
Minutes of the Annual General Meeting of the Nontheist Friends Network 
(Britain) held on March 26 2017 at Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre, 
Birmingham. 
 
Present: There were 30 Friends present.  Prevented: Sarah Siddle, Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary. 
 
The Treasurer. The Clerk reported that the Treasurer and Membership Secretary 
was prevented from being present because he husband suffered a stroke five days 
beforehand, and at the time was still in hospital. The Meeting sent their greetings to 
Sarah, and their good wishes for her husband Alan, and held them in the light. 
 
Minutes of the previous AGM - The Clerk summarised the minutes of the previous 
Annual General Meeting held on April 3rd 2016. 
 
Clerk's Report. The Clerk read his report which is attached to these minutes. In that 
report, he informed the meeting that the Steering Group brings forward the name of 
Gisela Creed to be Corresponding Clerk for the coming year. Other roles will be 
agreed within the Steering Group. The meeting thanked Hugh Rock for his work in 
dealing with conference bookings and liaising with Woodbrooke. The Meeting 
thanked the Clerk for a full report of the Network's work during the year. In response 
to one Friend's enquiry, Trevor Bending explained some of the thinking behind the 
response from QUG. Rhiannon Grant who was present also explained that the RPG 
is preparing a booklet and study programme to take forward the fruit of the Theology 
Think Tank. 
 
Membership Secretary's Report.  The Clerk read the Membership Secretary's 
report, which notes a current membership of 56, and is attached to these minutes. 
The meeting thanked the Membership Secretary for her report. 
 
Treasurer's Report. The Treasurer has been unable to give us a current financial 
statement due to her husband's sudden illness. We ask Sarah to provide such a 
current statement which will be published as soon as possible in our Newsletter.  The 
meeting thanks Sarah for her work as Treasurer, and asked the Steering Group to 
note Sarah's request for an Assistant Treasurer to be appointed, someone she hopes 
may be willing to take over her role as Treasurer and Membership Secretary at the 
next AGM. 
 
Website Report. Trevor Bending introduced the meeting to the current website, and 
invited a wider participation by members in comments and contributions. The 
meeting thanked Trevor for his work and looked forward to members making more 
use of our website. Further suggestions for the new website can be sent by email to: 
trevor@humber.co.uk. We decided to close the email discussion group and to use 
the website for discussion instead.  
 
Clerk. The meeting appointed Gisela Creed as Clerk for the Network for 2017 - 18. 
 
Steering Group. Those appointed for 2017-2018 are Trevor Bending, David Boulton, 
Gisela Creed, Jo Jaffray, David Parlett, Deepa Parry-Gupta, Tim Reagan, Hugh 
Rock, Keith Rycroft, Sarah Siddle, and Michael Wright. 
 
Network's future.  The Meeting felt strongly the Network is needed within BYM. All 



members were urged to explain ourselves better, and to emphasise our approach to 
inclusivity within BYM. We were urged to publicise and distribute our new 
Membership leaflets.  
 
Annual Conference.  Some Members would like regional study days, to promote 
conversations on aspects of theology. Some value the residential conference where 
there can be interaction with other members which is not so easy at day conferences. 
There could be a mixed pattern in which open discussions can take place at regional 
one day events occur one year, and a residential weekend in the next years. The 
Network was encouraged to seek to offer bursaries to help people to attend 
Woodbrooke conferences. The Steering Group was urged to ask members to offer to 
organise regional conferences in their areas. The Steering Group will consider all 
these idea. 
 
Collection of Quotations. It was agreed to begin to develop this idea by putting the 
current collection on the website. 
 
Exploring issues of theology. The Revision Preparation Group booklet will provide 
a focus for discussing the theology of God from this autumn. The Steering Group will 
consider how best to participate in using the booklet. Rhiannon Grant has offered to 
liaise between NFN and the RPG on how to take this forward constructively. The 
meeting gratefully welcomed her offer. 
 
Newsletter. A discussion about the circulation and availability of the Newsletter took 
place which the Steering Group will take note of.  
 
Thanks. The Meeting warmly thanked Michael for his work as Clerk of the Network 
for the past three years.  
 
 
Michael Wright. Clerk 

*  *  * 

Steering Group – those appointed for 2016-17 were Trevor Bending, David Boulton, 
Gisela Creed, Jo Jaffray, David Parlett, Deepa Parry-Gupta, Tim Regan, Hugh Rock, 
Keith Rycroft, Sarah Siddle (Treasurer & Membership Secretary), Michael Wright 
(Clerk).  They have maintained email contact during the year, and been consulted as 
a group on all matters that have arisen.   In September the Steering Group held a 24 
hour meeting here to plan this conference and other matters.  

Quaker Recognised Body - In December 2015, Meeting for Sufferings agreed to 
replace the existing listed informal group (LIG) arrangement with ‘Quaker recognised 
bodies’ (QRB). The process to implement this change began in January 2016. 
Nontheist Friends Network has applied to be a QRB and we have received a 
response from Michael Booth at Friends House informing us that our application has 
been received and a member of staff will be appointed to liaise with the Network to 
help us on the next steps to become a QRB. 

Our website - Since our last AGM, Brian Wardrop has been very helpful in initially 
supporting and then handing over responsibilities to Trevor Bending who is now 
responsible for our website. This has been redesigned and continues to be an 
important source of contact for people who discover there is a place for them within 
Quakers. 



Newsletters - Over the last 12 months I have written and emailed 9 Newsletters – in 
April, May, September  which was followed a week later with a supplement – 
October, November, December 2016, and January and February 2017. 

Theism/nontheism - In 2015 David Boulton and I were invited by the Book of 
Discipline Revision Preparation Group (set up by Meeting for Sufferings) to join a 
Think Tank, to explore the question: "Is it possible to re-frame the different 
perspectives of British Quakers, which have often been characterised by the 
shorthand 'theism/nontheism', so as to be less polarised?" That group of 25 
members met for a residential conference at Woodbrooke in February 2016, and my 
account of the weekend was published in The Friend a few weeks later. 
 
The matter was then considered further by the Revision Preparation Group, of which 
David and I were not members.  At the conclusion of the February conference a 
number of those present, including the two of us, expressed the hope that Area and 
Local Meetings might be helped to engage in similar discussions in the same 
constructive way that we had done at Woodbrooke. However in September, a note of 
record of those discussions was considered by the RPG, and Friends were simply 
invited to consider that summary report which was circulated to all members in the 
supplement to our September Newsletter. The RPG asked for any groups who 
intended to use it to feed back to them. I am not aware of any having done so. 
However, one of the two key themes of this 2017 weekend conference is to explore 
our understanding of “God” within the Religious Society of Friends, led by Rhiannon 
Grant. 
 
Literary attack on David Boulton & NFN - Earlier in 2015 Derek Guiton had 
produced his book A Man that Looks on Glass which he described as “challenging 
the supposed inevitability of the ‘Godless’ strand in British Quakerism” and as “a 
rejoinder to Boulton…the leading Quaker nontheist.” This book was discussed at our 
conference last year, and David Boulton wrote a response -  Through a glass 
darkly - to each of Guiton’s criticism, robustly defending the Society’s inclusivity and 
openness to religious diversity. The tone of David’s book, published last September, 
is much warmer than Derek’s.  
 
Quaker Life leaflets - The Steering Group raised with Quaker Life whether they 
might consider redrafting the leaflet Your First Time in a Quaker Meeting. We 
offered to send our own suggestions for the text. The Group felt the current leaflet 
does not adequately reflect the diversity amongst the Society, and off-putting to 
some potential Attenders. Quaker Life asked a non-Quaker to redraft a number of 
leaflets to introduce enquirers to the practice of Quaker life and spiritual practice in 
language they would understand. We asked to be involved in the consultation 
process on these – but that proved very unsatisfactory. We raised a number of 
concerns and offered suggestions on drafting, but are not aware that any of our 
proposals were accepted in the revised versions of these leaflets. 
 
Approach to Quaker Universalist Group - The Network has explored possible co-
operation with Quaker Universalist Group on two projects: 1) a collection of 
quotations reflecting inspiring and encouraging thoughts; and 2) a possible day 
seminar on Jesus. QUG replied to say that they felt there were likely to be too great a 
difference in views between us to make either project feasible. 

Collection of quotations - We have invited Members of the Nontheist Friends 
Network to contribute their ideas to such a collection of quotations. Two members 
have responded with their collections, and I have added some of mine. I have printed 



copies of these quotations for Friends at this conference to look at afresh, and 
consider whether this is a project to take further or not.  

Jesus - The suggestion of a consideration of our understanding of Jesus and his 
teaching these days is featured in this weekend conference, led by John Lampen 
who first suggested the topic. 

Other suggestions - put forward through our Newsletters for initiatives by members 
of this Network such as Quaker Conversations, our understanding of 
Transformation, taking a fresh look at Hospitality as a key Quaker theme, asking 
“What does love require of us?”, looking again at Simplicity, and at Diversity – 
none of them have raised a response from anyone. 

Do we need NFN & annual conferences? - The question has been raised about 
whether we continue to need this Network and whether its objectives have been 
achieved within the Society. Also questioned has been the issue of whether an 
annual conference continues to be appropriate. These matters await the discernment 
of Members at our Annual Conference. 

Appointments - My triennial term of service as Clerk ends with this Annual General 
Meeting, and the Steering Group brings forward the name of Gisela Creed to serve 
for either one or three years as she feels able to commit. Other responsibilities 
amongst the Steering Group are for that Group to discern. I am very grateful to Sarah 
Siddle for her work as our Treasurer and Membership Secretary during the past year. 
She has reshaped the way the accounts are shaped, and ensured they are subject to 
external examination. I am also grateful to Trevor Bending for taking over from Derek 
Wardrop the responsibility for our Website. David Parlett has agreed to be 
responsible for the Newsletter from this AGM for which I am grateful.  

 

Michael Wright:  Clerk   March 2017 

*  *  * 

NFN MEMBERSHIP SECRETARY'S REPORT 2017 

Last year I reported an increase in membership from about 52 up to 84.  This year 
the numbers have dropped to 56, just over the previous level.  One or two Friends 
who chose not to renew their membership gave reasons for this:  there is a sense 
that we are less necessary than we used to be, as Friends with nontheist views 
become more accepted in the Society.  Lack of activity was also mentioned, though it 
is hard to see what kind of activity we could undertake.  Possibilities include a 
Facebook page and an email circulation on the lines of the old QuakerB, where an 
ongoing email correspondence is circulated to everyone who wishes to be included. 

The Steering Group welcomes any suggestions about how the way the Network 
functions could be improved, so that we can give you value for your subscription.  
Meanwhile I propose that the subscription be held at £10, with a discount rate for 
new members joining between Jan. 1st and April 30th  of £15 for the remainder of the 
membership year (which runs from May 1st to April 30th) and the whole of the next 
one 

Sarah Siddle,   Membership Secretary. 

	


