
NFN Annual Conference 2021: Report for 2022 AGM 

Our conference was originally planned to take place in 2020 at Friends House, London, but 

the Covid19 epidemic forced a postponement. With Covid continuing into 2021 it was 

decided to confer by Zoom on successive evenings in July. We were fortunate that the three 

keynote speakers booked for 2020 were ready and willing to present on the theme as 

originally planned, “That’s the Spirit! Dimensions of Spirituality”, described as “an 

adventurous exploration of spiritual diversity from the holy spirit to the wholly human 

spirit”. 

Our speakers were chosen to represent different approaches to spirituality: humanist, theist 

and poetic. First, on July 7, was Andrew Copson, executive director of Humanists UK, who 

gave us what our Clerk described as “a wonderful affirmation of a nontheist understanding 

of spirituality”, powerful, positive, personal, non-intellectual, and capable of taking you out 

of yourself to connect with something other than yourself. Gill Pennington, former 

Spirituality Tutor at Woodbrooke, followed on July 14 with a talk on inward focus and 

inward change in a Christian Quaker context, making innovative use of the children’s story 

“The Very Hungry Caterpillar”. Dinah Livingstone, writer, poet and editor of the Sea of Faith 

journal Sofia, ended the conference on July 21, tracing historic shifts in the nature of 

spirituality as “a series of poetic creations and milestones” in the journey from theism to 

nontheism. Just over a hundred people registered for the conference, though not all logged 

in to all three talks. 

While the joy of meeting each other face-to-face was missing, gathering by Zoom enabled us 

to double the number of participants compared with recent Woodbrooke conferences, 

including Friends from the USA and Australia. But three separate sessions spread over two 

weeks wasn’t ideal. Perhaps if we are forced to stick with Zoomed conferences for another 

year or two we might consider a full one-day event. 
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