Community, Membership, and Belonging

Report of Annapolis Valley Monthly Meeting Retreat, May 2014
“Does the Meeting aspire to be a spiritual community in the sense of being committed to mutual support & accountability in the struggle to be reconciled and woven together in love?”  
From Listening Spirituality Vol 2 Corporate Spiritual Practice Among Friends (Patricia Loring)
Background
Like many meetings, Annapolis Valley Monthly Meeting has grown smaller while struggling with questions about membership:

· What nourishes us as a community?  

· What does it mean to belong to Quaker community?  

· Why do we become active in it?  

· What supports do we need to stay active? 

· When we slow down or stop being involved in communal activities, what does that mean for us as individuals and as a corporate body?  

· Are there any circumstances under which someone stops being considered a member of the Meeting, other than their explicit request to be removed?  If so, what are those circumstances?  If not, what does this tell us about the meaning of membership?
Which Questions Should We Focus On?
In our discussions over at least the last 5 years, a Spirit-led way forward continued to elude us. We could not discern answers to these questions. We also did not find a clear sense of the meeting about which questions we should be focusing on. In June of 2013, we began planning an event focusing on community and membership. As the planning progressed, the event took shape as a weekend-long retreat on the theme of “Belonging.”

Just as we had struggled to answer questions about community and membership, we struggled to define the purposes of the retreat.  In the planning process, all of these purposes were proposed, and none were rejected, but there were conflicting ideas about which ones should have the most emphasis. Was the focus to

· Connect with people that we miss?

· Create an energizing spiritual community?

· Understand why some members don’t participate in communal activities?

· Discern a policy regarding inactive members?

· Clarify our commitment to Quaker community?

· Understand what we must do as a community to inspire that commitment?

· Find ways for the Meeting to communicate with and serve its members?

We invited all members and attenders into a spiritual sharing and conversation. A few of the inactive members attended. The objectives that emerged during the retreat were to 

· renew and strengthen our Meeting community, 

· bring elements of joyfulness, 

· appreciate what we have, 

· look at what we have not been able to provide to members, and 

· recognize what feeds us as a community.

Finding a Facilitator and Companion
In the planning stages, the Meeting contacted Stephanie Deakin, Canadian Yearly Meeting Visitation Program Co-ordinator. With her assistance, we invited Elizabeth Azmier-Stewart (Vancouver Island Monthly Meeting) to facilitate our retreat. This program was highly valuable to us. Without it, it would have been difficult for us to find a facilitator who was not connected to our Meeting, which was important, given the difficulties we were facing. Stephanie also arranged for Martha McClure from New Brunswick Monthly Meeting to join us as companion and assistant to Elizabeth.
Theme: Belonging
The theme of “Belonging” was chosen as way to lay groundwork for the Meeting’s work on community and membership. In a worshipful setting, we explored the participants' experiences of belonging. 
Program
Our retreat began on Friday evening May 9 and ended on Saturday May 10 with dinner together in a restaurant in the evening. Ten participants, facilitated by Elizabeth and Martha, met in a lounge with kitchen and audio-visual facilities at the Nova Scotia Community College in Kentville, Nova Scotia.
Naming Our Intentions

On Friday evening we each told about ourselves and our connection to the meeting. Some newer attenders had not met those who had not attended recently. We spoke our intentions and hopes in coming together. Elizabeth gave us copies of a small selection of quotes to help us reflect on our retreat theme. They are at the end of this report. 
How Will We Relate?

We began by strengthening our container, within Quaker Process, for this “inner work” of the Meeting. Elizabeth proposed that we take 100% responsibility for the quality of our experience during the retreat and that we listen with “giraffe ears,” not “jackal ears.”  This means trying to hear the feelings and needs of others while suspending judgment and blame. We watched a “TEDX talk” by Hedy Schleifer on “The Power of Connection” (see link at the end of this report).  She talked about building bridges to each other by looking for ways to encounter the essence or spirit of the other and creating sacred space between us.
Worship Sharing
On Saturday morning we focused on queries in a worship-sharing format. Prior to our time together Elizabeth sent us queries based on queries from Patricia Loring’s Listening Spirituality:
As you reflect on your own sense of Belonging in this spiritual community…

1. In what ways have you felt lovingly supported in the community?

2. In what ways have you felt disappointed, hurt or alone?

3. What do these occasions tell you about the community?… about yourself?  

4. On reflection were your expectations reasonable within the tradition?  Within the context of the Meeting?

5. When are you most inclined to flee community?

6. What gives you the hope and strength to stay and work for its improvement? …..for your own improvement?

At our retreat we brainstormed additional queries:

7. Where is our belonging?  Where do we feel we belong among Quakers?  And how does that impact on our sense of belonging to Annapolis Valley Monthly Meeting?

8. How does our relationship with Spirit manifest in our sense of belonging?

9. How important is a common perception of the meaning of belonging?

10. How do we handle change?  What change is necessary and how can we integrate the effects of change within AVMM?

11. Where does joy and happiness reside?

12. How do we manage/embrace/respond/celebrate intergenerational ways of being
13. How do we support young families?  If this is not our goal, what do we do with this? How do we integrate that we don't include families?
Then we were invited to choose the query that most “spoke” to us and we told each other why.
Yearnings

After lunch on Saturday, which included time to go for a walk, we continued to speak to the query of our choice. As well we each spoke about what brings us to Meeting and what we yearned for in our meeting.

Some of the yearnings were for…
Discernment
· A place to explore a personal sense of right and wrong

· Support for seasoning and discernment from people who remember my journey

· Spiritual accompaniment on the journey of discernment
· To come away reminded of who I am, where I’m shooting for
Acceptance Into Community
· A feeling of belonging even if I’m not here

· A feeling of acceptance and recognition that is not dependent on “doing” but on “being”
· Building a sense of welcome even when we disagree or have conflict

· A way to be connected to others without being overwhelmed

· Feeling freed to engage with Spirit, without guilt or “shoulds” or judgment that we are doing it wrong

· A way to grow healthier ways of being with each other

· Feeling safe enough to both hear and challenge each other’s spirituality

· To be accountable to Spirit

· To transform and heal wounds where the only agenda is to receive pastoral care without a need for what next
Connection to Spirit
· Finding the deep well of kindness beyond our own limitations
· Spiritual nourishment, warmth and kindness
· Embracing mysticism
· A live Spirit we can access now, with joy and clarity

· Spending time during the week in preparation, in order to come to meeting open to spirit

· To be in perfect love and trust

· To be a channel for divine energy, and to feel held up in that vulnerable role
Structure and Skill-Building
· To learn how to provide pastoral care

· A structure that is maintained even when someone retires from institutional maintenance

· Holding enough space and tradition that it can be handed over to another generation to transform

· Engaging all of us in a multi-generational way of being

· The grounding that comes from the whole meeting being greater than the sum of its parts

· The richness and depth of a local Quaker community that extends beyond the Meeting
Results
We aimed to deepen relationships and compassion for one another, inviting trust that we would come with open hearts and find the courage to express and hear of hurts as well as joys in our Meeting community. This is its own success.

These are some experiences that we can share with other Meetings.  Yes, we have conflict.  We put a lot of work into addressing it.  We haven’t completely healed from conflict, but we’ve found a way forward. And we did it in a room shared by people who haven’t been able to bear being in each other’s presence for a year. This is also its own success.

As well, the conflicts we experience are only one of the layers of what is going on in our community. In any community, there is conflict; that’s not what makes us belong or not belong. So our success is not necessarily that people who’ve been away from the Meeting become involved. Our success is that we have learned about the wide variety of things that belonging means to each of us, and learned tools for engaging with each other in a healthier way. We’ve learned more about how we want to be nurtured in the meeting, and how we want to be valued.

Elizabeth and Martha were instrumental in fostering these positive steps. They proved to be excellent facilitators and they worked well together, even though they had not previously met one another. We deeply appreciated the care they expressed for us and the excellent preparation they did for our retreat.  Elizabeth also contributed to our momentum by staying on afterward, spending a full week with us, meeting individually with Meeting members, and then attended Atlantic Friends Gathering with several of us the following weekend. Her workshop there on “Triggers and their role in conflict escalation” was a tool that we may also find relevant for the relationships in our Meeting.

With openings to the moving Spirit among us, we hoped to find opportunities for ourselves, each other and the Meeting to heal, strengthen and grow. We did share deeply; some commented that our first steps toward healing were taken.
The focus of the retreat, while inspired by membership issues, was not on membership but instead on each person's sense of belonging. It seemed to open up new aspects of what nurtures deep connection. 

Quotes

The following quotations were left with us by our facilitator.

In retrospect, I can see in my own life what I could not see at the time - how the job I lost helped me to find work I needed to do, how the road closed sign turned me toward terrain I needed to travel, how losses that felt irredeemable forced me to discern meanings I needed to know. On the surface, it seemed like life was lessening, but silently and lavishly the seeds of new life were always being sown. 
Parker Palmer

Faith and Practice. CYM, 5.29

How can we make the meeting a community in which each person is accepted and nurtured, and strangers are welcome? Seek to know one another in the things that are eternal, bear the burden of each other’s failings and pray for one another. As we enter with tender sympathy into the joys and sorrows of each other’s lives, ready to give help and to receive it, our meeting can be a channel for God’s love and forgiveness.
Advice & Query #18

Faith and Practice CYM

To know by whom we are gathered is to recognize our ultimate belonging. Being gathered with Friends in worship, we affirm this relationship with the Eternal Creative Spirit as we practise our faith, paying attention to the promptings of love in our hearts.
Dana Mullen

S.P.G.Lecture 2011.  Belonging and the Practice of Our Faith

“Does the Meeting aspire to be a spiritual community in the sense of being committed to mutual support & accountability in the struggle to be reconciled and woven together in love?” 
Patricia Loring

Listening Spirituality Vol 2 Corporate Spiritual Practice Among Friends 
Do you cherish your friendships, so they grow in depth and understanding and mutual respect? In close relationships we may risk pain as well as finding joy. When experiencing great happiness or great hurt we may be open to the great working of the Spirit. 
Advice & Query #21

Faith and Practice CYM
Links

Hedy Schleifer: The Power of Connection, TEDx

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HEaERAnIqsY
Essentials of compassionate listening – written by Jon Russell, based on Nonviolent Communication (Marshall Rosenberg)
http://www.listeningway.com/cctutorial-1.html

Belonging and the Practice of our Faith - SPG lecture 2011 by Dana Mullen - audio is at: http://quaker.ca/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/SPG-2012-Belonging-web.mp3

