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NAVIGATING DIFFERENCES 
WITHIN QUAKER COMMUNITIES 

A Resource Guide 

Quakers Don’t Have Conflicts … Do We? 
We Quakers oŌen assume that we are not prone to conflict. We are peace loving. We aspire to spiritual 
tolerance. The reality can be quite different. Commitment to truth and integrity can foster strong views. 
When we forget that our truth may not be the enƟre truth, conflict arises! 

What happens then? We have no hierarchy to enforce spiritual discipline. Eldering is oŌen puniƟve, not 
lovingly instrucƟve. We have no bishops, no courts, and no HR folks. Our meeƟngs that get caught in 
self-destrucƟve conflict have no insƟtuƟonal resource enƟty to intervene. We can transform conflict 
while drawing on our Quaker faith and PracƟce.     

Conflict in Quaker CommuniƟes 
Conflict is a natural result of people interacƟng. A young aƩender drops out due to the physical 
advances of an elderly member. A treasurer reports thousands of dollars missing. A long-standing 
member leaves when his advice is ignored. Coldness between Friends goes far beyond avoidance and 
blossoms into a public toxic dance. 

We are uncomfortable engaging with such conflicts. We are slow to acknowledge them. We may think 
we lack the needed skills, or the courage, or the presence of the Spirit. Yet by toleraƟng or ignoring 
them, we enable bad behavior and community disunity.  The joy disappears and too late we realize that 
we have abandoned the giŌs of Light and Spirit that may heal our hurts and broken relaƟonships.   

Addressing Conflict as Quakers 
What to do? Quakers actually have what we need! With this in mind, BYM’s Ministry & Pastoral Care 
formed the working group Friends SupporƟng Friends to provide help to enƟƟes or individuals 
experiencing communicaƟon issues, disagreements, or any other conflicts. 

Friends have from the beginning relied on the presence of the Holy Spirit, that of God in each of us, and 
Love as the First MoƟon.  And, there is a robust literature around interpersonal conflict that we have 
gathered.  We offer here a selecƟon that will expose you to concepts on the nature of conflict and how 
to use Quaker processes & beliefs. They are designed for you to bring back to your meeƟng or 
commiƩee to pracƟce yourselves. 

Friends SupporƟng Friends 
Ministry & Pastoral Care Working Group 

BalƟmore Yearly MeeƟng  
Religious Society of Friends 
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Things to Keep in Mind 
Two useful themes run through most of these materials and provide good advice. 

 Each parƟcipant in a conflict is usually acƟng in good faith. Differing views are almost always 
legiƟmate.  Our Quaker Faith asks us to honor and respect others with empathy and care, even 
when we disagree. . 

 People act out and or experience hurt when they are not geƫng something they need. OŌen not 
merely aƩenƟon, but rather something more fundamental that the other side has the power to 
grant.   

Keeping these in mind, here are some pracƟces and strategies to address the various types of conflict. 

SituaƟons Where One Individual Doesn’t Agree 
This oŌen occurs in MeeƟngs for Business or commiƩee sessions. Everyone present is seemingly in 
agreement on a course of acƟon, but there is one hold-out. When not addressed prayerfully, this can 
cascade into larger group problems. What to do? Each of these approaches seek to merge the Light 
shining in the individual with that of the rest of the group. No winners or losers! 

1. Pause for Worship. In the midst of tense feelings, pause for a period of worship. This provides 
an opening for reflecƟon on all that has been said, reconsideraƟon of one’s own posiƟon, and 
discernment of a new way forward. SomeƟmes that is a third way that wasn’t apparent before. 

2. Standing Aside. Friends operate by “sense of the meeƟng.” This carries a mutual responsibility 
between the individual and meeƟng to test our sense of the Truth as we are imperfectly able to 
sense it at the Ɵme. The individual must feel that their concerns have been prayerfully 
considered by the meeƟng, yet they sƟll cannot join in the decision. They can make sure their 
views are captured, then “stand aside” so that the meeƟng can proceed, in loving tenderness to 
those who cannot join in the decision. 

3. Eldering. True eldering is about loving, seeing, naming, & inviƟng. It aims to build people up, 
even in response to harmful behavior. It is about the one eldering and the one being eldered 
each looking beyond their own limited perspecƟves and seeing each other with the Spirit’s 
vision. It’s not about chiding, what should be, or tradiƟon. For more, see the informaƟve arƟcle 
“A Case for Eldering and Discipline” by Herbert N. Lape at hƩp://www.friendsjournal.org/case-
eldering-and-discipline.  

4. Reshape the Proposal. Have the person with concerns, together with people who support the 
proposal, form a small group to reshape the proposal, and bring a revision back to a future 
meeƟng. This also allows for reflecƟon and seasoning. It also allows Ɵme for conversaƟons 
among those with differing views, so greater understanding can emerge. 

SituaƟons Where Two Individuals Are in Conflict 
This type of conflict may have begun as a simple disagreement in a meeƟng of one sort or other, but 
has festered into public sniping and disrupƟon. While there may be more than two individuals involved, 
typically there are two that represent the different perspecƟves. 
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5. AƩempt at Repair. Either parƟcipant may reach out and seek to prevent a misunderstanding 
from escalaƟng out of control. This can be as simple as “I feel worried … ,” “I’m sorry about …,” 
“I need to calm down …,” “Stop the acƟon …,” and “I appreciate ….” It’s amazing how kind words 
can heal wounds. There are more insights in the arƟcle “AƩempt Repair” by Andy Stanton-
Henry at hƩps://esr.earlham.edu/news-events/friendly-reminder-aƩempt-repair/  

6. Informal One-on-One MeeƟng. Face-to-face at a Ɵme that’s mutually convenient can be a good 
opportunity to talk and listen. Sharing personal stories and listening is the most important part. 
ParƟcipants someƟmes invite a mutual friend to provide neutral observaƟons and holding in the 
Light. The Ɵps below from the book “On Listening to Another” by Douglas Steere can help. 

 Holy Listening Holy Speaking 

Mindset 

To ‘listen’ another’s soul into a condiƟon 
of disclosure and discovery may be the 
greatest service that a human being can 
perform for another. It requires maturity 
paƟence, self- transcendence, openness 
to the new.   

The human and the divine intersect 
when we are conscious of the influence 
of the Spirit, and both speaker and 
listener have faith that the it will be 
present in our interacƟons and guide us 
in discerning the will of God.     

AcƟons 

 Listen deeply beyond the words 
 Be present: eye contact and relaxed body 
 Show an open & vulnerable heart & mind 
 Resist classifying, labelling, and judging 
 Wonder about what the speaker might be 

feeling, thinking, desiring 
 Name what you’ve heard & accept correcƟon 

 Face the listener and make full eye contact 
 Use “I” statements from your own experience 
 Share important feelings, thoughts, & desires  
 Go as deep as you can about how you feel  
 Resist naming the other’s beliefs & values  
 Keep your messages to bite-size chunks easy 

for the listener to digest and respond  

7. Structured 1-on-1 Listening. SomeƟmes parƟcipants simply need a chance to listen to one 
another without the pressure of onlookers. This is more structured than the informal meeƟng 
above, and almost always involves a neutral third party to lay out ground rules. The key is for 
each person the share their views in a descripƟve, non-judgmental, fact-based manner. The Ɵps 
above can be helpful. For a more comprehensive guide see the arƟcle “ConstrucƟve Conflict – A 
Simple Guide for Quaker PracƟce” put out by the Boulder Friends MeeƟng at 
hƩps://boulderfriendsmeeƟng.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/CONSTRUCTIVE-CONFLICT-
Guide-for-Quaker-PracƟce.pdf  

8. Clearness CommiƩee. When a conflict is so serious that a 1-on-1 may not seem safe or possible, 
it may help to bring in others to provide perspecƟve and a safe place to process feelings. The 
parƟes in conflict meet with two or three Friends trusted by both parƟes, in a safe space, and 
with Ɵme for worship. Each party has an opportunity to speak and be listened to without 
interrupƟon. AŌer both parƟes feel heard, those present can ask open-ended or clarifying 
quesƟons. They don’t give advice or take sides. When everyone feels “clear,” the meeƟng for 
worship ends. This process is well described in the blog “Resolving conflict the Quaker way 
actually works: The Clearness CommiƩee!” at 
hƩps://laquaker.blogspot.com/2019/01/resolving-conflict-quaker-way-actually.html  
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SituaƟons with Conflict between or within Groups  
This type of conflict oŌen occurs during major decisions. There may be two or more significant facƟons 
that have strong and opposing viewpoints. MeeƟngs for Business go on for hours and seemingly keep 
repeaƟng the same arguments. Here are some Ɵme-tested approaches: 

9. Threshing Session. This is a called meeƟng specifically not for decision-making. The normal 
Quaker meeƟng for business pracƟces are relaxed so that Friends can speak more than once to 
an issue, speak to a point just made, or ask a quesƟon of a previous speaker. The group may 
even take “straw polls” of opinions or go around the circle giving each person an opportunity to 
speak in turn. Threshing sessions allow everyone to say what they think without the burden of 
facing a decision. They can benefit greatly from the Holy Listening & Speaking Ɵps above. 

10. Listening Sessions. Just like the 1-on-1 Listening above, groups someƟmes need to truly listen to 
one another without posturing or advocacy. This almost always involves a neutral third party to 
lay out the ground rules. The above Ɵps on Holy Listening & Speaking as well as the arƟcle 
“ConstrucƟve Conflict – A Simple Guide for Quaker PracƟce” provide useful frameworks. 

11. Trust Circles. This approach seeks to assist Friends in focusing on ideas more than personaliƟes, 
defining a way forward together rather than who is to blame, pracƟce individual and corporate 
self-examinaƟon that will lead to the avoidance of “othering,” and the building of wholesome 
and trustworthy relaƟonships and a sense of belonging across the worship community. A 
comprehensive guide is at hƩps://www.thirdhaven.org/Trust Circles Guide for Facilitators.pdf.   

SituaƟons You Can’t Resolve with the Above 
What happens when none of the above work? Don’t give up! The Friends SupporƟng Friends Working 
Group has advised on all manner of seemingly intractable situaƟons. SomeƟmes we suggest a small 
step that turns the Ɵde. SomeƟmes we simply confirm what the inquirer already knew. SomeƟmes we 
propose our acƟve involvement in a facilitated intervenƟon or mediaƟon. 

We are here to support you! 

For More InformaƟon 
We have a wealth of addiƟonal arƟcles, books, and pamphlets. Please contact us! Especially 
informaƟve are materials from the New York Yearly MeeƟng’s Conflict TransformaƟon CommiƩee. 
Filmed modules from their excellent conflict resoluƟon workshop can be found at 
hƩps://www.nyym.org/content/conflict-transformaƟon-videos. 

If these are not enough, come join our Working Group! 

Closing Thoughts 
 “… conflict is always with us. Because that is so, let us make the most of it. Let us take the 

opportunity to embrace the tension and grow from the experience of transformaƟve pracƟce. 
Let us have the courage to believe in one another, even in conflict, even in change.” - Peter 
Phillips NYYM CommiƩee on Conflict TransformaƟon. 

 “In a word, the essence of Quaker spirituality is right listening.” Irwin Abrams, Quaker historian 


