetings and organizations from around the 
country provide a final testing and approval of the priority-setting 
document. The procedures of this discernment have become highly 
nuanced because the aim is not to simply nail down a document that 
the General Committee can approve, but to frame a message that 
includes the collective, Spirit-led discernment of those who have 
taken part in the process but are not presentand of that independ-
ent, objective Truth to which they are all seeking to attend. This 
document is then used to guide the lobbying efforts by the staff and 
volunteers of FCNL for the next Congress.

Models of Quaker Action
Quakers have developed methods that provide models of action 

that draw on and extend the methods of discernment at the core of 
the tradition. They include, for example: 
• The Listening Project, developed by Herb Walters and other 

Quakers, uses “trained volunteers to conduct one-on-one inter-
views that address local and sometimes national or international 
issues. Interviewers take time to build trust and understanding, 
so that people interviewed can go deeper into their fears, hurts, 
hopes, needs, feelings and ideas. ... As citizens begin to under-
stand that their feelings, opinions and actions can matter, they 
respond in dynamic ways. Some offer creative ideas and solu-
tions. Some take the next step to action or leadership. Thus the 
Listening Project can be an important step toward individual and 
community empowerment.”16

• Elise Boulding and Warren Ziegler developed a workshop for 
“Imaging a World Without Weapons." This involves a seven-step, 
multi-day process in which a wide variety of imaging methods 
aid participants in discerning the kind of future they feel most 
called to work towards. It draws on methods for creating “deep 
listening” and provides ways for individuals or groups to discern 
leadings and articulate visions.17
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• The Alternatives to Violence Project has developed methods to 
“use the shared experience of participants, interactive exercises, 
games and role-plays to examine the ways in which we respond 
to situations where injustice, prejudice, frustration and anger can 
lead to aggressive behaviour and violence.”18 

• Rex Ambler has explored and interpreted the inner spiritual prac-
tices of early Friends and developed instructions to apply them in 
a variety of modern contexts.19

• The work of John Woolman provides another interesting Quaker 
model. His journals of his travels, his work on the “Plea for the 
Poor,” and his reflections on slavery might be considered models 
of Quaker research in economics. In a 2008 reflection on the 
travels of John Woolman, Friends Ruah Swennerfeldt and Louis 
Cox walked the Pacific Coast of the U.S., sharing their concerns 
and challenging Friends on their “Peace for Earth Walk.”

The methods described here require practice in order to use 
them wisely and well. They have their counterparts in a variety of 
other spiritual traditions. They are not mere gimmicks or tricks to be 
imitated blindly, nor are they the proprietary knowledge of a single 
religious community. Instead, they are practices that are meant to 
be pursued with intent to be Spirit led, seeking Truth in openness 
to all the possibilities the universe may offer, including the insights 
and teachings of other traditions. The next chapter discusses these 
methods in the context of research.
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chaPter ii
Meeting for Worship 

for the Conduct of Research

The application of Quaker traditions to research seems fairly 
straightforward. Research is a kind of human activity. Why not 

treat it like any other and approach it using collaborative methods? 
In many ways that has been the approach adopted in QIF and it has 
met with significant success. This chapter will sketch some of QIF’s 
experiments including Clearness Committees, Research Seminars 
and Workshops, Circles of Discernment, and a book project. 

In the world today research is a basic foundation of the social 
order. Studies in economics, anthropology, biology, psychology, 
philosophy, climate science, and other fields are used to understand 
the nature and source of social and environmental problems and 
propose responses that are effective in serving the common good. 
Such studies purport to determine how the world works and how 
one should live in it. All to often, contemporary social, natural sci-
ence, and public policy research is rooted in traditions of “publish or 
perish” institutional demands, territorial “turf wars,” and argumen-
tative styles of writing and debate that often make use of war meta-
phors to frame the “attacks” and “defenses” that structure public 
reasoning.20 

Much of such research is defined by a commitment to secular-
ism, a separation of church and state that is often extended to a sep-
aration of church and academy, and a split between faith and reason 
framed by a conviction that objectivity in science precludes any reli-
ance on religious revelation or spiritual leadings. In comparison to 
such competitive research and the secular, often positivist, assump-
tions used to frame it, the Quaker process of communal discernment 
provides a fundamentally different approach to doing research and 
sharing its results.
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A Quaker Approach to Research
Epistemology refers to the study of knowledge, deriving from 

the Greek words “episteme” (knowledge) and “ology” (the study 
of). Epistemology studies the criteria and methods that yield truth in 
science and elsewhere and that are independent of particular creeds 
and cultures. To many philosophers, the nature of knowledge would 
appear to be universal in character, so the notion of a “Quaker way 
of knowing” or a “Quaker epistemology” might seem obscure or 
even bizarre, as though there would be a Presbyterian physics or 
Episcopalian endocrinology. 

On the other hand, to many anthropologists and other students 
of culture the idea might seem quite straightforward. They expect 
every culture and sub-culture to have its own criteria and methods 
for constructing their social reality and determining what is done 
and not done, said and not said, and true and not true in their cul-
ture. Just as there are different “ways of knowing” or epistemolo-
gies for Shinto priests, Yaqui Indians, and Mayan H’men, it would 
seem quite obvious to expect that Quakers would have distinctive 
epistemic practices that include criteria and methods for how they 
know. 

But then the question might be: Do the Quaker methods of 
knowing have any normative force for others? Are the Quakers on to 
something? Is there anything in their particular practices for decid-
ing what is to be done and not done, said and not said, or affirmed 
as true or false, that could be adopted by others doing research on 
public policy questions and social change? What would be the real 
value of these methods? To what extent might they actually help to 
know more or know better?

The Quaker belief that the Light of Truth can be found in each 
and every person may seem inconsistent with the idea that there is 
a special method of knowing the truth that Quakers have developed 
and that provides unique insight into the dimensions of truth. Because 
communal discernment is a human potential, it should be possible to 
include this process in any of the practices, technical methods, and 
approaches of other epistemic traditions in research. This has been 
our experience in the QIF Summer Research Seminars where a wide 
variety of disciplinary approaches have been used. The silence is 
bigbig enough even for polemical writings, for instance, as long 
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as the frame in which they are listened to, and dialogued with, is the 
larger frame of Love rather than competition. 

Clearness Committees for Research
Friends may initiate research by preparing a brief statement 

of research plans, and requesting a Clearness Committee from 
their Monthly Meeting. People taking part in QIF work in Summer 
Research Seminars or as members of the Board have found this an 
especially helpful way to begin. The standard process that Monthly 
Meetings use for Clearness Committees can function perfectly well 
in this context. A typical procedure would involve two to four mem-
bers of the Meeting who are asked to meet with the person (or per-
sons) seeking clearness. 

They may be invited by that person or by the Monthly Meeting 
or typically some combination of the two. An initial meeting might 
begin with a period of silence, followed by the person seeking clarity 
introducing her concerns and their context. Continuing to share out 
of the silence, the others may offer comments, often in the form of 
brief queries that invite deeper reflections and openings. The seeker 
may express and affirm whatever insight, clarity or revelations she 
may wish to be tested in the response of the other members of the 
committee. Usually there is some closing silence to allow the pro-
cess and its results to resonate. A key element in the process is deep 
listening, which allows tacit forms of knowledgeand doubtto 
find expression. The silence, the presence of attentive others, turn-
ing to queries rather than pushing arguments, and openness to the 
use of metaphor, narrative and other forms of indirect or poetic lan-
guage can all help to deepen listening, levels of thought, feeling, 
context and Spirit on which the clearness process draws.

In research contexts, it is helpful to include a mix of people 
on the committee who are familiar in some way with the area of 
research and others who are non-academic and non-research-ori-
ented Friends. One might frame a research project as an open-ended 
query of the sort that Quakers have traditionally found a powerful 
way to invite openings, instead of a question that arises out of a 
theoretical framework or a political conflict. Such queries include, 
for example, the oft-quoted one based on a phrase of George Fox,  
“Do you live in virtue of that life and power that takes away the 
occasion of all war?” Such queries do not ask for immediate and 
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simple answers like “yes,” “no,” or “maybe,” but instead invite 
extended reflection and questioning on the meaning of the question 
itself. 

In projects studying issues that have been controversial 
amongst Friends (like nuclear energy or the use of neo-classical eco-
nomic theory in policy analysis of the commons), research teams 
have found it especially helpful to frame their work with open-
ended queries that invite deep listening. Often the result of an initial 
clearness committee meeting may be simply clarification that will 
further the research. 

While Clearness Committees can, in principle, just meet once 
with a seeker and then be “laid down," it is often very helpful for 
them to continue in a support role. They may meet formally at inter-
vals to review the work undertaken and report back to the Monthly 
Meeting or other Quaker group from which they were formed. Or 
individual members may simply check in with the seeker and pro-
vide support in less formal ways. 

Experience with a Clearness Committee 
for Ethnographic Research

—Stanford Searl, Jr.
I would like to open up an illustration about the clearness process, 
based upon the experience of being guided by the Peconic Bay 
Friends Meeting on the end of Eastern Long Island. We met month-
ly for two years as an official oversight and clearness committee 
for myself and my research project about Quaker silent worship. 
We made regular reports to the Monthly Meeting, and it felt like a 
remarkable confluence of the personal and the spiritual, a heart-
felt listening to Divine guidance flowing through the three of us, 
along with somewhat practical steps as to research, teaching and 
the emergence of a sense of leading for this work. 

For nearly twenty-five years, I had worked at an interdisciplinary, 
student-centered, alternative doctoral program at Union Institute 
and University, an accredited doctoral process focused upon adult 
learners who had a passion for learning and study, but needed 
mentoring and advising to complete a doctoral degree. I wanted 
to enact that model by an engagement in research that mattered, 
followed my passion and connected to my Quaker spiritual com-
munity. Therefore, I called upon a Quaker clearness committee to 
assist me to become spiritually focused, centered in community 
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and to engage in research that was connected to community and 
reflected the depths of my own Quaker experience. We came to-
gether monthly for two hours to engage in a deep listening process, 
open to the Spirit’s influence, to the Divine, about my research, 
writing and teaching about the meanings of Quaker silent worship. 

We were close; we shared intimate things about love, life, and 
longing. This group process, the sense of being held together, 
sewed one to another by the stitches of the Spirit, mattered to the 
process. I did homework; the two others probed, asked questions 
and wondered. “What do you really want to know about silence? 
What matters to you about worship? How do you get beneath the 
surface of words? Might there be a leading here? Might this entire 
research project be a form of ministry after all?”

The experience of worshipping together felt rich, layered, and in-
tense. Early in this clearness process, I spoke out of the silence, 
searching for direction and clarity for my proposed research about 
Quaker silent worship. It didn’t feel so much like asking for solu-
tions to particular problems; rather, the important question was 
how to be open, to create together a resonant, spiritually informed 
container so that all of us could feel the presence of a Divine sense 
in our deliberations. 

The emerging theme of ministry meant that the Clearness process 
became identified as a Quaker “leading,” and the research became 
a way for me to express spiritual connections and the commitment 
to enact my emerging identity as a Quaker scholar. This research 
process welcomed forms of inquiry such as prayer, contemplation, 
lectio divina and uses of silence as part of the research design. 

My engagement in a clearness committee process transformed so-
cial science research into forms of devotional inquiry. I was a re-
searcher whose main business was to listen deeply. As a peculiar 
conduit, I allowed meanings to flow through and into me, and for 
some transformation to occur. 

My research became more than an individualistic inquiry. I felt car-
ried along by my committee members, transported as if in a river 
of inquiry, listening to them, influenced by their own searching. I 
felt a communal flow, one that offered a group gestalt, the role of 
researcher as community participant. This clearness process had 
implications for how I interacted with nearly fifty research par-
ticipants, all of whom were members of the Religious Society of 
Friends. Because I expressed my scholarly role as a form of spiri-
tually informed leadings, I could attempt to be simply present in 
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interviews with most participants. I could invite prayer and open-
ness to the Spirit into the research conversation.20

Research Seminars and Similar Workshops
For workshops modeled on the QIF Summer Research Seminars 

(SRS), it can be helpful to use a variety of formats for worship and 
worship sharing, as well as meditation, collaborative review, brain-
storming, and other steps in dialogue and writing processes as these 
allow varied kinds of openings and have a synergistic effect. 

In many of the SRS sessions, participants are sharing indepen-
dent projects. The kind of discernment processes appropriate in such 
a context may be different from those needed in a larger collabora-
tive project in which the nuanced methods of a Meeting for Worship 
for the Conduct of Business might be appropriate. 

In these SRS sessions it has been helpful to start each day with 
a brief check in, followed by an open and unstructured Meeting for 
Worship of a half-hour to one hour in length. Then one participant 
will speak out of the silence, presenting material in whatever format 
is found to be most appropriate. This could be simple narrative, an 
illustrated presentation, or another type of presentation. It is helpful 
to circulate material in advance.

The follow-up dialogue and response can take different forms 
depending on the material and leadings of other participants. 
Sometimes it is most helpful to have everyone take part in a brain-
storming session to generate ideas for the work. It may be useful to 
walk through a text with specific comments, if it is at an advanced 
stage and in need of fine-tuning. Often the deepest insights come 
after the opening presentation and initial discussion, when we move 
into worship and participants are asked to speak out of the silence. 

It is helpful to have someone other than the presenter clerk-
ing the session to monitor the flow and suggest shifting modes as 
appropriate. The clerk may call for silence when appropriateif, for 
example, the heat and excitement of the discussion is pulling people 
into a partisan debate rather than opening them to shared discern-
ment. The clerk may invite people who have not shared responses 
to do so, or suggest useful structures to organize the discussion. For 
example, the clerk might split the session into sections focused on 
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different aspects of the topic. Participants who have highly technical 
points might pursue them over lunch or on a hike. 

When participants are gathered in a research seminar or work-
shop to collaborate on a project they are undertaking as a teamor 
working on themes in a common areaother methods may be 
helpful. Participants may be invited to reflect on a focused theme 
or question. Sharing then uses the method of “Quaker Dialogue” 
which is nitiated by reading a query on the topic, e. g. “What role 
does nuclear energy have in addressing climate change?” or “What 
is the real meaning and challenge of poverty?” Then some opening 
silence is followed by people going around the circle, speaking out 
of the silence, sharing from their own experience and knowledge, 
and allowing some silence between each sharing. 

Part of the worship process is the increased focus that brings 
a simplification of the vision and better understanding of issues. 
In wrestling with extremely involved issues, it is helpful to recall 
the words of one Summer Research Seminar participant (Laura 
Holliday): “It is not that complicated really.” Simplifying is a norm 
for this work. We need a vision of the world that is simple enough to 
understand so we can live it in consent, voluntarily. Such simplify-
ing is not meant, however, to become simplistic. The aim is to see 
things in the light of systemic connections that bring unity to the 
insight and focus to the analysis in ways that provide clarity and the 
simplicity that comes from seeing things as part of a whole.

Often some of the most helpful comments and responses come 
later over lunch, on a hike, cooking together, or in an open Meeting 
for Worship on a subsequent day. Socializing and social bonding 
play important roles in building a research community. The schedule 
should leave plenty of time and opportunity for these relationships. 
Sharing leadership is another strategy for building community. The 
more participants are involved in designing and leading activities, 
generally the more effective they are. 

Physical proximity is a big help for this work. Community 
is important for motivation, worship, discernment, prioritizing, 
creativity, and identity. Time is also important. There is a cumula-
tive effect of varied formats and proximity that results in increased 
synergy. 
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However, it is also possible for people to collaborate via email 
or conference call, especially if they have already developed a sense 
of each other and of community. In Circles of Discernment, meet-
ings by conference call can keep the work moving forward on a 
Spirit-centered basis adding to what is possible simply through 
email exchanges. 

Futures-inventionsome kind of utopian thinking or 
visioningis integral to the process of Spirit-led research. It con-
tinues a tradition begun by 17th and 18th Century Quakers, George 
Fox, Margaret  Fell and John Woolman with their “openings.” The 
workshop "Imaging a World without Weapons (IWWW)" devel-
oped by Friend Elise Boulding and Warren Ziegler, in which partici-
pants image the future in depth, can be useful either for individuals 
to generate research insights, hypotheses, and visions to frame their 
work, or for groups undertaking a shared project. The multi-day, 
seven-step process includes: 
1) Forming values and goals that frame that possible future, 
2) Warming up the imagination with memory exercises, 
3) Individual inward imaging, jumping thirty years in the future 

with guided meditation, 
4) Forming imaging teams of people with leadings towards a 

common future, 
5) Elaborating the imaging and discerning in detail using a wide 

variety of methods (scenario building, inward imaging, brain-
storming, drawing, role plays, macro-analysis), 

6) Remembering your way back to the present, and 
7) Discerning actions to work for the desired future or start living 

it in the present. 
Central to all seven steps is the discerning practice of working 

out of the silence and practicing deep listening. While a full scale 
IWWW workshop can be especially enriching for a research sem-
inar, more abbreviated imaging activities can also be helpful to pro-
vide space for wider vision and utopian thinking that allows people 
to discern important leadings.21
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Summer Research Seminar Experience
—Laura Ward Holliday

I was introduced to the Quaker Institute of the Future (QIF) while 
attending the General Meeting of Friends Committee on National 
Legislation (FCNL) in November, 2005. I knew nothing about the 
organization, its mission or the emphasis on research. After my 
initial conversation with a founding member and further investiga-
tion, I discovered an alignment of my interest and the goals of the 
organization to inform public policy through research and other 
means with the purpose of transforming our society both domesti-
cally and globally for the benefit of the commonwealth of all life. 
I decided to attend the Summer Research Seminar the following 
year. 

I arrived in Bar Harbor Maine with no topic and no idea of what 
would happen. We began the sessions every morning in Meeting 
for Worship for the Conduct of Research. Because I arrived with-
out a topic and knew no one, every morning I would settle into 
the silence and wait. In the afternoon, while others were working 
on their topics and presentations, I sat and waited. For the next 
ten days, no topic was revealed. I began to wonder and ask my-
self, had I made a mistake in coming? Although uneasy, I had the 
sense I was in the right place for the right purpose. I had never 
approached research this way nor participated in an event with 
no knowledge of why I had decided to come. I just knew I had 
to come. As the days passed, I listened to other presenters and 
shared ideas and thoughts about their projects. For me, the daily 
communal discernment seemed to deepen. 

The communication between my inner self and my Source required 
a stillness and space that could not be identified but was expand-
ing. It emanated from an unseen place, not from a place of intel-
lect but from an inner sense of Being. It was as if my physical ears 
turned inward, and I was listening as the topic arose from the 
silence of my soul. Finally on the eleventh day, out of the silence 
my topic was revealed. It was then that I could engage in classic 
methods of research. The process required stillness and openness 
to all information within me and from my Source. It required lis-
tening to unspoken words from unseen mouths and a willingness 
to wait, trust, and hear the whispers coming from this place. The 
topic that arose out of this process became a keynote speech the 
following year at Friends General Conference entitled “The Global 
Transformation of Corporations, Financial Institutions, and Gov-
ernment: A Quaker Approach.”22 Way opened through both per-
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sonal and communal discernment, a willingness to wait and trust 
that it would happen. This experience demonstrated and affirmed 
that out of worshipful silence, expectant waiting, stillness and a 
desire to hear, revelation happens. Spirit-led discernment, critical 
participatory research can and will produce tangible results. 

Circles of Discernment
—Keith Helmuth

QIF has developed a Circles of Discernment (CoD) program that 
encourages Friends to undertake research using the collaborative 
methods and collective discernment of Quaker process. CoDs are 
small groups that study and research topics of critical importance 
for the future of humanity and the wellbeing of Earth’s whole com-
monwealth of life. “Study” means a more systematic approach to 
the investigation of a topic than would be the case with casual 
reading. “Research” in this context means secondary research—
the review and synthesis of information from existing sources. 
“Collaborative discernment” means the shared allocation of study, 
research, and reflection. It means collectively reviewing what has 
been learned and deciding how to frame and present this knowl-
edge in the light of Quaker values and Spirit-led dedication to the 
common good.

CoDs can be formed in a variety of ways. A person with a particu-
lar interest can take the lead and create a CoD within their local 
Meeting or regional area. Persons at a distance who share a com-
mon interest and concern can create a CoD by utilizing email and 
conference calls. CoDs conducted at a distance through electronic 
means have been rewarding and successful. An effective coordina-
tor is critical and a strong commitment by participants to system-
atic communication is essential. It is helpful if participants already 
know each other or if they can meet for face-to-face work during 
the project.

Although the method could be used for other outcomes, to date 
QIF-sponsored CoDs have prepared short books on their findings. 
These studies have been published as QIF Focus Books of ap-
proximately 70 to 120 pages. QIF Focus Books are oriented to-
ward prompting further study among readers, and toward making 
a Quaker contribution to the larger public dialogue on how human 
communities can live in right relationship with each other and with 
Earth’s commonwealth of life.

In developing a collective manuscript, it often works well to have 
different participants prepare specific sections of text. This meth-
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od usually requires some re-writing by a lead editor to harmonize 
voice and style. Another option is to have specific sections written 
by individual authors as distinct essays. A third option is for a lead 
author to prepare a draft text that is then collectively reviewed, 
supplemented, revised, and edited until participants are satisfied 
with the outcome.

Different CoDs have utilized these different approaches. The key 
to making them work is to engage in open and reflective discern-
ment, which for Quakers includes substantial periods of gathering 
in communal silence to see what insights may be given that help 
advance the work. Experience has demonstrated that this practice 
can be successfully conducted during conference calls. Partici-
pants in CoDs that have brought their manuscripts to completion, 
commonly realize that what they have created exceeds what any 
one participant could have accomplished by working alone. 

CoDs can take various forms and durations. The key factor is for 
collective discernment to create a bond of guidance that draws 
the project into forms of knowledge that provide higher insight 
into the ethics of the common good and the practice of right re-
lationship. 

Reflections on Fueling Our Future
Robert McGahey

I tremendously appreciated the CoD process that resulted in the 
QIF Focus Book, Fueling our Future.  As a modest defender of the 
nuclear power option, I found a much more collegial reception 
than at another discussion of a minute on nuclear power where I 
felt only the clerk supported my right to speak. On this occasion, 
I was in fact asked to sit down and to stand down by others pres-
ent. By contrast, discussing such a contentious topic coming out 
of worship or through a process of quiet, searching discernment 
felt much more like a search for truth, and I felt mutual respect 
in the group, though we ended up differing on the sustainability 
and health issues of this energy option. I encourage further use of 
the CoD process, and of sharing the method and philosophy with 
other groups and in other settings.  Thank you all for including me 
in the process.      

Reflections on Beyond the Growth Dilemma
— Pamela Haines

It was helpful to meet with a larger group (about half of whom 
were not part of the writing project) over the course of nine or ten 
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monthly meetings to put out our ideas on the broad range of topics 
that were relevant to the QIF Focus Book 6 (Beyond the Growth 
Dilemma). I went back to the notes from the meeting that related 
most closely to my chapter to be reminded of topics and angles to 
be included.

I have to admit that one thing I don’t like about group writing proj-
ects is being edited. I like to do my own editing of my work, and 
can often do a pretty good job, so getting pretty extensive critical 
feedback from four or five readers was quite challenging. But it 
was clear how the incorporation of many of the comments made 
the chapter stronger. I was enormously helped by one of the long-
time QIF members reminding me that I did not have to incorporate 
all of everybody’s suggestions. So there’s an issue of discernment 
about what to respond to, and what to let go by. I find myself in-
terested and puzzled by how to know which is which.

I was fascinated to be in on a discussion by three of the primary 
writers about what to do when the writer of one of the chapters 
baulked at accepting editorial suggestions. It made me realize 
that, while I didn’t welcome it, I was ultimately teachable. I saw 
that those three people had a much deeper understanding than I 
did of how the book needed to unfold, and why this chapter in its 
current state was so problematic. I had been approaching it on a 
much more superficial level (is the writing clear, does the argu-
ment move forward coherently?), and missing a piece of the big 
picture. So, I feel like there was a higher level of discernment that 
was going on than I was aware of. I don’t know if there would have 
been a way to invite more people into that process more deeply, 
or if it was just good that it was happening. Mostly, I was just ap-
preciative of the perspective and thoughtfulness they brought to 
the process, and glad to get a glimpse of it.

Somewhat unexpectedly I worked with one of the two overall edi-
tors on the final chapter, and gradually took on more and more 
responsibility for the shape of it. I’m passionate about sending 
people away from a written piece like this with a sense of what 
they can do, and I was glad to be invited to play a role in making 
that happen. So her sense that she needed some help, along with 
my willingness to step up made for a good partnership. The other 
overall editor also weighed in with some changes that made the 
ending stronger. This all happened over e-mail without any formal 
discernment process, but my sense was that we were well enough 
in tune with each other that this was not a problem. 
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Book Project: The Experience 
of Writing Right Relationship

—Geoff Garver and Keith Helmuth
Quaker Institute for the Future (QIF) initiated its Moral Economy 
Project in 2005 with the goal of producing a flagship book for the 
Institute. The writing of Right Relationship: Building a Whole 
Earth Economy was accomplished through a process that included 
research, working-group discussions, written contributions, and 
writing team discernment, all inspired by Quaker tradition and 
practice. This QIF-sponsored process leading to the publication of 
Right Relationship is an informative case study of the Institute’s 
goal to promote collaborative research undertaken in the spirit of 
Quaker discernment.

The experience of producing Right Relationship invites consider-
ation of how conviction and humility are in constant interplay in 
the discernment process called “Meeting for Worship for the Con-
duct of Research.” George Fox counseled Friends to “be patterns, 
be examples in all countries, places, islands, nations, wherever 
you come; that your carriage and life may preach among all sorts 
of people, and to them.” He said that the return for bearing this 
witness is that “you will come to walk cheerfully over the world, 
answering that of God in everyone.” 23

Implicit in this powerful exhortation is conviction. To express one-
self as a pattern or an example, one must have a strong leading or 
conviction of the rightness of one’s action or belief. Yet, the unend-
ing quest for continuing revelation also means that some degree 
of uncertainty underlies all such leadings. This is the inescapable 
check on faith—and faith is perhaps the ultimate manifestation of 
conviction. The inescapable uncertainty implicit in continuing rev-
elation calls on Friends to be humble, even where convictions are 
strong and well tested by discernment and unity among Friends. 
The process leading to the publication of Right Relationship re-
flected this tension between reaching a level of conviction and 
having continual revelation that challenges that conviction. 

Participation in the Right Relationship project was open: QIF 
placed an invitation in Friends Journal to solicit Friends for the 
project. QIF was fortunate to have a donor who generously spon-
sored the research and writing of the book. This support allowed 
QIF to convene a series of retreats to work on the book, and to 
provide modest stipends to authors. Participants in the project had 
their first gathering in January 2006 and met again in June 2006, 
January 2007, and June 2007. These gatherings were centered on 
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sessions clerked in the spirit of Quaker process, with ample time 
for communal reflection in silence. The project convener, assist-
ed by others, compiled and distributed background texts, draft 
outlines of chapters and other preparatory materials prior to the 
gatherings.

Over the course of these gatherings, the book evolved from brain-
storming to outline to a collection of chapters authored by par-
ticipants. By Fall 2007, the book writing team had assembled a 
complete but somewhat unorganized and uneven rough draft that 
was packed with a rich jumble of ideas. This draft was circulated 
to the QIF Board and to a broad range of Quaker and non-Quaker 
outside readers, including many academics. A number of these 
readers were then convened into a series of geographically conve-
nient discernment group meetings to provide critique and advice.

The response from these supplementary discernment groups was 
highly encouraging. At one meeting a senior figure in ecological 
economics startled the participants by saying “this manuscript 
should be shredded,” but then quickly explained that he had said 
this because the book’s subject and our approach to it is so im-
portant that we should start again and make it better. A professor 
of law told us she had been looking for a book like this to use in 
her course on international environmental governance but had not 
found one. She said, “If you get this book published, I will use it.” 
In commenting on some overly technical parts of the manuscript, 
one participant suggested that in rewriting we think of our audi-
ence as undergraduate college students. 

At this point in the process, it was clear we did not yet have a 
coherent book, but with this kind of helpful advice and encourage-
ment, a smaller team of core authors began rewriting the manu-
script in the winter of 2007-2008. 

Around this time, the project convener found a publisher inter-
ested in shepherding the book to publication. This was an excit-
ing development. The publisher’s editor then became, in effect, 
part of the discernment process and offered a key suggestion that 
changed the structure of the book. The original manuscript was 
founded on the core concept of right relationship and focused on 
five basic questions about the economy, which it posed in the first 
chapter and then went on in successive chapters to build the case 
for the “whole Earth economy” that our answers envisioned. Our 
editor told us that if we write one chapter on each question from 
the ethical perspective of right relationship, that is the book she 
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wanted to publish. And she said to aim for 200 pages with a final 
draft due by July 1, 2008. 

In January 2008, three of the principle authors met for a week-
end to review the work that had been done so far and set up the 
process for recomposing the book according to this new plan in 
collaboration with three additional authors. We had a common 
sense that something rather extraordinary had quietly happened 
in working together. Having started our session with a period of 
centering silence, a smoothness of collaboration unfolded in which 
a unity of spirit and vision was clearly evident. Individual authors 
took primary responsibility for drafting specific chapters. The 
other authors also contributed to each chapter. During the next 
nine months, repeated circulation of all chapters to all authors 
continued. Two authors in the same location worked intensively to 
coordinate editing and bring the final manuscript to completion. 
The result was a book of truly collaborative authorship.

The introduction of a publisher and a thoughtfully engaged edi-
tor in the book’s gestation intensified the book-writing project, 
primarily by introducing the publisher’s criteria and by imposing a 
fairly tight deadline for completing the manuscript. The publish-
ers’ requirements tested the group’s process of coming to unity 
and maintaining a sense of the meeting with the QIF Board of 
Trustees. For example, the project convener wanted an under-
standing that he would make time-sensitive decisions unilaterally 
if necessary. The book’s authors were not entirely at ease with how 
this approach would impact collaborative discernment and a sense 
of unity regarding the book’s content. When, in fact, the authors 
did not reach unity on the final content of the manuscript that 
was submitted to the publisher, a suggestion was made to consider 
that publication of the book was a somewhat artificial milestone in 
regard to ongoing reflection on the matters discussed in the book, 
and not the end of that process. This proposal was not sufficient 
to overcome concerns, and one participant withdrew as a named 
contributing author.

The QIF Board of Trustees was able unite on a statement about the 
Moral Economy Project and the book that includes the following:

The Quaker Institute for the Future sponsored, and was pleased 
to support, the team project that resulted in this volume. QIF 
saw the book’s special merit in clearly identifying the great 
crisis of our time and offering principles to be applied in re-
sponse. Its findings contribute to an ongoing dialogue process 
that needs to engage public policy professionals as well as a 
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broad range of citizens. While the views expressed in this book 
are those of the authors, the work is endorsed by QIF’s board of 
trustees, which is united in its sense of urgency about advanc-
ing dialogue toward prompt critical action needed to rectify 
the growing incoherence between the human economy and the 
integrity of earth’s ecological and social systems.24

Right Relationship was published in January 2009 and has gone into 
a second printing, with over 7,500 copies sold. It has been used in 
a number of courses in colleges and universities. It has been dis-
tributed in Europe and Africa. It has been used in an adult educa-
tion English class in Poland. It is being translated into Chinese and 
published by General Publishing in Beijing. 

The experience with Right Relationship also invites a consideration 
of how Friends involved in discernment for the conduct of research 
might deal with questions of monetary compensation. The gener-
ous budget that supported the development of Right Relationship 
made it possible to reimburse travel expenses for retreats and 
other meetings; administrative expenses; stipends for the project 
convener, research assistance, and contributing authors; and ex-
penses for a post-publication symposium. For other QIF projects 
and the QIF Board of Trustees, the supporting budget has been lim-
ited and participation totally voluntary in the facilitation of CoDs, 
and the production and distribution of QIF books. 

Lessons from a Quaker Approach to Research
Several lessons emerge from the QIF experience in communal 

discernment. They lead to the following questions for research and 
writing teams seeking to follow a Spirit-led Quaker process.
• Will this work have a distinct single author, sections written by 

different individual authors, or a coherent manuscript created 
from all participants’ written contributions?

• To what extent do the likely participants in the process share 
values, visions, skills, personality traits, bodies of knowledge 
and other resources which complement each other in ways that 
might further and/or impede the discernment process? Are there 
voices missing that should be sought out? 

• Are those participating ready to commit to following through on 
the project as a shared discernment process? What might be done 
to  strengthen the resources or commitments of the group?
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• To what extent might some or all of  the issues at stake be better 
addressed by an alternative approach? To what extent are they 
purely technical questions that call for expertise within a narrow 
and standard body of disciplinary knowledge that  could be pro-
vided more efficiently by a single professional? 

• To what extent are they issues that call for reaching a political 
agreement between conflicting constituencies who might have a 
strong preference for using a more formal procedure of decision 
making like Robert’s Rules of Order because it is legitimated by 
legal statutes governing the organizations involved or because it 
presupposes a strictly secular frame of reference that might be 
more acceptable to the parties involved?

• How will the team manage any timelines or deadlines, which 
may vary in terms of strictness? For example, what situations 
might warrant extending a deadline, taking into account the 
nature of the deadline? 

• What matters regarding decision making should the team decide 
on early in the research and writing process, e.g. might the team 
seek unity early on in regard to having one or more team mem-
bers making time-sensitive decisions where necessary?

• How will the team decide that the research and writing project is 
finished, taking into consideration that every written work repre-
sents but one point in an ongoing evolution of thought, discern-
ment and intellectual development? How does this decision and 
others in the research and writing process draw on the balance 
between leadings of faith and conviction, and openness to con-
tinuing revelation?

• How might additional funding enhance or complicate the 
research and writing project? Is it worth seeking funding in order 
to enhance the desired outcomes of the project, by supporting 
authors, convening multi-day retreats or working sessions, facili-
tating involvement of a wider set of reviewers, or allowing for 
broader distribution of publications? 

Summary
In the ten years since QIF was founded, experiments have been 

tried with a variety of methods for practicing meetings for wor-
ship for the conduct of research. These have included Clearness 



30

Committees, Circles of Discernment, and a book writing group. 
They have also included a series of summer research seminars 
whose participants have experimented with variations on these and 
other Quaker-inspired practices such as Threshing Sessions, Quaker 
Dialogue, and “Imaging a World Without Weapons” workshops.

These experiments have produced a growing body of research 
and publications that reflect Quaker values in the substantive analy-
ses they offer and also exemplify Quaker practices of communal 
discernment in the ways in which the research has been pursued. 
From the time of their first gatherings as a Religious Society of 
Friends of the Truth, Quakers have held that the life of the Spirit 
is not something to be practiced only at some segregated time and 
place such as a “steeple house” on a Sunday morning. 

Instead, they have held that all of life is a sacrament and that all 
of life should be viewed as an opportunity to attend to leadings of the 
Divine and guide actions in its Light. For the participants in Quaker 
Institute for the Future activities described here, this conviction 
has been strongly reinforced as it applies to activities of research. 
Research calls for keen observation and critical thinking. But it need 
not call for laying aside our ability to also listen to the leadings of 
the Spirit as we collaborate in seeking to discern the truth. 

Quakers are not the only or even the first to use methods of 
communal discernment. And the particular practices they have 
developed can and should be enriched by dialogue with other trad-
itions of Spirit-led discernment, as well as secular practices of col-
laborating in the pursuit of truth. It could be very fruitful to pursue 
such comparative dialogue in considering in what practices might be 
better at promoting successful collaboration that generates insight, 
knowledge, useful policy and action. In what ways, and to what 
extent, might proper use of different practices provide confidence in 
the trustworthiness or truth of the conclusions reached? 

As part of such dialogue, it would be helpful, further, to con-
sider, the meaning of key ideas like the Quaker notion of “continuing 
revelation” and how such revelation might be understood in the con-
text of bodies of knowledge and policy that are intentionally secular 
and grounded in separations of faith and reason, and of religion and 
science. It is important to wrestle with these questions because the 
answers may help to revise and improve the practice. Sharing the 
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methods and the results of the work with the larger world beyond 
the Quaker community is also important. The next chapter explores 
the experience of traditions of other communities using practices 
of communal discernment or collaborative research to arrive at the 
knowledge that governs their lives.
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chaPter iii 
Comparing Traditions 

of Communal Discernment

Communal discernment is practiced in a wide variety of ways 
by communities that seek to base their beliefs and actions on 

a collective sense of identity. The use of collaborative processes 
complement, correct, or otherwise improve on the efforts of individ-
uals, but even more significantly foster a sense of engagement and 
commitment. Communal discernment creates the shared ownership 
of the understandings, decisions, and actions that are required for 
authentic community life. There is much to be learned and shared by 
comparing the experiences of different traditions.

This chapter surveys the experience of some different trad-
itions, highlights some of their features, and notes where further 
dialogue between Quakers and other traditions might be fruitful. 
The first section begins with an extended comparison with some 
of the processes of spiritually based communal discernment found 
in indigenous cultures of North America. The role of egalitarian 
circles in which people speak out of the silence in Spirit-led ways 
provides important and illuminating analogs to Quaker practices 
of communal discernment. Other traditions of communal discern-
ment and collaborative research are briefly described that provide 
analogies and contrasts with Quaker practices in ways that may also 
be illuminating. These comparisons are made assuming that each 
practiceincluding Quaker practicehas strengths as well as lim-
itations and that dialogues amongst them may help each learn from 
the other, enriching and strengthening each tradition. 

In closing this chapter, special attention is paid to traditional 
forms of academic research as well as more recent developments in 
community-based and participatory research in order to consider not 
only comparisons to Quaker practices, but also the practical challen-
ges and opportunities in combining them in research work. 
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Collective Discernment in Indigenous Cultures
—Keith Helmuth

When 18th Century American Quaker, John Woolman, traveled to 
the north-central area of the Pennsylvania territory to see what 
he could learn from indigenous people, he opened up a quality of 
relationship between the Society of Friends and North America's 
indigenous communities that has continued to the present time. 
Woolman’s intent in making this journey was clearly a kind of re-
search. He wrote the following about the journey:

Love was the first motion, and then a concern arose to spend 
some time with the Indians, that I might feel and understand 
their life and the spirit they live in, haply I might receive some 
instruction from them, or they be in any degree helped for-
ward by my following the leadings of Truth amongst them.25

His narrative reveals that these meetings resulted in something 
very like cross-cultural communal discernment:

So near evening I was at their meeting, where the pure gospel 
love was felt, to the tendering some of our hearts. And the 
interpreters, endeavouring to acquaint the people with what 
I said, in short sentences, found some difficulty, as none of 
them were quite perfect in English and Delaware tongue. So 
they helped one another and we laboured along, divine love 
attending. And afterwards feeling my mind covered with the 
spirit of prayer, I told the interpreters that I found it in my 
heart to pray. … And expressed my willingness for them to omit 
interpreting; so our meeting ended with a degree of divine 
love. And before the people went out I observed Papunehang 
[a community elder] spoke to one of the interpreters, and I was 
afterwards told that he said in substance as follows: “I love to 
hear where words come from.”26

A striking similarity between Quaker process and Aboriginal com-
munal practice emerges in the way collective discernment is used 
to construct knowledge and provide guidance. The process of open 
communal search, reflective communication, and its form of deci-
sion-making steered the Society of Friends into a tribal-like form 
of spiritual and social life. The Society of Friends, along with all 
else it might be, is a living version of our ancient, durable and es-
sential communal heritage. This is the first and most basic level of 
affinity between Quaker practice and Aboriginal traditions. Both 
traditions approach the construction of knowledge and the emer-
gence of guidance through communal process.
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In the late 1970’s, Quakers in Atlantic Canada had a particular 
experience of exploring this affinity when Noel Knockwood, a Nova 
Scotia Mi’kmag elder, was invited to participate in our annual re-
treat with a view to sharing spiritual insights and political con-
cerns. He later expressed his astonishment that an organization 
of non-indigenous people were practicing a form of spiritual gath-
ering and methods of communication and decision making that 
were so close in feeling and process to the traditions of his cul-
ture. Friends have been invited to join First Nation communities in 
certain of their gatherings and ceremonial practices and persons 
from First Nation communities have become regular attenders at 
Quaker gatherings in Canada. The often-used circle seating, wait-
ing in silence, and speaking out of the silence around the circle 
draw the two traditions into a shared form and a common sense 
of presence.

All this may seem remote from the formal practice of research 
aimed at the construction of knowledge, but, from a Quaker point 
of view, this tradition of practice in both Quaker and First Nation 
communities is the cultural source for a new approach to research 
that can better create knowledge and guide decision-making that 
serves the common good. There is a need for “research on re-
search” in order to determine what, in fact, is important for ad-
vancing the common good and the well-being of Earth’s ecosys-
tems. In this area of value-based decision-making, collaborative 
discernment, under the guidance of dedication to the common 
good, can be applied to positive effect. 

Traditional First Nation communities of North America are not 
alone in having preserved the practice of communal discernment 
in the construction of knowledge. Indigenous communities world-
wide still operate within the practice of communal discernment as 
a way of coming to know what they know. Over and over again it 
has been the case that this knowledge is accurate, vital, and criti-
cal to the wellbeing of communities and land. 

Likewise, Quakers are not alone in the deliberate practice of col-
lective discernment and collaborative decision-making on matters 
of policy and action. This ancient, spiritual-social form, rediscov-
ered by the Religious Society of Friends, has now become acknowl-
edged as a preferred form of organizational and social conduct in 
many situations. Advancing this process as a new approach to re-
search, further develops the likelihood that research will, in turn, 
advance the common good.



35

An excellent example of how communal discernment works in a 
Native American community is given in the novel, The Man Who 
Killed the Deer, by Frank Waters.27 In this novel he tells the story 
of a young Hopi man, Maritiniano, who killed a deer out of season 
in an area of forestland controlled by the Federal government, and 
without ceremonially granted pueblo permission. He was arrested 
and, in the process, beaten by police. A pueblo council meeting 
is called. The meeting begins with the burning of pungent cedar. 
Tobacco is handed round and smoked with deliberation.

Now the silence, impregnated with smoke, seemed thicker, 
heavier … As each man threw away his stub, he leaned back 
against the wall and drew the blanket up around his head. They 
might have been settling in for a long sleep. Then suddenly the 
talk. Slow, measured, polite and wary.28 

The Governor of the pueblo introduces the matter at hand. Then 
both of Martiniano’s companions tell of the incident. Silence. Then 
Martiniano tells his story. Silence. Finally, the talk begins again, 
starting from the simple facts: A deer killed out of season; a Hopi 
man arrested; a fine to pay. The talk then develops in ever widen-
ing circles around these facts. The man was born in the pueblo. 
Although he has failed to respect his ceremonial responsibilities, 
and has been repeatedly warned, yet no person is single and alone. 
The pueblo is involved. Still more questions are raised. It is a mat-
ter of the land. The mountain where the deer was killed is Hopi 
land, land that was never relinquished nor legally obtained by the 
government. What will come of this continued usurpation of sa-
cred Hopi land? This matter of sacred land involves the ceremonies 
and the whole life of the pueblo. There is the matter of the deer, 
killed without its ceremonially granted permission, without proper 
ritual awareness of the way all that is living flows together. The 
issues widen, the considerations deepen, centering down into the 
essential facts of Hopi life and consciousness. The speaking stops; 
silence continues the communication. Frank Waters then articu-
lates the silence.

Silence spoke, and it spoke loudest of all … There is no such 
thing as a simple thing … Nothing is simple and alone. We are 
not separate and alone. The breathing mountains, the living 
stones, each blade of grass, the clouds, the rain, each star, the 
beasts, the birds and invisible spirits of the air—we are all one, 
and indivisible. Nothing that any of us does but affects us all.

A council meeting is a strange thing. The fire crackles. The 
candle gutters. And the old men sit stolidly on their benches 



36

around the walls. When a man speaks they do not interrupt. 
They lower their swathed heads or half close their eyes so as 
not to encourage or embarrass him with a look. And when the 
guttural Indian voice finally stops there is silence. A silence 
so heavy and profound that it squashes the kernel of truth 
out of his words, and leaves the meaningless husks mercilessly 
exposed. And still not a man speaks. Each wait courteously for 
another. And the silence grows around the walls, handed from 
one to another, until all silence is one silence and the silence 
has the meaning of all. So the individuals vanish. It is all one 
heart. It is the soul of the tribe. A soul that is linked by that 
other silence with all the tribal councils which have sat here in 
the memory of man.

A council meeting is one-half talk and one-half silence. The si-
lence has more weight, more meanings, more intonations than 
talk. It is angry, impatient, cheerful, but masked by calmness, 
patience, dignity. Thus the members move evenly together.29

The role of group silence—communal meditation—is one of the keys 
to the collective discernment that underlies this kind of collabora-
tive research. The construction of knowledge and the emergence 
of guidance are fully reflected in the last line quoted above: “Thus 
the members move evenly together.” Quakers know from the ex-
perience of their practice how this “moving evenly together” hap-
pens and what it means for effectively advancing policy and action 
on collective concerns.

The cross-cultural heritage of this approach to the construction 
of knowledge is anchored in a human universal—the spiritual di-
mension of communal experience. When research is conducted us-
ing this approach, the knowledge gained carries a kind of wisdom 
about right relationship and the common good that is critically 
important for the well-being of human communities and the health 
of Earth’s ecosystems. Over three and a half centuries of Quaker 
experience with collective discernment and the immemorial com-
munal heritage of indigenous peoples bears witness to this way of 
knowing. 

Spiritually Framed Traditions 
of Communal Discernment

There are many other practices of communal discernment that 
grow out of spiritual traditions. While these often frame their under-
standings of the nature of reality and knowledge in dramatically 
different ways, they may share paradigmatic experiences and core 
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elements that could provide a common ground for very productive 
dialogue. 

Shared paradigmatic experiences may include ways in which 
an encounter with silence or music may be enriched when in com-
munity with others. The specific forms of these encounters may 
differ significantly within Jewish, Christian, Moslem, Bah’ai, 
Hindu, Buddhist, and other traditions. They may combine outward 
silence with structured inward mantras, prayers or other forms of 
focused thought. They may try to achieve a form of inward silence 
as well as outward quiet. They may use outward motion in dance 
or vocalization in song that serve meditative functions and distance 
themselves from the smaller, petty, grasping, fearing, and desiring 
self of the everyday. Shared elements of practices in these traditions 
may include the use of meditation to prepare for entering more fully 
and openly into a discernment process and ways of allowing for 
continuing revelation.

Traditions of faith and spirituality may share egalitarian 
approaches to discernment. This can spring from the view that there 
is one God through which all believers share a common bond as in 
the Abrahamic faiths. Or, as in some traditions of Buddhism, it may 
spring from a view that affirms the interconnectedness of all beings 
and the ways compassion calls for a kind of sharing that has pro-
foundly egalitarian implications. There may be limitations based on 
who counts as a believer and who is viewed as competent to speak 
according to gender, age, or formal education. But within the com-
munity so defined, there may be practices of egalitarian debate and 
discussion that enhance the discernment process by seeking to keep 
the dialogue open. 

Although this type of comparison is beyond the scope of this 
book, it might prove useful to compare traditions of rabbinical dia-
logue in the Jewish tradition, the processes of exchange surrounding 
fatwas in communities of Moslem scholars in the Sunni and Shi’ite 
traditions, practices of conflict resolution in the Socially Engaged 
tradition of Buddhism, and practices of discernment in Jesuit com-
munities. This kind of dialogue between traditions is exemplified 
by Jesuit Michael Sheeran’s detailed ethnographic study of Quaker 
practice in the Philadelphia region. The result was an especially 
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illuminating analysis that many Quakers themselves find helpful in 
articulating and improving their practice. 

Where Quakers had been often tempted to focus on the ways 
they share common experiences but not press each other to define 
their terms, Sheeran’s work brought a kind of philosophical rigor 
to the study of Quaker ways, which included experiences of find-
ing unity, of having  “covered meetings,”  and of encountering the 
Divine. This way in which someone trained in one tradition, the 
Jesuit, may bring language, experience, interests, and skills to the 
study of another, exemplifies just the sort of interfaith dialogue that 
could prove very rewarding for all concerned.  

Extending Quaker Practice to Secular Settings
What about going beyond the inter-faith context? What might 

be learned through comparative dialogue about communal discern-
ment as practiced in explicitly secular, non-religious contexts? 

People coming out of religious traditions who work in secu-
lar contexts have brought elements of their faith-based discern-
ment practices into the secular context with very significant suc-
cess. Often this involves translating the concepts and practices of 
religious traditions into secular terms in a way that preserves their 
functional aspects without requiring secular practitioners to adopt 
specific spiritual or theological commitments. 

An excellent example of translation of Quaker idiomatic lan-
guage to secular terms is found in the way Leonard Joy discusses the 
essentials of Quaker practices in language appropriate for secular 
settings.30 The practices includes:
• grounding of all participants in the desire for the common good,
• preparing factual and analytical material prior to the meeting
• ensuring that all voices are heard and listened to,
• respect for all affected by the decision-making process,
• sensitivity to interdependence—open systems thinking,
• speaking out of the silence, 
• addressing the clerk not one another,
• speaking simply and not repeating what has already been offered,
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• speaking one’s own truth without advocating that all should act 
on it,

• a commitment to express reservations,
• being authentic with the expression of feeling without using 

emotion to sway others,
• distinguishing “threshing” meetings from meetings for decision 

making,
• clerk offering syntheses of the “sense of the meeting” that are 

modified until there is unity,
• making decisions not by majority vote, nor by consensus, but by 

unity.
Quakers who were part of the Movement for a New Society 

in the Philadelphia region in the 1970s developed a process that 
was widely and successfully adopted by affinity groups and other 
social movement organizations in secular contexts.31 They focused 
on procedural elements such as making sure that all participants had 
opportunities to share in a respectful dialogue, checking for unanim-
ity rather than taking votes, and allowing people to stand in the way 
or be asked to stand aside. They avoided spiritually loaded terminol-
ogy, such as, references to the Inward Light. 

Similar strategies have been used by Quakers in a wide variety 
of other secular settings.32 In many of these contexts, it can be chal-
lenging because the groups involved have very diverse values and 
beliefs. Among Quakers, the process of communal discernment is 
facilitated by agreement on core values and testimonies about peace, 
equality, simplicity, Earth stewardship and, most importantly, their 
conviction that there is “that of God in everyone.”  

One way to provide common ground in a secular setting is to 
ask participants to agree to pursue their dialogue with the aim of 
seeking the “common good.” This asks them to take into account 
the good of all the participants and constituencies represented and 
introduces an egalitarian element that serves a similar function to 
that of there being that of God in all. The “common good” presup-
poses that there is a vision of the future that the participants share. It 
invites them to seek agreements that rise above the level of political 
manuvering to reach genuine, sustainable, common understandings 
analogous  to the Quaker notion of “unity.”  
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Other terms that could play a similar role to “the common 
good” in this context might be “sustainable living” or “common 
future,” in so far as they imply the basis for a shared understanding 
that is affirmed by the participants. One common feature is that they 
invite participants to shift pronouns and the identities they express, 
to move from talking exclusively about what “I think and want” 
with regard to “my personal interests” to talking inclusively about 
what “we think and want” with regard to “our shared concerns.”     

 Experience of Quaker Process 
in a Secular Setting 

—Leonard Joy
One of my most memorable experiences in the use of Quaker prac-
tice for decision making in secular contexts was in a former Soviet 
country after the fall of the Soviet Union. I was charged to support 
a team created to manage a process for the redesign of the public 
sector. I acted as chairman-moderator of their formative meet-
ings for planning their work. In that role, I chose to act as would a 
clerk in a Quaker meeting. The team included former government 
officials and a member of the secret police. 

The culture of decision-making to which they were accustomed 
required them, each in turn, to endorse proposals sent from higher 
authority. Released from this constraint on their self-expression, 
they could not contain themselves from argument, shouting above 
one another, and interrupting for their voice to be heard. 

They acknowledged that this was not productive and accepted my 
clerking authority, which now required them to open their meet-
ings with silent worship. Of course, I did not call it that. I asked 
them to center themselves in their role in search for the greater 
good. I saw that as another way of responding to the awareness of 
God in themselves. And what is that if not worship?   

I also asked them to speak only when acknowledged by the clerk—
which, of course, I called “the chair.” I further asked them not 
to present arguments against one another but to each contribute 
what they understood that was relevant to the decision. I empha-
sized that we should use the ego to serve the task and not the task 
to serve the ego.

I further explained the aim of coming to unity and the value of 
that in securing ownership of the outcome. In my role as chairman 
I gave periodic reports of what seemed to be agreed, what seemed 
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to need further resolution, and what I sensed that this would take, 
inviting contributions on these matters.

We made small posters and stuck them on the wall—prompts 
to remind us of what was now required of us. They were referred 
to readily when there was departure from our new aspired-to 
norms. Indeed, the value of the new practice was readily seen 
and it became adopted with pride. The team members set out to 
spread this culture in the meetings they were calling in the differ-
ent branches of the administration in the process of governance 
redesign.                                 

**********
Another comparison between faith-based and secular pro-

cesses of discernment can run in the opposite direction. Processes 
of collaborative research and discernment in secular contexts rooted 
in scientific understanding can also inform or improve on the faith-
framed ones. Secular traditions of natural science and social research 
have developed a host of quantitative and qualitative methods for 
observation, experiment, data analysis and theory formation that 
have proved extremely powerful. They can be incorporated into any 
systematic approach to describing, explaining and dealing with the 
world. To cite just a few examples, professional methods of ethno-
graphic interviewing, double-blind experiments, regression analy-
sis, and mathematical modeling all have important uses. When a 
community of researchers is investigating questions about the food 
system in Bolivia or the life cycles of malaria protozoa, they can 
incorporate these methods as appropriate. They are analogous to the 
third stage of Quaker process, the gathering of points of view and 
the attempt to synthesize them. 

The Quaker approach to research should not be thought of as 
an alternative to the methods of modern science. Instead, it should 
be understood as a proposal to enrich it, using open and inclusive 
dialogue in communal discernment. 

Two features characterize modern scientific research in its 
search for knowledge: 1) appealing to public, shared, repeatable 
experience and 2) avoiding biases in which irrelevant prejudices 
exercise power over decisions about what to believe.  In place of 
esoteric doctrine, revelation through a sacred text like the Bible, or 
appeal to authority like Aristotle, modern science, as it emerged with 
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Galileo and Newton, sought descriptions of the world grounded in 
the results of experiments and observations that could be shared and 
repeated by any competent observer. 

Science works by consensus rather than votes, so the practices 
of science are closer to those of Quaker practice than Robert’s Rules 
of Order. If opinion is split on a theory because researchers get dif-
ferent results or have different interpretations of them, they work 
to refine their procedures and share them until they all get similar, 
repeatable results. They analyze their interpretations until they agree 
and form a community that shares a common paradigm for practic-
ing what Kuhn refers to as “normal science." If they have trouble 
finding such procedures or arriving at accord in their interpretations, 
they may get frustrated and angry. Animosity may even result. But 
in their role as scientists, they remain obliged to keep looking until 
some way opens for them to find such procedures or interpretations. 
They do not pull out their guns to start shooting, and they do not 
call the question, take a vote, and let the 51 percent determine what 
is true. 

Communal discernment, of which the Quaker process is an 
example, is similar to and compatible with the tradition of main-
stream science. Both operate on the conviction that there is an objec-
tive truth independent of any individual and that with patience, such 
truth can be sought and found. Once found, truth can compel con-
viction by an appeal to rational consent that makes violent threat and 
authority unnecessary. In some paradigms, such as classical physics, 
objectivity has been formulated in terms of laws that are universal, 
precise, and unchanging. These laws are objective in the sense that 
they are invariant from one observer to another. Other paradigms, 
such as Darwin’s evolution and Mendel’s genetics, follow probabi-
listic laws. They have both used patterns in natural history that have 
highly contingent origins but emerge as explanatory structures. For 
example, the bilaterally symmetric structure of the line of animals 
from which we descend differs from other fascinating creatures, the 
remains of which have been found in the Burgess shale formations.33

The broader notion of objectivity that animates science and 
modern academic disciplines is the notion of a truth that is objective, 
not by virtue of being invariant for every observer through every per-
spective, but rather by virtue of being inclusive of all the variations 
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and putting them in the larger context of the whole story of which 
they are a part. Objectivity in this broader and richer sense aims at 
impartiality or completeness that can include any Newtonian-like 
laws that may be discovered. Objectivity also includes the rich con-
tingent patterns of reality that describe the shape of the continents, 
the descendance of animals on them, the development of social sys-
tems, and the nuances of cultural communities. 

Modern academics have developed important and very useful 
procedures for assessing the merits of research aiming at truth. These 
include anonymous and blind review of communications shared in 
ongoing research.34 Other important procedures include those used 
in certifying the skills of people who gather facts in the field or 
the lab through training programs that assure they have learned to 
observe things in the frame of their discipline and to set aside their 
prejudices and biases. 

Such academic procedures for discerning the truth provide a 
rich resource of methods for Quakers and practitioners of research 
in other traditions of communal discernment. In principle it would 
seem that there is no reason why the reverse might not also, at 
least sometimes, be the case. For instance, when secular academic 
researchers use anonymous and blind review, the communication 
process by its very nature tends to exclude the flow of information 
and assumptions that are tacit and concern presuppositions that 
may embody new and important ideas that challenge orthodoxy but 
at first look like simply wrong-headed or naïve ideas. In contexts 
where disputes about the merits of a submission arise, it could at 
times be helpful to convene a meeting in which researchers practice 
collective sharing, reflection, and dialogue methods used in commu-
nal discernment traditions. Such conferences may allow members of 
the research community to bring tacit perceptions and presupposi-
tions to the level of explicitness that allows them to write articles 
that communicate clearly and pass the test of anonymous and blind 
review. 

Meetings using such interpersonal, collaborative methods can 
be practiced in a wide variety of settings in the research process. 
Academic conferences provide one example. Research teams at an 
institute might make use of them as part of their grant writing pro-
cess. Doctoral candidates might make use of them in developing 
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their proposals and assessing work in progress. Researchers who 
would eschew any reference to the “Inward Light” and would insist 
on a secular approach to their work could make use of silence, taking 
turns speaking out of the silence, listening deeply, and being open 
to the views of others in friendly, if not loving ways.  They might be 
open to new framing questions that invite reflection, and continuing 
new insights.

Academic researchers might use such meetings to facilitate 
their understanding and assimilation of knowledge that comes from 
beyond the academic community. For example, biologists research-
ing fisheries may find that there is a host of local knowledge that 
people working the waters for generations can share. Ecologists 
studying forests may find that native communities are a rich resource 
of knowledge. Such local and indigenous forms of knowledge typi-
cally operate from very different interests, employ different styles 
and methods of perceiving the world, and embody very different 
general assumptions about how the world works and how it can best 
be known. 

Useful encounters would involve cross-paradigm and cross-
cultural collaboration that may demand very careful, open minded, 
patient listening and sharing in interpersonal meetings and com-
munity gatherings. In recent years efforts to develop methods for 
science that draw on such knowledge have become an important 
focus of experimentation in many fields and significant priorities for 
institutions such as the National Science Foundation.35

Quaker Process in a Biology Graduate Program
—Judy Lumb

When I was a faculty member in a graduate program, our students 
began complaining about specific requirements, as if they were 
only trying to get the degree, but had no concept of their future 
lives as research scientists, or even of the process of research. So 
I developed an orientation program for new students on creativ-
ity and research based on my experiences as a Quaker. The three 
sessions were 1) logic, what constitutes proof; 2) honest and clear 
use of language, how it can be deceiving as in propaganda; and 3) 
intuition, how an intuitive flash can lead to important discoveries, 
“what if the basis of cancer were the reactivation of genes used 
for embryonic development where continuous growth of cells is 
needed?” 
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I had taken the “Imaging a World Without Weapons” workshop at 
Friends General Conference (FGC), so I used those visioning ex-
ercises in the intuition section. I had two purposes. I wanted the 
students to have a vision of themselves as a scientist, to have an 
idea of their future. And, I wanted to awaken their intuition, so 
they could trust in its relevance to their scientific work. 

After a lecture on intuition and its role in scientific research, I 
explained that I was going to demonstrate. I darkened the room 
and did a guided meditation, placing them 30 years in the future 
as a research scientist. As in the FGC workshop, I elicited detailed 
images. At the end of the meditation, I put them in small groups 
of about five each with queries about their experience in the guid-
ed meditation and any other intuitive experiences. I gave them 
rules as would be used in a Quaker Dialogue. They should speak in 
turns, not interrupting each other, and leave some space before 
the next speaking to give time for reflection on what was said. No 
one should speak a second time until everyone has spoken. 

The room was buzzing with intense, but quiet, conversation. Sev-
eral expressed their appreciation and amazement at that experi-
ence afterwards. Those students seemed to have a clearer idea 
of themselves as future scientists. They were more confident and 
less resistant to the graduate requirements than those from the 
previous year. 

**********

In dealing with “wicked problems” like managing water 
resources in the American West, researchers and community mem-
bers have developed a tradition of “collaborative rationality” for 
dealing with complexity that provides another important set of rel-
evant, helpful practices. As Judith Innes and David Booher have 
noted: 

. . . many scholars and professionals have become disillusioned about 
the adequacy of the traditional model for advising officials in contem-
porary times and frustrated with rigid, one-size-fits-all bureaucratic 
procedures and public officials so buffeted by multiple constituencies 
that they are unable or unwilling to take strong action. Many pro-
fessionals, in our observation, have begun to search for new ways 
of thinking, gathering evidence, and deciding, turning their atten-
tion particularly to communication and deliberation among citizens, 
stakeholders, and professionals. Collaborative practices today are 
spreading and evolving along with theory, as the potential players 
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learn more about how they  work and how they can improve the out-
comes of planning and policy.36

The sharing of methods between mainstream academic 
research and communal discernment traditions raises some interest-
ing and important philosophical questions. These methods come out 
of different traditions and frameworks for understanding the ulti-
mate nature of reality and how it is revealed. How can their differing 
presuppositions be coherently integrated or navigated as researchers 
move, for example, from the context of an annual conference of a 
professional society, to meetings with a community of subsistence 
farmers, to a gathering of Friends?  The aim of the next chapter is 
to articulate some of the philosophical questions that arise in this 
context and explore how they might best be addressed. 
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chaPter iv
Philosophical Issues Concerning 

Communal Discernment

Chapter III ended with some practical suggestions as to how 
Quaker practices of communal discernment might be included 

in mainstream secular research practices. But the idea that such 
inclusion and integration would be useful assumes that the Quaker 
practices are themselves legitimate ways of generating knowledge 
and that their assumptions about the nature of reality are compatible 
with those of secular research. This chapter is intended to advance 
an open dialogue about whether these epistemological and meta-
physical assumptions implicit in Quaker process might be war-
ranted in research contexts. To what extent can they be translated 
into terms that communicate effectively with non-Quakers? To what 
extent might researchers who are not Friends find some version of 
the Quaker approach to research and its assumptions plausible or 
warranted and be led to adopt them? 

Detailed consideration of these questions is not necessary to 
make successful use of the methods and some readers may find the 
sometimes abstract and challenging reflections of this chapter less 
helpful than other material in this book and be led to pass over it. It 
is hoped however that the material in this chapter will be useful for 
readers who find philosophical perplexities intriguing and/or who 
find that philosophical reflection can enhance the insight with which 
they practice research and experience discoveries.

The chapter proceeds from points of most likely common 
ground and agreement about the epistemological issues, about the 
“theory of knowledge” and ways of justifying beliefs, to potentially 
more controversial epistemological claims. The approach to meta-
physical questions, questions about the nature of reality, similarly 
starts with points of most likely common ground and then moves to 
points of greater controversy. 
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 Communal Discernment 
as a Method of Discovery

Philosophers of science make a distinction between the “logic 
and context of discovery” and the “logic and context of justifica-
tion."  The first context applies when people are simply trying to 
come up with new ideas or hypotheses. The second applies when 
they are trying to decide whether the new ideas are good ones, 
whether they advance our understanding of the world, and whether 
we are justified in actually believing them. 

In the context of discovery, scientists can use all kinds of 
research methods to discover new phenomena and come up with 
new theories to explain them. Even methods that seem random or 
outright wacky might be useful if they generate new ideas that help 
people “think outside the box” or be creative in their formulations 
of hypotheses. Very successful scientists who came up with what are 
now quite respectable theories sometimes drew on sources for their 
ideas that included things like numerology (Kepler’s third law of 
planetary motion), dreams (Kekulé’s discovery of the benzene ring), 
or observations of behavior in singles bars (John Nash’s theory of 
equilibria in game theory). Collaborative approaches in the vein 
of communal discernment developed by Quakers may prove pro-
ductive. Researchers may get along well, empower each other, and 
generate lots of new ideas. In the context of discovery, that’s fine. 
Anything goes. 

Communal Discernment 
as a Method of Justification

But what about when they try to test their ideas and deter-
mine whether they are useful, trustworthy or in some sense true? 
Then it would seem that a different and more rigorous set of criteria 
applycriteria that should be normative for all researchers, regard-
less of their creed or subculture. To what extent might the Quaker 
process of communal discernment offer, not just a cool though 
unusual way to generate ideas or get teams to work together, but 
a way of testing and justifying them, a way of doing so that would 
have a normative force, a power to persuade all those involved in the 
research, whether Quaker or not?
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One important flaw that descriptions and explanations of the 
world can have is partiality. They can leave out important parts 
of the story. In this regard, Quaker process arguably provides one 
useful way to increase the impartiality of our understanding to the 
extent that it is interpreted as calling for an inclusive approach that 
excludes no one from the process of research. Quaker process calls 
for all disciplines, as well as all people, to be involved in the process 
of investigating issues and arriving at a justification of conclusions—
arriving at clearness. It therefore implies a call for interdisciplinary 
research that allows, for example, the specific criteria and methods 
of ethnographers, economists and others to be employed, but placed 
in a larger context, a larger holistic understanding. For example, the 
larger context employing Quaker process could be used when we try 
to understand issues around poverty or environmental degradation. 

In doing interdisciplinary research, a key part of the process is 
that of defining the problem under investigation.37 What “poverty” 
means, for example, depends, in part, on the discipline from which 
it is approached. Generally speaking, if a discipline is something 
like a community of researchers who share a common paradigm, 
practicing what Thomas Kuhn would call “normal science,” then 
the problems and puzzles the discipline normally studies are ones 
that are generated by the discipline’s own paradigm, by the values, 
worldviews, and metaphysical presuppositions that frame it, and by 
the particular puzzles that have arisen in trying to apply its central 
theoretical ideas.38

In the context of focused work within a narrowly structured 
discipline, the criteria and methods accepted by the scientific com-
munity in that discipline typically provide relatively clear and rou-
tine ways of pursuing and assessing knowledge. In such cases, com-
petent individuals can simply apply those methods and criteria in 
their individual work or in collaboration with others without any 
strong need for raising questions about the theoretical framework, 
the values, the observation techniques or other research methods. 
The communal discernment about those sorts of things has already 
been done; the community has arrived at a paradigm and this 
“normal science” can proceed apace. 
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However, when paradigms encounter anomalies and approach 
contexts in which it becomes necessary to practice what Kuhn 
referred to as “revolutionary science” or when the problems being 
addressed involve multiple paradigms because they are inter-disci-
plinary in nature, then research can no longer be pursued in routine 
ways. Increasingly more of the vital research problems are of pre-
cisely this sort. This is often true of research questions of relatively 
limited scope that involve multiple disciplines and large, complex 
problems like “poverty," “health care," “climate change," “HIV- 
AIDS," “environmental degradation,” “endangered species” and 
“hunger.” 

These research problems can only be defined and studied by 
drawing on multiple disciplines and multiple forms of knowledge 
that are not restricted to the academic world. To characterize these 
issues as “problems” is already to imply that they should be solved. 
Yet it may be more productive to think of some of these kinds of 
issues as ongoing “concerns” that we try to address without assum-
ing a technological perspective in which some expertise will pro-
vide a lasting solution. 

How do concerns under investigation get framed and defined in 
an inter-disciplinary context, when more than one paradigm is being 
employed and all are subordinated to some larger project? Often it is 
by political mandate. Leaders in government or donor agencies have 
their own agenda for political reasons. In order to direct research 
in the general area of their perceived interest, they typically come 
up with some phrase that is not a part of any theoretical constructs 
within the disciplinary paradigms related to their interests. In that 
sense, the term is “extra-paradigmatic.” 

Something like this happened in 1948 when the Truman 
administration introduced a contrast between the “under-developed 
nations” and the “developed world” to frame the social and eco-
nomic issues at stake in the post-World War II context of decol-
onization and the spread of Communism. At regional or local levels, 
research problems involving multiple disciplines may get defined 
through political processes within state or city governments (or col-
leges and universities) that frame new opportunities in a sector of an 
economy, concerns about a watershed, or challenges facing a minor-
ity group. 
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In these large interdisciplinary studies, there might be a place 
for Quaker process in the discerning of which problems should be 
studied. How should “poverty’” or “environmental degradation” be 
defined and framed? It is an important task to first define the ques-
tions at issue in order to do research on them. 

When government institutions and related political processes 
frame an issue, partisan interests and the exercise of power may 
play a large role. The framework that creates it may not allow the 
emergence of a coherent set of concerns and criteria for studying 
them in a systematic way that fosters creative, satisfying, inclusive, 
and appropriate responses. A deal that has been cut to settle a dispute 
over government funding programs or academic turf is more likely 
to provide a laundry list of disparate items rather than a common 
vision and coherent agenda. A process of communal discernment 
guided by the Inward Light or, in more secular versions, by a com-
mitment to the common good, might offer a more compelling and 
truthful way of defining the issues.

For a coherent agenda, it is important that the stakeholders 
from the relevant multiple constituencies and disciplinary paradigms 
enter into a dialogue in which they seek together a new framing of 
their concerns, one that speaks to each point of view but also speaks 
collectively as an integrated whole. Processes of communal discern-
ment as practiced by Quakers and other traditions aim at something 
more than “mere consensus” that consists in acceptance of dispar-
ate items for disparate and perhaps even conflicting reasons, and 
requires an agreement to compromise. 

Instead, Quakers aim at the discernment of a “unity” that is 
grounded in a common understanding and vision. For Friends, com-
munal discernment seeks to bear witness to a Truth that might chal-
lenge deeply held beliefs and upset theories and social practices. 
This is something very different from mere consensus. To express 
the depth of this search, Quakers typically speak of concerns and 
responses to concerns, rather than problems and solutions. 

The reasons for thinking that communal discernment would be 
useful in extra-paradigmatic research involving multiple disciplines 
apply at every scale of research. They also apply to much of the 
research done in natural sciences and most of the research dealing 
with social systems. They apply at every scale because power can be 
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used to coerce agreement in the most intimate of settings as well as 
at the grandest of global scales and everywhere in between. 

Communal discernment could be useful in much of the work 
done in natural sciences because so much of it requires collaboration 
among multiple disciplines in extra-paradigmatic contexts. Because 
social systems virtually always involve multiple dimensions that 
include economic, political, juridical, cultural, geographic, bio-
logical and other factors, extra-paradigmatic synthesis is required 
to describe, explain, and interact with them, which means that com-
munal discernment would be a great asset. 

The use of communal discernment does not guarantee that 
researchers will reach a unity of understanding and true conclu-
sions. Communal discernment is understood here not as a substi-
tute for scientific research, but as a way of making the character 
of its soundest traditions explicit and enhancing them in ways that 
promote open dialogue that aims at unity among participants and 
truth. There are no guarantees that even such enhanced processes 
will always work, but in the context of discovery, processes of com-
munal discernment like those coming from the Quaker tradition are 
appropriate methods for researchers in any field of research. 

In the context of justification, especially when extra-paradig-
matic research is undertaken, processes seeking unity and truth offer 
a better prospect for arriving at coherent and reasonable ways of 
framing and dealing with research issues than the political processes 
that appeal to interests and power, or simply technical/bureaucratic 
approaches pursuing standard operating procedures rather than 
seeking unity and truth.

The shortcomings of the interest group and power politics 
approach are illustrated well by the approach to world hunger 
provided for decades by the U. S. Farm Bill, which provided sub-
sidies for industrialized farming at the expense of the family farm.39 

Likewise, the shortcomings of a technical/bureaucratic approach are 
illustrated well by the Green Revolution response to hunger in India 
and elsewhere, which ended up putting small holder farmers out of 
business and actually increased hunger.40

The suggestion that communal discernment could be applied 
broadly and with special force in the context of research on social 
reality is explored in more detail in the next section, which considers 
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whether the teleological and other metaphysical assumptions that 
the Quaker process sometimes presupposes may be formulated so 
as to be compatible with post-Darwinian science.

Teleology in Quaker Communal Discernment 
The Quaker process described in earlier sections includes fre-

quent and central reference to experiences of “leadings," “voices," 
“callings," and “following the Light” in ways that seem to imply a 
teleological view of the process, something that is guided by an end 
or “telos” at which the process aims to arrive. 

A skeptic might want to suggest the following: “In so far as 
Quaker or other forms of communal discernment are simply avoid-
ing power plays and trying to promote the best dialogical aspects of 
traditional science, then that is well and good. But when they start to 
introduce talk of ‘leadings’ and ‘voices’ and feeling led to rise and 
‘speak out of the silence,’ this in some way claims there is a higher 
spiritual power guiding their dialogue. This adds a set of very differ-
ent and suspect elements to their research process.” 

Since Darwin, science has sought to describe and explain the 
world without reference to any such guidance from the Divine or 
any teleological understanding of reality as guided by purposes at 
all. This effort has come to include the description and explanation 
of science itself. Philosophers of science have sought to view sci-
ence itself in post-Darwinian terms that allow what is thought of 
as “progress” to occur in something like the way the evolution of 
organisms occurs, as a process of unguided experiments or muta-
tions that undergo natural selection and succeed or fail as a result.”41

Teleological underpinnings of Quaker process, where they 
exist, may seem suspect or simply illegitimate for at least two rea-
sons. First, there may be a kind of backward causation in time, as 
though the end at which the process arrives travels back through 
time to cause earlier events that then bring this end itself into being 
so that it causes itself before itself exists. This suggests there would 
be the time-travel and backwards-causation paradoxes familiar 
from science fiction (e. g. where someone turns out to be her own 
ancestor). 

Second, if the causation is not backwards through time, then 
it would seem to involve intervention from some kind of mind 
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or higher power outside of time, as in the teleological processes 
envisioned in miracles of divine creation of life forms and action in 
history. This would seem to run counter to the program of Darwinian 
theory which has sought to provide mechanistic ways of explaining 
apparent teleology and eliminate the use of all explanations that rely 
on any such divine interventions from outside time. Natural selec-
tion has explained the well-functioning and seemingly “purposeful” 
structures of organisms so well that there is a widespread commit-
ment to rely on it and similar principles to explain away all apparent 
teleological phenomena. 

Some theists may hold that miracles that violate the laws of 
nature can and do occur through divine intervention and this simply 
provides a limitation on the mechanisms of nature and the theor-
etical understanding of science. However, are there ways of under-
standing teleological processes in general—and those involved in 
communal discernment in particular—that do not require research-
ers to limit the realms of their study or assume laws of nature are 
sometimes invalid? In the short space allowed here it would not be 
possible to settle the issues at stake conclusively. But it may be pos-
sible to reframe them in a way that will allow respectful and fruit-
ful discussions that give mainstream researchers reason to consider 
communal discernment seriously as an epistemological program 
worthy of pursuit. The vocabulary and philosophical ways of fram-
ing the issues proposed here are offered as one attempt to further 
such discussions. 

Consider, for example, the analysis of mainstream biologists 
such as Ernst Mayr and Daniel Dennett and how a shared frame for 
dialogue might be developed.42 In introducing the relevant ideas, 
an initial analogy may help. Some ancient peoples thought that 1) 
unicorns roamed the earth, and 2) lightning bolts were hurled down 
from the sky by Zeus to send messages and destroy things. Science 
has proven both false, but in different ways. Research has shown 
in the first case that there simply are no unicorns. In the second 
case, research has shown that while lightning does in fact exist,  it 
has a different cause, that of electromagnetic energy. In the case of 
apparent teleological processes in nature like the development of 
the flow of blood in animals, which is “for” all sorts of purposes 
including the circulation of oxygen, Darwinian science continues 
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to affirm the development of blood flow, but offers an alternative 
explanation, natural selection over time, rather than divine interven-
tion in an instant. 

To articulate this distinction, writers such as Ernst Mayr have 
contrasted divinely caused teleology with the natural processes of 
“teleonomy” that can be explained with genetics and evolution. 
Mayr argues: 

All teleonomic behavior is characterized by two components. It is 
guided by a “program” and it depends on the existence of some 
endpoint, goal, or terminus that is “foreseen” in the program that 
regulates the behavior process. This endpoint might be a structure 
(in development), a physiological function, the attainment of a geo-
graphic position (in migration), or a “consumatory act” ... in behav-
ior. Each particular program is the result of natural selection, con-
stantly adjusted by the selective value of the achieved endpoint.
The key in the definition of teleonomic is the genetic program. The 
importance of recognition of the existence of programs lies in the 
fact that a program is both something material and something exist-
ing before the initiation of the teleonomic process. This shows that 
there is no conflict between teleonomy and causality. The existence of 
teleonomic processes regulated by evolved programs is the reason for 
the dual causations in biology, due to natural laws, as in the physical 
sciences, and due to genetic programs.43

The use of such teleonomic explanations is a fundamental and 
pervasive feature of modern biology. It provides explanations for 
all sorts of functional, purposive behavior without appeals to dei-
ties. Teleonomic explanations refer to purposes and goals that guide 
the genetic programs, and the physical and behavioral adaptations 
that result. These programs are embodied in and enacted by physical 
molecules and organs, but they are codes, systems of information 
that require context and meaning to operate. They are embodied in a 
material substrate, but their defining features are the formal patterns 
that are so embodied. They are information, structure. This informa-
tion is replicated and passed from one physical object to another, 
and thus the information exists beyond the original physical object.  
The “same” genetic program can be embodied in numerically dis-
tinct physical organisms, as in cell division (mitosis), which is the 
very stuff of life.
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Design Space
To understand the process of evolution in which successive 

moments of natural selection result in preferential survival of some 
populations of organisms rather than others, it is helpful to appeal 
to some notion like the one Daniel Dennett refers to as “Design 
Space.”44

The environments in which organisms evolve are defined not 
only by the three dimensions of physical space but also a host of 
other dimensions that define features of that space like temper-
ature, humidity, salinity, the availability of food, wind speed, ease 
of travel, visibility, et cetera. The genetic programs of different 
organisms are competing for resources amidst the structures of that 
multidimensional space. As Dennett notes, that space is governed 
by the laws of logic and physics, and structured by the continually 
evolving and emerging facts of biology and history. These create the 
Design Space in which natural selection occurs. Its structures deter-
mine which organisms have better chances of successful reproduc-
tion and how the purposes and functions in their genetic programs 
will be selected out, successively, over time, to yield the historical 
developments natural selection explains. 

The structures of Design Space let us understand all sorts 
of patterns in natural history. Honeycomb tubes are hexagonal in 
shape. If you want to pack tubes as strongly and densely as possible, 
a hexagonal shape is much better than square, pentagonal, septag-
onal or other shapes. This is a fact of geometry that is part of the 
Design Space in which bees evolved—and which created a bias in 
favor of the evolution of the bees that make such honeycombs. 

Why have eye-like organs evolved multiple times from 
independent starting points in evolutionary history? The answer lies 
in physical facts about the Earth’s environment in which the abil-
ity to detect and interpret electromagnetic radiation in the range of 
light provides enormously useful information that gives organisms 
survival and reproduction advantages. These features of Design 
Space constrain and guide the processes of natural selection. In 
doing so, they create historical facts that themselves further con-
strain and guide selection. So, for instance, once organisms have 
eyes, they enter a region of Design Space in which there are advan-
tages to those who use color, shape and motion to signal potential 
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matesand competitorsfor feeding, reproduction, and rearing 
activities. Clearly, if an organism evolved that had the capacity to 
detect structures in Design Space and guide its own behavior in light 
of them, it would have even more decided advantages. In the case of 
humans, this is what has occurred. 

With the development of human languages, the purposeful 
and functional genetic programs studied by biologists are enriched 
with the purposeful and functional linguistic “programs” studied 
by anthropologists, economists and other social researchers. Much 
human behavior is not describable or explainable without the use of 
the interpretive categories of purpose, function, and intentionality. 
When we observe people in a market or a voting booth, we ask them 
what are they doing and why. We ask this of institutions they have 
established, like the market and the voting booth. 

But much of human behavior is not guided by clear and fixed 
purposes and functions. It is exploratory and experimental in char-
acter. In the market we may encounter shoppers who are “looking 
for something that will plug a hole in the wall” though they are not 
sure what might serve that purpose best. Or they may be simply 
“browsing,” in which case they may not even be sure of what their 
purposes or goals are, but they are open to discovering them as they 
explore the realms of Design Space represented in the things where 
they are shopping. 

Adapting lives and improving behavior, individually and col-
lectively, calls for the exploration not only of what are the facts 
on the ground in the present, but what are the possibilities in the 
Design Space of the future. Those possibilities are often difficult 
to discern in the midst of the noise of the present. The process can 
be very difficult and can be fraught by the irreducible uncertainties 
that emergence, non-linearity, chaos and other features of complex 
systems can involve. Along with the gift of linguistic abilities comes 
the power to center down and enter a silence that allows us to listen 
and look more deeply and attentively at the realms of possibility 
articulated in various fragments of our language “programs,” and 
the hot spots or key points in those realms of Design Space where 
multiple values are realized in dramatically more rich, varied, fruit-
ful, and resilient ways. The insights into those spots can provide 
“leadings” and the experiences of “voices, callings, and being led 
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by the Light” that can guide exploratory research. Some of us may 
prefer to label such Design Space in what seems like more neu-
tral metaphysical terms like “structures of possibility that are part 
of reality.” Others may feel led, like Alfred North Whitehead, to 
describe it as the “Mind of God.”45

Regardless of terminology used, Design Space provides an 
explanation of many natural and human processes. It is not a physical 
object but a set of forms or patterns that provide formal rather than 
material causes for explaining things. These formal causes define 
the patterns that programs in space and time use to define their goals 
or objectives and that guide natural processes which are teleonomic 
in character. Language makes it possible for humans to study Design 
Space through modeling portions of it in ways that allow for plan-
ning and the search for more intelligent, intentional behavior.44

Communal discernment as practiced by Friends may provide 
one useful way of discerning the structures of Design Space and 
truths about it. In so far as the formal content of the leadings and 
other teleological elements of the process are grounded in such 
structures, then the purposive character of the process does not 
involve backward causation in time of a suspect sort and makes use 
of notions already implicit in a post-Darwinian understanding of the 
world. 

Having considered reasons for including teleological elements 
in understanding the world in general, questions remain regarding 
the claim that in research involving interpretations of human behav-
ior, communal discernment processes are especially appropriate and 
likely to result in unified understanding and truth. 

Communal Discernment in Social Research
How might research on human communities be different from 

the study of other organisms and their communities? What implica-
tions does this have for the role communal discernment might play 
in such research? Many philosophers and social researchers have 
considered this question at length.

One view of the issue largely dismisses it, holding there should 
be no fundamental differences between social research and natural 
science.  In this view, humans are a part of nature and that the study 
of them should, in principle, be no different than the study of other 
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natural phenomena. So, for instance, Carl Hempel and other phil-
osophers in the Logical Positivist tradition have held that social sci-
entists and historians should be using observation and experiment 
to discover laws of human behavior that can be expressed in math-
ematical formulas comparable to those of Newton’s physics. They 
have held that social science should, like Newtonian physics, be 
descriptive rather than prescriptive. It should aim to simply describe 
what is rather than make value judgments about what ought to be.46 
Practicing psychologists like B. F. Skinner and social scientists 
like Milton Friedman have sought to pursue their research in these 
ways.47 

Many practicing social scientists and historians have found it 
difficult, however, to pursue research on humans within the frame-
work offered by this interpretation of the natural science tradition.48 
And many philosophers from both the Anglo-Saxon “Analytic” 
tradition as well as from the European “Continental” tradition have 
argued that there are systematic reasons why studies of humans must 
be pursued in ways that are importantly different from those of clas-
sical natural science. The terminology and the philosophical meth-
ods employed by these different critics of the Positivist tradition 
vary in some dramatic ways.49 But they share commonalities includ-
ing observations about the central roles and distinctive functions of 
language, intentionality, institutions, history and interpretation in 
understanding the lived world of humans and their communities.   

In the Analytic tradition, Peter Winch and Ludwig Wittgenstein 
used analysis of language to investigate the distinctive features of 
social research.50 They argued that the everyday languages humans 
speak structure social reality in ways that preclude being modeled 
by mathematical formulae in universal, a-historical laws. Instead 
social research requires an understanding that appeals to intention-
ality and the establishment of institutions. Interpreting human activ-
ity is more like reading a text than manipulating a mathematical 
formula. These basic points have been developed in a variety of 
ways by subsequent philosophers in the Analytic tradition as well as  
practicing anthropologists, historians and other social researchers.51

Philosophers working out of the continental European tradi-
tions have developed very similar core points  despite some dra-
matic differences in philosophical points of reference and methods. 
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In that tradition, followers as well as critics of  Martin Heidegger, 
Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jurgen Habermas, Simone de 
Beauvoir and Donna Haraway include a diversity of thinkers who 
resist any attempt to categorize their thought collectively.52 They 
articulate different ways for understanding the distinctive charac-
teristics of human language, intentionality, institutions, history, and 
interpretation. But despite those differences, these thinkers do share 
an emphasis on the centrality of precisely those categories for under-
standing humans and how social research differs from the kind of 
work we associate with Galileo and his tradition of natural science.

One way to begin an exploration of the core insights coming 
out of these traditions and their relevance to understanding social 
research is by reflecting on the following: On the face of it, there 
seems to be a major difference between doing research on electrons 
or eels versus studying people. Studying why an electron jumps to a 
new energy level or a hawk migrates at a certain time requires evi-
dence for hypotheses and this evidence is generated using observa-
tion and experiment. Studying why a person has purchased a Prius 
car or stepped into a polling booth can in a similar way make use of 
hypotheses, observation, and experiment. But human subjects can 
also be asked directly, “What are you doing and why?” 

Unlike the electron or hawk, humans have a self-understanding 
of what they are doing, which is defined by purposes and values 
they are trying to realize, as well as background assumptions they 
make about the world and their immediate context. They may say 
something like, “I am buying a present for my wife in order to sur-
prise her for her birthday," or “I am switching out to get a more 
energy-efficient vehicle and make use of the current tax rebates.” 
Self-understanding is not something casually connected and detach-
able. A leg band on a hawk might reveal where it has come from. If 
the hawk could read it, it might tell her something as well. The band 
can be snipped off, the bird released, and she can continue on her 
migration without it. But shoppers or voters cannot perform their 
actions without a self-understanding of what they are doing. Their 
understanding is part of what constitutes the structure and nature of 
their action and connects it to the institutions of private property and 
democracy that provide an indispensable context for such actions. 
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This has very important implications for research on humans. 
First, it means that studying people requires learning their language 
and learning how they themselves would describe what they are 
doing and why. In studying physics, Galileo proclaimed that “Nature 
speaks mathematics” and argued that the language of formal algebra 
and geometry was necessary to describe and explain the motions 
of balls rolling down inclined planes. Analogously, people speak 
not only a variety of languages like Chinese and English, but they 
speak and structure their actions in terms of very specific and local 
varieties of languages that are associated with things like their local 
economic and political institutions, cultural practices and traditions. 
These are the things ethnographers study through participant obser-
vation and interview methods when they try to understand how, 
for example, a town meeting in eastern Maine is different from an 
asamblea del ejido in Yucatan. Such participatory research is a foun-
dation for the study of human communities. Without it, no language 
exists to describe the basic phenomena researchers are trying to 
understand and explain. 

The language and practices that structure such activity differ 
from the mathematical and mechanical descriptions and explana-
tions that Galileo sought. Human languages involve words, phrases, 
and other “texts” that must be read or interpreted in a holistic way 
in the “con-text” of other texts. Languages are value laden and the 
values inform and provide “con-text” in pervasive ways. They do 
not lend themselves to value-neutral descriptions or explanations. 
The meanings of words and practices involve significant levels of 
convention that are instituted or established over time. Over time 
they are changed either through collective agreement, individ-
ual initiative, or community drift. Meanings of words and cultural 
practices are historical phenomena, quite unlike universal natural 
laws of physics. The structures of the concepts and practices that 
get instituted in these ways are typically pervaded by relationships 
that Wittgenstein called “family resemblance.” There is not a single, 
neatly definable essence that runs through all the cases of the con-
cept of a “game,” “shopping,” or “voting.” Such language is not 
reducible to axiomatic expression the way a mathematical language 
is. 
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Participatory research may enable an understanding of the 
language and practices of a group, and the self-understandings that 
structure activities, but it is usually not an adequate endpoint for the 
study of human interaction for one basic reason: almost always self-
understandings are incomplete in one or more ways. They may be 
vague, tacit, internally inconsistent, merely a partial understanding 
of what is going on, inaccurate in one or more of their beliefs about 
things, or they may fail to fully and effectively motivate the action 
for which they call. 

What is called for in such cases is something that might be 
broadly considered a kind of “critical participatory research,”  
research that helps us create more adequate forms of self-under-
standing.53 Those involved in a critical participatory research pro-
ject may be assumed to share a common interest—both those who 
are members of the original community studying itself, as well as 
any other researchers who may join them as collaborators.  They all 
want to know what is really being done and why. Everyone wants to 
revise the self-understandings involved in order to eliminate blind 
spots as much as is reasonably possible. For example, when shop-
ping or voting, one would like to be clear, explicit, consistent, com-
plete, and accurate to effectively motivate the intended action. 

Any incoherency in understanding can create conflicts. 
Large incoherencies can create serious conflicts. Normally, one of 
the aims of social research is to improve understanding, mitigate 
incoherencies, and reduce conflict. In this way, critical participatory 
research that helps self-understanding is working to advance peace. 
Peacemaking is, in this respect, a central aim of social research. 
Communal discernment, as a form of collaborative, critical, partici-
patory research, can be effective toward this end. 

Do biased interests tend to distort research on human activities 
and social processes? Attempts to develop more objective and valid 
justifications for the claims of knowledge require greater conscious-
ness of the way human interests bias investigations. In order to avoid 
partisan bias and advance holistic ways of knowing that include all 
the possible perspectives relevant to the phenomena under study, a 
high level of inclusiveness and democratic participation are needed. 
If this inclusive, egalitarian approach to objective knowing, and this 
justification of knowledge, seems promising, then Quaker practices 
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might provide a useful model of how claims to knowledge could be 
developed and justified. 

In summary, participatory research is important because social 
reality is constituted by the language and intentions of the par-
ticipants in any given context of study. This language can only be 
learned by participation. Critical participatory research is necessary 
because the self-understanding of participants is often incomplete or 
flawed in other ways. 

Critical participatory research that seeks to enhance self-under-
standing could be modeled on the five steps of Quaker process as 
noted in Chapter I. The vocabulary and customs used in critical 
participatory research may vary considerably, but the functions of 
quieting impulses, addressing concerns, seeking unity, finding clear-
ness and bearing witness can facilitate research in the context of 
human social behavior. 

At this point, an atheist or agnostic philosopher of science might 
argue: “It may make good sense to allow for these kinds of teleo-
logical considerations in the research process because it provides a 
sound way of making sense of the purposive character of scientific 
behavior. It may make sense to use critical participatory research 
methods that are analogous to aspects of the Quaker process of com-
munal discernment. But what about the talk of the “Inward Light?” 
Quakers seem to talk as though there is a kind of Divine Power that 
gives them special access to insights about Design Space and guides 
their version of critical participatory research towards truth. Beyond 
17th century superstition, what could this involve? The next section 
addresses this question. 

The Inward Light, Intellect, and Imagination
Can the metaphysics or ontology that underlies Quaker pro-

cess be framed in different traditions and languages? Do we find in 
other traditions an understanding of the process of human activity 
in research and the creation of knowledge that utilizes assumptions 
analogous to the Quaker view of reality? This section explores the 
ideas that 1) there is a power of illumination accessible to all per-
sons that includes a capacity to reason in norm-informed ways; 2) 
these norms are grounded in trans-historical, objective, emergent 
truths; and 3) it is in the nature of our relationship to reality that 
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leadings can be discerned to guide inquiry and action in ways that 
are informed by these trans-historical, objective, emergent truths.

Is the “Inward Light” merely a myth that helps Quakers 
act more collaboratively, or does it name some kind of power or 
Presence that exists objectively, that provides support and guidance 
in normative inquiry, and is accessible to all humans as humans—
and not just to inculcated members of a peculiar sect? How can the 
nature of this reality be best understood? 

Early Quakers interpreted their experiences of the Inward Light 
in the context of the Bible and a restoration of primitive Christianity. 
Their experience of that Light was understood as an experience that 
“Christ was come to teach people Himself, by his Power and Spirit 
in their hearts.”54 However, they also were quite insistent in their 
conviction that this Light was something that could be experienced 
directly, independently of any beliefs in or knowledge about Jesus 
of Nazareth or any of the writings in the Judeo-Christian tradition. 
They were firmly convinced that access to that experience and to the 
transforming power of the Presence of that Light was an essential 
endowment of all humans. As George Fox put it, there is “that of 
God” in everyone. 

Contemporary Quakers likewise believe that this kind of trans-
forming power or Presence is one that has been experienced in many 
different cultural and religious traditions, and is potentially available 
to everyone. It can, for example, inform everyone’s participation 
in conflict resolution as they experience the love that makes peace 
between enemies. This is a transforming power that can redefine 
ourselves, the situations we are in, and the options available for us 
and those previously thought of as enemies. 

How might someone coming out of a non-Quaker tradition 
and language community try to make sense of talk about the Inward 
Light? One way to frame some common language for dialogue 
about this might be to draw on the concepts of “Design Space” and 
dialogue. 

The previous discussion of teleological phenomena noted 
that the world includes not just physical objects in space and time 
but also patterns in Design Space including systems of meaning 
and characteristic forms and relationships. These realities provide 
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part of the explanation of many processes in the world. They help 
explain the structural features and the dynamic behavior of things, 
their formal causes.

A question arises about creatures with the kind of language 
abilities humans have: How in their thinking, imagining, creating, 
planning, and deciding, do we relate to the forms that are possible 
but not yet actual? How, in our dialogues, should we relate to the 
potentialities in Design Space that we hope our actions will bring 
about (or prevent) in Real Space? The actual language or physical 
modeling tools that are used in the present moment in space and 
time might embody features of possible Designs. For example, 
an architect builds a scale model of the house she plans, or a non-
violent activist role-plays a possible encounter with the police. The 
same basic form might be present in the model and the building, or 
in the role-play and actual police encounter. What is the power that 
enables us to see such forms and project them in our thinking about 
the future? 

Whether it is called “imagination,” “intuition,” “intellect,” 
or “reason,” it is clear that humans have the ability to know such 
forms and make considered judgments about them. In a related way, 
people generally have the ability to put themselves in another’s 
shoes as well. The concept of the Inward Light is not necessary to 
navigate the potentialities of Design Space or to experience how 
others feel. Whatever image is adopted, whatever language is called 
forth to identify this human endowment, its activation, cultivation, 
and practice is central to our relationship with the reality in which 
people function. Activating, cultivating, and practicing this potenti-
ality, this access to Inward Light, is what gives communal discern-
ment its unique and helpful place in social research. 

Most of the forms of concern are intimately connected to core 
values, purposes, interests, principles, functions, etc. For example, 
activities and products of architecture and non-violent resist-
ance only make sense in the context of intentions and institutions 
informed by values that define what houses are for, or what social 
change movements seek. Research on human communities involves 
studying how they discern and act in light of their understanding of 
where they are and what they are doing. This discerning is always in 
relation to the Design Space of possibilities that provide the formal 
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patterns they might realize in the future. These are all value laden 
and value “in-formed” potentialities that they are discerning. 

Now, suppose researchers from one cultural setting are study-
ing people who inhabit a different cultural tradition. The research-
ers may have a variety of ideas and values that do not map onto 
the mental world, the values, and behavior of the people they are 
studying. In the extreme case, the “Other” that the researchers are 
studying might be perceived as an enemy. How do researchers go 
about understanding cultures significantly different from their own? 
First, they need to bracket a good deal of the ideas and values that 
give form to their own actions and practices. They need to some-
how quiet or silence the assumptions they would normally make 
about things so as to allow themselves to step beyond their region 
of Design Space and into the region of Design Space inhabited by 
the Other. 

Besides bracketing the forms that structure familiar regions, 
researchers also need to embrace or affirm, at least initially, the 
forms of the Other. If they don’t, they won’t be able to see the logic 
of things as the Other thinks about them or see the world through 
their eyes. The researchers need, in other words, to adopt a stance 
that can be described as empathic. Is it possible to be fully empathic 
without going a step further and being affirming or loving or com-
passionate? Perhaps. The shift to seeing the world through the eyes 
of the Other is certainly facilitated strongly by outright compassion 
and affirming of the Other. 

To engage with the Other as a member of a community, sharing 
a common collaborative process, such affirmation may in general be 
a prerequisite the Other would impose before being ready to acknow-
ledge and accept a researcher as a collaborator. Knowing who this 
Other is requires engaging in the kind of participatory research that 
begins with empathic listening and observing and moves through 
nuance and correction to collaborative, critical participation involv-
ing compassion.55

Participation in this kind of research will typically lead to 
changes in how researchers see and think about themselves. The 
researcher’s own beliefs, values or practices may be called into 
question and she may in fact be led to revise them. This process of 
participatory observation can be transformational for the observer. It 
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can enlarge one's sense of self to include one’s core identity as asso-
ciated with a friend, family, group, or community of a larger sort. 

What is this power to bracket the self and its cultural context, 
affirm the Other, and engage in the kind of relationship-building 
and peacemaking associated with collaborative, critical participa-
tory research? It is not itself a mere physical object or thing in the 
world any more than the forms or peoples it studies are. The history 
of Western Philosophy is, in part, the history of a series of attempts 
to find language to describe and account for this power and the pro-
cesses of understanding and dialogue it makes possible. 

In the Classical Period thinkers like Plato would articulate this 
realm as “intellect” or “nous” and a power of love as “Eros” that led 
people to seek and know Forms like the Ideas of Beauty and Justice. 

In the Modern Period, philosophers like Descartes and Kant 
developed accounts of imagination, reason and the power of syn-
thesis in its theoretical and practical employments to articulate this 
realm and these activities. 

Philosophers in the more contemporary Analytic Tradition, 
like W. V. O. Quine, might articulate this realm and these kind of 
activities by saying they occur not in the “object language” we use 
to describe the world in our theories of it but in the “meta-language” 
or “background language” we use to connect it to the world and to 
revise it. In this language we use indexicals like “here” and “now” 
that assign reference relations. 

In the Continental Tradition growing out of Husserl and 
Heidegger, different vocabularies characterize the processes through 
which humans refer to the world, live in the present, and enter into 
dialogue with each other. Successive philosophers in that tradition 
have argued that it is in the very nature of these processes that any 
attempt to understand them must always remain problematic.

Martin Buber’s analysis in I and Thou may provide the most 
succinct and accessible way of framing the difficulties that arise in 
trying to articulate the key distinctions at issue here. He notes that 
people who enter dialogue with each other, listening, critiquing, 
judging, changing their beliefs and practices are not mere things 
which have simply an “I-It” relationship.56 They are persons who 
can call themselves into question and critique their entire view of 
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the world with respect to a deeper engagement with the reality of the 
Other. They are inevitably called to enter into “I-Thou” relations, 
treating the Other as a You with whom they might enter into agree-
ments as a We. And the power of relating involved here takes place 
in the realm of meanings, as much as in the realm of the objects that 
give them partial embodiment. The realm of meanings is lived in 
time, here and now, in the flow of the ever-moving Present.

As Buber and others have noted, a variety of philosophically 
perplexing questions come up in trying to give an account of such 
I-Thou relations and the experience of Presence in the lived moment. 
For example, attempts to define the I-Thou relation itself seem 
highly problematic because they unavoidably treat the relationship 
as an “It” and create an “I-It” relationship. The I-Thou experience 
would seem to have slipped away or become obscured. It would 
seem that while it might be something that can be experienced, it 
cannot, in that sense, be defined—by definition, so to speak.

Further, philosophical attempts to analyze the experience of the 
lived moment as a Presence or an ongoing Present have proved frus-
trating and perplexing in a variety of ways for philosophers since 
the time of Zeno. Is the Present moment an instant with no temporal 
length whatever in which case when is anything really present? Or 
does it consist of some minimum quantum of time in each succes-
sive Present? If so, when does it move from one present to the next?  

Like Zeno and his mentor, Parmenides, many interpreters of 
modern Einsteinian physics hold that the experience of a moving 
Present is actually an illusion. The Special Theory of Relativity 
would seem to tell us that time is simply a fourth dimension of a 
space-time manifold in which there are different locations, but 
no single moving present of universally simultaneous experience 
moving from the past to the future. 

In that view, the ordinary experience of the Present is as much 
an illusion as is the pre-Copernican perception that in the morning 
the Sun “rises” in the sky.57 And yet . . . you do seem to be here, 
now, reading this at this moment, don’t you? Augustine’s classic 
statement about the puzzles concerning time echoes the point just 
made about I-Thou relations, that they are vital and real experiences 
and yet elude logical definition. As Augustine put it, “What then is 
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time? If no one asks me, I know; if I wish to explain it to one that 
asketh, I know not.” 58

What these sorts of philosophical difficulties suggest is per-
haps a need to acknowledge that there are in fact fundamental 
aspects of experience that are quite real and of central importance 
in understanding human life, but which elude the kind of definitions 
sought in mathematics, logic, and natural science. Quakers have 
traditionally approached such experiences with  an empiricist tem-
perament, acknowledging the reality of what is experienced as well 
as the difficulty in capturing it in words. This is the basis of their 
non-creedal approach to their core testimonies and their grounding 
of their talk about “Inward Light,” not in metaphysical abstractions, 
but in shared experiences within the contexts of meetings for wor-
ship, silent meditation, and dialogue. 

This experiential and non-creedal approach can be contrasted to 
Enlightenment concepts of rationality which have been widely cri-
tiqued by Post-Modernists.59 In the work of Immanuel Kant, Jeremy 
Bentham and other Enlightenment thinkers, there is an assump-
tion that Reason is a faculty or power that is uniform and universal 
in nature, and that scientific and ethical truths can be determined 
according to its principles using a monological process. That is, an 
enlightened independent thinker can determine the laws of motion 
that govern the universe or the laws of morality that should govern 
society. The Quaker interpretation of experiences of “Inward Light” 
is quite different from this view of “en-Light-enment” because it 
supposes that there is no single, absolute, essential, universal form 
of reason. Instead, principles and practices of reasoning  can take a 
variety of forms. 

This latter view does not imply, however, that the different 
forms must be simply accepted as competing, incompatible prin-
ciples or practices. Instead of adopting a relativist view of such dif-
ferences, Quaker practice is to seek openings for agreement between 
them in processes of dialogue. In the realm of ethics, this takes the 
form of what might be called a “Rainbow Version” of the “Golden 
Rule.” Instead of  proposing that people should “Do unto others as 
you would have them do unto you,” Quaker practices of deep lis-
tening invite us to “Do unto others as they would have us do unto 
them.” 
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The Quaker experience is that rational beliefs about the world, 
and wise choices for acting in it, are not arrived at by simply fol-
lowing one’s own assumptions and observations through engaging 
in a monologue that is self-consistent. Instead, dialogue with others 
is necessary.  In this respect, the role of silence in Quaker process 
is to shut out the world but to help “shut up” or quiet our inner 
mono-logue so that we can listen more deeply and enter more pro-
foundly into dialogue with others. The experiences Quakers are 
trying to describe in talk about the Inward Light are not experiences 
of a Light of Reason that reveals fixed essences populating an a-his-
torical system of definitons and deductions. They are experiences 
of open, dynamic, growing insights into realities characterized by 
emergence. 

Entering into dialogue with others in the lived moment and 
being Present with them as people rather than things are central to 
the experience of  being human, participating in communities and 
engaging in research. The activity of research within human com-
munities presupposes that there is some power that enables one 
to enter in imaginative and discerning ways into the “worlds” of 
Others. To affirm the existence of such a power and to speak can-
didly of experiences of it, especially the more vivid and intense 
experiences, may lead some people to feel they have entered a realm 
that is in some sense unscientific, subject to superstitious belief or 
“metaphysical” and “spooky” in perjorative senses of those terms. 
They may wish to resist terms for describing such experiences that 
make strong associations with religious traditions. As long as this 
encounter leads to more clarity about meaning and descriptions of 
what people actually experience, perhaps the power in question will 
not seem any more “spooky” than the forms it enables or the I-Thou 
dialogue between persons it makes possible. 

While Quakerism has made the experience of the Inward Light 
a central feature of its practice, many other people also find the con-
cept and its religious associations helpful. The fact that correspond-
ing experience and similar metaphors of description have arisen in 
different traditions provides an historical context of language and 
practice for activities of self-transcendence, love, and compas-
sion that facilitate the process of creating a more communal world.
Quaker experience and the language of the Inward Light provides a 
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context that opens the process of communal discernment into broad 
avenues of social research application.

Summary
The aim of this chapter was to develop the initial elements of 

a language for describing and analyzing the philosophical presup-
positions of Quaker process in a way that makes it available for con-
sideration and possible adoption by Quaker researchers, practition-
ers of other forms of communal discernment, and by mainstream 
secular researchers as well.  Further, it is hoped that researchers 
may see a potential benefit in utilizing these presuppositions and 
practices, translating them into language that is appropriate for the 
tradition out of which their own work grows. Further dialogue about 
these issues can enrich and improve both Quaker and non-Quaker 
approaches to research. 

Communal discernment methods are useful in the context of 
discovery. In the context of justification, especially when research 
extends outside of some single, stable paradigm, communal discern-
ment offers a method for seeking coherent and reasonable ways of 
framing and dealing with research issues. This approach makes the 
case that seeking unity and truth may be a better decision-making 
platform for social research than political processes that appeal to 
interests and powers.

In describing and explaining many natural and human pro-
cesses it may be helpful to appeal to formal causes that are patterns 
defining the Design Space, which is the structure of possibilities 
within which the “programs” of biological organisms develop their 
goals through teleonomic processes. These structures can be studied 
through modeling, planning, and other forms of intelligent, inten-
tional behavior.

Studies within human communities take the form of critical 
participatory research because social reality is constituted by the 
language and intentions of the participants involved. This language 
can only be learned by participation. However, the self-understand-
ing of participants is typically flawed in multiple ways that may 
include being tacit, vague, inconsistent, inaccurate, incoherent and/
or failing to adequately express or motivate the action it claims.  



72

Critical participatory research utilizing communal discernment 
can help create a more complete and accurate self-understanding for 
all participants. The five steps typical of Quaker communal process 
provide a well-tested model. In practice, language may vary con-
siderably depending on the setting, but the functions involved in 
letting go of impulses, addressing concerns, seeking unity, finding 
clearness, and bearing witness could be integral parts of any critical 
participatory research method.

 In dialogue, and in research on human communities in par-
ticular, we generally presuppose access to a power that enables us 
to enter into “I-Thou” relationships in a realm of meanings experi-
enced in a lived present. In these relationships we may experience 
both group and self-transformation as part of the process of shared 
inquiry. This power has the functional features that characterize 
what Quakers refer to as the “Inward Light.” While reasonable 
people may disagree about how to explain the ultimate sources or 
undergirding of this power, it is not hard to recognize that we share 
some such power, and that it is because of this sharing that we are 
able to enter into critical participatory social research that results in 
authentic and trustworthy knowledge. 
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chaPter v
Closing 

The record of human impacts on the world and the problems cre-
ated is humbling. Research in biodiversity shows that the sixth 

great extinction of life in planetary history is underway and being 
caused almost entirely by human impacts. An estimated 10,000 
species are being lost annually. At the same time, over two billion 
people continue to live on less than two dollars a day and economic 
inequality is intensifying. These realities are integrally connected to 
the continued development of massive military expenditures and to 
the interventions of massive economic development that is altering 
the face of the earth and the structures of its human and other natural 
communities. In response, we are called as individuals and com-
munities to do something—to do a lot. And to do it now. 

Yet we are also called to take pause, to reflect, and to be hum-
bled in a radical way by our lack of understanding. We are called to 
assess our collective roles in these complex, interconnected prob-
lems that often involve exponential rates of change. It is clear that 
often the very problems of concern are the results of well intentioned 
efforts by the best and the brightest who were relying on the most 
advanced theories of chemistry, agriculture, economics, sociology, 
and other disciplines available.  

Where then do we turn? A key step towards the humility we 
need to live rightly in the world involves ceasing the affirmation of 
our current beliefs and opening them up to question. We must allow 
ourselves the time to stop talking and start listening. This involves   
deep listening that demands that we begin by stopping the constant 
stream of  impulses, desires and beliefs that babble through us and 
that we  enter an open and deepening silence. It is the experience 
of Quakers that entering such silence collectively can be mutually 
empowering; it can help everyone present enter more deeply and 
listen with greater care and discernment. It is the Quaker experience 
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that the stillness of such silence does not abandon us to doubt or 
leave us at a loss. In seeking amidst the dark shadows of our prob-
lems and concerns, we find there is some light that casts those shad-
ows. The very difficulties over which we agonize arise for us pre-
cisely because we have some at least tacit, discernible sense of the 
gap between the way things are and the way they would be if they 
were made better. The practice of that discernment can be painful 
and difficult, but it can also lead to a world in which the shadows 
cast shorten and the light of day illuminates things from all sides in 
an increasing clarity. 

In considering how to do research that may offer us the under-
standing we need to respond to urgent calls to better our world, we 
have much to learn about how to practice humility, enter silence, 
and use collective discernment. Quaker and other traditions offer 
resources for our continued experiments with communal discern-
ment and collaborative research, and assurance that in the silence 
we can have openings, not only of seeking, but of finding as well. 
Through continuing revelation, a Presence works through us and 
comes to offer leadings, guidance, wisdom and a powerful trans-
forming love.
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Endnotes
1 Quakers were called “Friends of the Truth” when the Religious Society 

of Friends was founded in the middle of the 17th Century.

2 Fox, 1997.

3 Readers interested in seeing the results of these efforts can turn to the 
archive of work provided on the QIF website <quakerinstitute.org>. 

4 Friends of different traditions describe themselves and their inquiries 
in different ways. Quaker Institute for the Future sponsors Circles 
of Discernment that draw on the traditional Quaker practice of 
unprogrammed Meetings based on silence. Monthly Meetings that carry 
on this practice of discernment and guidance are generally associated 
with Friends General Conference. Other branches of the Quaker 
tradition are rooted in a more explicit commitment to a Christ-centered 
consideration of core Quaker values and gather for programmed 
worship services of a more conventional sort. Friends United Meeting 
(FUM) “commits itself to energize and equip Friends through the power 
of the Holy Spirit to gather people into fellowships where Jesus Christ 
is known, loved and obeyed as Teacher and Lord.” <fum.org/about-
us>. FUM believes that the continuing revelation to which Friends 
subscribe should be “consistent with the Scriptures, because the Holy 
Spirit is the source of both” <fwccworld. org/kinds.html>. We recognize 
that the degree to which Friends of different traditions commit to a 
Christ-centered orientation may impact how they might practice and 
bear witness to Meeting for Worship for the Conduct of Research. We 
hope Friends of different traditions can come together in a practice of 
discernment that yields insight into a new ethical understanding of the 
human-Earth relationship grounded in and informed by contemporary 
science.

5 Britain Yearly Meeting’s Quaker Faith and Practice <quakerweb.org.
uk/qfp>; Philadelphia Yearly Meeting’s Faith and Practice <pym.org/
faith-and-practice>; Quaker Information Center “Online Books of Faith 
and Practice” <quakerinfo.org/quakerism/faithandpractice>. Studies of 
Quaker practice include:  Sheeran,1983; Brinton, 1993; Loring, 1997; 
Cox, 1985; Joy, 2011, pp. 50-56; Lacey, 2003.

6 Hill, 1984.

7 Declaration to King Charles II of England in 1660 by Quaker Margaret 
Fell. Note that in 1660 when this was written, “virtue” was understood to 
mean “strength."

8 Some of the material in this section is adapted from Cox, 1985.

9 Sheeran, 1983. p 81.

10 Fox, 1997.
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11 Stanford J. Searl, Jr.  “Embodied Knowing and Quaker Silence”, 
submitted to Pendle Hill Pamphlets.

12 Belenky et. al., 1997 and Jaggar, 1997

13 Cox, 1985

14 Ferguson and Rinard, 1999.

15 Parker Palmer <couragerenewal.org/parker/writings/clearness-
committee>

16 The Listening Project <listeningproject.info/how.php>.

17 Boulding, 1990, p. 110 ff.

18 Alternatives to Violence Project <avpusa.org>

19 Ambler, 2002.

20 The material included here is from a forthcoming essay by Stanford 
J. Searl, Jr. on “Clearness Committees and Quaker Community." The 
clearness process it describes was associated with his work on two 
books: The Meanings of Silence in Quaker Worship. Lewiston, New 
York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2006 and Voices from the Silence. 
Bloomington, Indiana: Authorhouse, 2005.

21 Boulding, 1990.

22 Holliday, 2006. 

23 Fox, 1997, p. 263

24 Brown, 2009, p.212.

25 Woolman, 1971.

26 Ibid.

27 Excerpt from The Man Who Killed the Deer by Frank Waters, © 1943, 
Frank Waters. This material is used by permission of Ohio University 
Press <ohioswallow.com>.

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid.

30 Joy, 2011, pp. 59 ff.

31 Coover et. al., 1985.

32 Louis, 1994.

33 Gould, 1990.

34 For example, the Delphi method was developed for anonymity 
in communication to enhance communication between experts 
collaborating in forecasting and other studies of the future <en.wikipedia.
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org/wiki/Delphi_method>. The MIllenium Project uses the Delphi method 
in “an independent non-profit global participatory futures research think 
tank of futurists, scholars, business planners, and policy makers who 
work for international organizations, governments, corporations, NGOs, 
and universities. The Millennium Project manages a coherent and 
cumulative process that collects and assesses judgments from over 
3,500 people since the beginning of the project selected by its 49 Nodes 
around the world" <millennium-project.org>.

35 National Science Foundation <nsf.gov>.

36 Innes and Booher, 2010, p. X.  

37 Repko, 2011.

38 Kuhn and Hacking, 2012.

39 Gilbert Gaul, Sarah Cohen, and Dan Morgan. Federal Subsidies 
Turn Farms into Big Business. Washington Post, December 21, 
2006 <washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/12/20/
AR2006122001591.html>.

40 Pingali, 2012

41 The precise formulations of this have varied significantly but versions of 
this approach appear in all of the pragmatists (Peirce, Dewey, James) 
and many more contemporary philosophers in the “Analytic” tradition 
such as W. V. O. Quine and Daniel Dennett. 

42 Mayr, 2007, and Dennett, 1996. 

43 Mayr, 2007, pp. 52-3.

44 Dennett, 1996

45 Whitehead, 1969

46 Hempel, 1948; Hempel, 1966. 

47 Kenneth Boulding’s The Image: Knowledge in Life and Society. Ann 
Arbor MI: University of Michigan Press, 1956

48 Geertz, 1977; Spradley, 1979; Charmz, 2006; Collingwood, 1994; Mink, 
1966.

49 Cusset, 2008; Schrift, 2005.

50 Winch, 2007.

51 Delanty and Strydom, 2003; Fay, 1996.

52 Gadamer, 2013; de Beauvoir, 2011; Merleau-Ponty, 2003; Ricoeur, 
1981; Derrida, 1998); Lacan, 2007; Foucault, 1984; Habermas, 1972; 
Freire, 2000; Haraway, 2003; Robert Chambers’ Rural Development: 
Putting the Last First, Routledge, Kindle Edition, 2014
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53 "Critial participatory research" is meant in the general terms articulated 
here. For more details see Cox, 1986 (chapter four), and Richard, 1984. 
A variety of authors use related terminology to articulate somewhat 
related views including  “action research," “community-based research," 
“participatory research," “grounded theory," “critical theory” and “elicitive” 
research (Ledearch’, 1995).  

54 Fox, 1651-52. See also Penn, 1696. 

55 Powdermaker, 1966. 

56 Buber, 1971.

57 Grünbaum,1963.

58 St. Augustine, The Confessions, Book VI, <sacred-texts.com/chr/
augconf/aug11.htm>. For more on time, see Heidegger, 2010.

59 For a general overview of Post-Modernism as it relates to social research 
and these issues, see, for instance Pauline Marie rosenua’s Post-
Modernism and the Social Science: Insights, Inroads and Intrusions, 
Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1992.  Reaers familiar with her 
work should note that the forms of Post-Modernist thought with which 
Quaker practice has perhaps the most affinity  are those which she 
refers to as “Affirmative” rather than “Skeptical” Post-Modernists. Good 
examples of such “Affirmative” versions can be found in Gustavo Esteva 
and  Mahdu Suri Prakash’s Grassroots Postmodernism: Remaking the 
Soil of Cultures, Zed Books, 1998 and Esteva’s “Regenerating People’s 
Spaces” in Towards a Just World Peace: Perspectives from Social 
Movements, edited by Saul Mendelowitz, Butterworth-Heineman, 1987.
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Quaker institute for the future 
Advancing a global future of inclusion, social justice, 
and ecological integrity through participatory research 
and discernment.

The Quaker Institute for the Future (QIF) seeks to generate 
systematic insight, knowledge, and wisdom that can inform public 
policy and enable us to treat all humans, all communities of life, 
and the whole Earth as manifestations of the Divine. QIF creates the 
opportunity for Quaker scholars and practitioners to apply the social 
and ecological intelligence of their disciplines within the context of 
Friends’ testimonies and the Quaker traditions of truth seeking and 
public service.

The focus of the Institute’s concerns include:
• Economic behavior that increasingly undermines the eco-

logical processes on which life depends.
• The development of technologies and capabilities that hold us 

responsible for the future of humanity and the Earth.
• Structural violence and lethal conflict arising from the pres-

sures of change, increasing inequity, concentrations of power 
and wealth, declining natural capital, and increasing militarism.

• The increasing separation of people into areas of poverty 
and wealth, and into social domains of aggrandizement and 
deprivation.

• The philosophy of individualism and its socially corrosive 
promotion as the principal means for the achievement of the 
common good. 

• The complexity of global interdependence and its demands on 
governance systems and citizen’s responsibilities. 

• The convergence of ecological and economic breakdown into 
societal disintegration.

QIF Board of Trustees: Gray Cox, Elaine Emmi, Phil Emmi, Geoff 
Garver, Keith Helmuth, Laura Holliday, Leonard Joy, Judy Lumb, 
Shelley Tanenbaum, and Sara Wolcott. <quakerinstitute.org>
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