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Ministers, Elders, and Overseers (MEO) of Virginia Beach Friends Meeting gathered for a 

retreat on Second month 23, 2018 in the home of Hank Ghittino. Present were Hank Ghittino, 

Andy Young, Pat Phelan Young, Joanne Crass, Nancy Nixon, Nancy Craft, Faye Bailey, and 

Gayle Cameron.  Patrick Goold intended to attend but had to send regrets. 

We began with some social time and a light lunch during which we discussed our Friends 

Houston and Linda Shirk.  We considered Houston’s condition, those in Meeting who are 

providing assistance and what others could do for Houston and Linda. 

After lunch we settled into waiting worship.  When the time was right we began our discussions, 

beginning with the concerns that Patrick had send us regarding our meetings for worship with 

attention to business. He is concerned that no real business is being done since committee reports 

repeat what has been posted prior to the meetings and seldom require action of the meeting. The 

component of worship seems very weak. Popping up with responses without careful 

consideration, cross-talk, idle reminiscences, etc. dispel any sense of divine presence.  

Responses to the queries speak for the meeting as a whole in ways that often seem to be stilted 

and lifelessly conventional, or if personal and live, then unconnected with the life of the meeting. 

The fact that pretty much the same dozen or so faces meet every month indicates that something 

is wrong.  It could be the timing of the meeting that keeps people away.  Since many people who 

attend business meeting do not stay for meeting for worship the latter is also weakened. 

We spent quite a bit of time discussing these concerns and found much to agree with.  There 

seems to be little benefit in repeating information from committee reports that all have had an 

opportunity to read; particularly if there is no action of the Meeting requested by a committee.  It 

was postulated that it may be of more benefit if along with a committee’s report, action items 

were noted and then at business meeting it could be asked if there were any questions regarding a 

report and any action items could be acted on.  

As often as our clerks have reminded Friends to avoid cross-talk and speak forward toward the 

clerk there are still those who stand and turn to those assembled or to the person they are 

responding to or questioning.  We are in a Meeting for Worship with Attention to Business and 

should comport ourselves as we would in Meeting for Worship.  That is to speak only when led 

and to speak forward toward the clerk. 

We agree that our responses to the queries can be improved.  While some queries can apply to 

both the individual and the meeting as a whole it is the latter that we should be addressing. We 

don’t always respond to all parts of a query and our responses are sometimes stilted and boring. 

Individually we sometimes feel that we are approving a query response just to get it done so we 

can move on to get other business completed within the allotted time.  A thought was brought 

forward about having the query addressed during meeting for worship.  This would allow more 
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voices to contribute and a longer time without constraints to adequately address the query.  

Nancy C noted that the reading of query responses at Yearly Meeting gives that meeting a sense 

of the spiritual condition of the Monthly Meetings.  She also noted that in the past, meeting for 

worship with attention to business was held after rise of meeting for worship.  

Having reached a point in our discussion from which we could not advance without Patrick’s 

presence we decided to set aside further discussion until he could be with us. 

Our attention then turned to responding to the query we had developed some months ago: 

What is our sense of the spiritual condition of our Meeting? Are we supporting the growth of 

community and acknowledging and supporting ministries in all their forms? 

Patrick’s words spoke to the first part of the query.  We know that people are longing for what 

we had in the past when highly gifted individuals were among us and provided a strong sense of 

Spirit.  We are also aware that people are looking to MEO for more spiritual guidance. An action 

we are going to take is some time after the retreat with Brian Drayton we will sponsor a potluck 

to discuss the retreat and hear what the community wants in adult first day, spiritual growth 

groups, etc. This will help us discern what the spiritual needs of the meeting as a whole are, 

beyond potlucks and retreats. We do need a spiritual program of some kind that people will 

attend. 

We noted that Gayle and Patrick agreed to assist the Adult First Day committee with discerning a 

topic and while there is a program about ready to start, the only one left on the committee is 

Dianne Fenton.  Hopefully in its next nominating season, Nominating Committee will find 

additional people for this committee. We also noted that Adult First Day is typically sparsely 

attended.  We need to know what the community wants that will inspire them to attend.  

Our meeting is facing the same challenges as other meetings.  There are those who are fine with 

the Christian traditions of Quakerism and there are those who prefer not to use the words God or 

Jesus Christ or hear references to the bible.  Some prefer the spiritual, meditative, mystical 

aspects of Quakerism.  We need to communicate and convince that all are welcome, none should 

be afraid to speak, and all should respect the messages of others even if they do not speak to 

one’s condition.  Several quotations from items published in Friends Journals were read: 

For me as a Quaker and a Buddhist, God is a Spirit of Oneness; the Light or Seed Within All 

Things; the Energy of Compassion, Love, Understanding, and Peace 
1 

We Quakers have a rather complicated relationship with the Bible. Some Friends want nothing 

to do with it, feeling it is a misogynistic, antique collection of man (primarily)-made writings. 

Others consider it the Word of God, infallible and inerrant and “inspired by God and profitable 

                                                           
1
 Coming to Light: Cultivating Spiritual Discernment through the Quaker Clearness Committee    By Valerie Brown. 

Pendle Hill Pamphlets (number 446), 2017. 27 pages. 
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for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness” (2 Timothy 3:16). Most of 

us, I think, are somewhere in between.
2 

Pure Quakerism is Fox’s revelation: that “there is one, even Christ Jesus, who can speak to thy 

condition.” It is not the Bible, nor the priest, but the direct experience of a voice which we can 

identify as Christ, but which finally is just a name; it is the inspiration that counts. After all, Fox 

lived in seventeenth-century England and would not have understood anything but Christ Jesus. 

It was the experience of the voice that changed his life. Today we know that whatever it is that 

speaks to our condition can be found in many spiritual traditions—not just in Christianity. All 

these traditions are human inventions, including Quakerism. But there is something which can 

“speak to our condition,” however we describe and define that experience. What counts is the 

experience, and the transformation that we receive from it. What we call it are just words: 

definitions that spring from our particular cultures. Allah speaks to the condition of Muslims, 

and many other names speak to other cultures. Listen to the Voice, and follow where you are 

led.
3 

We reviewed our mission and responsibilities that are listed on the VBFM website and the duties 

of overseers described in our Discipline.  We feel that for the most part we are following what is 

prescribed but we need to discuss our responsibilities during one of our regular meetings. 

We discussed the various aspects of community.  One recently discussed action at meeting for 

business was writing notes to newcomers.  Along with what is written in the note we feel that a 

point of contact for more information should be provided.  Andy Young agreed to be the point of 

contact.  We also noted that for security reasons, whoever writes the notes should use the 

meetinghouse address as a return address. 

We talked about exhausting those people in meeting who do a lot.  Former Clerks Nancy N and 

Pat spoke about being worn out to the point of losing enthusiasm for joining committees after 

being Clerk. It seems like every inquiry is referred to the Clerk, resulting in many evening phone 

calls. Nominating Committee was not able to find someone to fill the role of Assistant Clerk last 

year.  Hopefully someone will volunteer this year. It came up in conversation that several people 

have left the meeting after having served as Clerk.   

We also spoke about the visibility of the Clerk.  We don’t have a pastor so newcomers may be 

seeing the Clerk in this role.  We were reminded that having someone from MEO break meeting 

on First days instead of the clerk was brought up at one of our meetings last year.  At the time the 

idea was not considered favorably but we may want to revisit it. 

It was brought up that personal conversations don’t happen often enough. It is through 

conversations and working together on committees and in other ways that we get to know each 

                                                           
2
 Meeting God in Scripture: A Hands-On Guide to Lectio Divina By Jan Johnson. InterVarsity Press, 2016. 256 pages. 

3
 Pacho Lane, Rochester, N.Y., Friends Journal Forum Letter, September 2017 
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other better and develop a deeper sense of community. We briefly mentioned discovery dinners 

but it seems that people are drawn more to potlucks right now.  This is something we can discuss 

with the community. 

Joanne mentioned that she has been taking her parents to church on Sunday’s for a while and that 

after each service she comes away with a kernel of something. We’re not sure that Meeting is 

providing a “kernel” to those who attend meeting for worship, especially newcomers.  The 

question was raised: How do we feed the community that we have? This question bears more 

thought and discussion. 

We started the discussion on ministry with the open question: What is ministry and what 

ministries do we have? We responded that Ministry is everything we do in our everyday lives for 

others and for God. It is what we do and how we do it.  Support for ministries in all their forms is 

being encouraging to those who are steadfast in their commitments, recognizing that they are 

performing a ministry, calling their work a ministry, and thanking them for it. 

Our last activity of the day was finalizing plans for the retreat with Brian Drayton. 

Before closing we commented on the retreat which was intended to delve deeper into those 

discussions that we don’t have sufficient time for during our regular meetings. We are satisfied 

with the query that we developed because it covers spiritual condition, community, and ministry; 

which are three pillars of our Meeting.  The thoughts brought forward in the afternoon’s 

discussions will help guide our work going forward. 

The retreat closed with a period of waiting worship. 


