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Introduction 
 

January 2019 
 
 
Welcome to the Being a Quaker Clerk Course Handbook! 
 

It may seem obvious, but for meetings and clerks, the primary source of reference 
and guidance is Chapter 3 of Quaker faith and practice: ‘General counsel on 
meetings for church affairs’.   Please do remember to consult it during your time as 
clerk.  
 
This handbook, draws on that chapter – and on the experience of clerking courses 
held at Woodbrooke over the last decade or more.  Developed by members of our 
Clerking Tutor Team, it’s an amalgamation of tips and experience. I hope you will find 
it helpful during the course and afterwards  
 
Each year we try and update the handbook and I’m always happy to hear from 
course participants or tutors, with ideas of what could be improved or added to the 
handbook.  Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you have any comments to make. 
 
 

Rhiannon Grant, on behalf of the Clerking Tutor Team 
Tutor with responsibility for Clerking Courses at Woodbrooke 

 
Email: rhiannon.grant@woodbrooke.org.uk 

Telephone: 0121-415 6770 
 
 

Quaker faith & practice 2.89 

In all our meetings for church affairs we need to listen together to the 
Holy Spirit. We are not seeking a consensus; we are seeking the will of 
God. The unity of the meeting lies more in the unity of the search than in 
the decision which is reached. We must not be distressed if our listening 
involves waiting, perhaps in confusion, until we feel clear what God 
wants done. 

London Yearly Meeting, 1984 

mailto:rhiannon.grant@woodbrooke.org.uk
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Working with the spirit  
 

 

1. The spiritual dimension of the clerk’s role 
 

If we take seriously the claim that in our meetings for church affairs we are trying to 
align ourselves with God’s purposes, then we need to cultivate a general approach of 
working with and in the Spirit.  It’s worth asking ourselves: 

What spiritual disciplines sustain us as individuals? 

How can/do we apply these in the role of clerk? 

How can/do we apply these when we are “ordinary” members  
of the meeting? 

The clerk’s attitude and approach can be crucial to the way the meeting functions. 
They set the tone. Centredness and cheerfulness are infectious.  The clerk can’t do it 
alone but these can be a helpful set of attitudes to work for:  

 readiness of the agenda and of the people. The concept of “praying the agenda” 
can help. Be mindful of our Quaker process and discipline (Qf&p 3.13 for 
guidance. 

 listening well both to what is said and what is not said 

 openness - not having preconceptions; being flexible about what comes 

 ensuring respect for and appreciation of others, (by eg. being clear about the 
time and the information allocated for their item on the agenda  

 humour 

Look on all these as part of your spiritual discipline. All contribute to the process of 
discernment - using intellect, emotions, prayer - to judge what is right and how the 
Spirit (and/or energy) is moving in the meeting. A clerk’s capacity to read the sense 
of the meeting is key.  

Consensus means a group makes a decision.  Sense of the meeting allows a matter 
to be decided. In sense of the meeting, the spirit gets a voice. We allow ourselves to 
be led. Sense of the meeting hears the opinions and concerns and then moves 
beyond those verbal expressions to hear the spirit of the concern and seek to find 
what is right for the group.   

The process of reaching the sense of the meeting often involves discarding 
“baggage”, allowing time and space for doubts and questions about a subject and the 
Light to enter and reach beyond the surface of things.  One of the purposes for 
asking the meeting to hear  a draft minute, is to can enable Friends to listen to where 
discernment has got to and contribute to its development 

Remember that the divine spirit “presides”, with the clerk and elders present together  
working to ensure good discipline or right ordering for that to be clear,  

Quakers understand clerks to be “the servants of the meeting”, but there can be a 
tension between serving and leading.. Servanthood can be pro-active just as much 
as subservient? A leader can be enabling as much as dominating. 

Meetings vary in the kind of servanthood or leadership that they want and need at 
any particular time.  A clerk brings gifts and skills learnt in other parts of their life – 
working with groups, teaching in all sorts of contexts.  It’s good to be organised, to 
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anticipate timing, while keeping open to the flow of the meetng.  Quaker testimony is 
that these apparently secular things are also sacred. Be willing to ask for help. 
Remember that the clerk is not alone in exercising spiritual disciplines. The right 
holding of the meeting for worship for business is part of the responsibility of elders. 
You are entitled to seek their support. The good relationship between clerk and 
assistant clerk or co-clerk(s) (see pages 8-11) can be invaluable.  

If the clerk’s service is under concern in the certainty of God’s presence and 
help in the meeting, then strength beyond her or his normal powers will be 
given.          (Qf&p 3.12) 

 

 

2. The spiritual basis of the Quaker business method 

The meeting for business cannot be understood in isolation; it is part of a 
spiritual discipline. (John Punshon, Qf&p 2.85). 

In 1662, Edward Burrough described how he understood that discipline: Being 
orderly come together, [you are] not to spend time with needless, unnecessary and 
fruitless discourses; but to proceed in the wisdom of God, not in the way of the world, 
by seeking to outspeak and over-reach one another in discourse... not in deciding 
affairs by the greater vote... but in the wisdom, love and fellowship of God... 
submitting one to another in lowliness of heart’ (Quaker Faith and Practice 2.87). 

Quaker Faith and Practice says further (3.02):  

Our meetings for church affairs... are also meetings for worship based on 
silence, and they carry the same expectation that God’s guidance can be 
discerned if we are truly listening together and to each other, and are not 
blinkered by preconceived opinions. It is this belief that God’s will can be 
recognised through the discipline of silent waiting which distinguishes our 
decision-making process from the secular idea of consensus. We have a 
common purpose in seeking God’s will through waiting and listening, believing 
that every activity of life should be subject to divine guidance. 

Corporate discipline is the discipline of the group.  

Members of the community must know the Spirit, they must know each other 
and they must know the methods by which the decisions are made and the 
work is carried out.  (Robert Halliday: Mind the Oneness p.38).  

The experience of finding unity through listening to each other for the ‘still, small 
voice’ and to the ‘sense of the meeting’ as expressed in a well-written minute gives 
the meeting confidence in the effectiveness of our method.  

In seeking to capture the spiritual effort needed to work for these, one group of 
Friends produced the following set of ‘Advices and Queries’ addressed not only to 
clerks, but to all in a meeting.  You may find it helpful to explore it with others in 
yours.   
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3.  Advices and Queries for Meetings for Worship for Business 

(first published in  The Friend, 11 April 2003) 

 
At a course in Woodbrooke led by Helen Rowlands and Richard Hilken on the 
Quaker Business Method we devised the following Advices and Queries as the 
kernel of experience that we gained from attending the course. We do not imagine 
that they are definitive or even complete but hope that others might find them useful 
for focussing thinking about Preparative (now Local) Meeting. 
 
For all 

 Before and during business Meetings, think with affection about each member 
of your Meeting and remember the positive gifts that they bring. Hold them 
and your faith community in the Light. 

 Remember that personal discipline on the part of all present is needed for the 
right holding of business Meetings. 

For the clerk/s 

 Do you take the time to reflect on the agenda: to prepare it well in advance 
and to share it with the Meeting? Are you ready to experiment with new ways 
of presenting business? 

 The process of Quaker decision making has three stages. Firstly, gathering 
factual information. Secondly, sharing opinions, thoughts and feelings. Finally, 
prayerful reflection whilst inwardly seeking guidance. How could you better 
structure the agenda items to reflect this process? 

 Be aware that leadership is part of your service to the Meeting. Be prepared to 
be firm and decisive when appropriate, but remember that we are seeking a 
decision from beyond ourselves. 

 Be ready to draw upon the knowledge and expertise within the body of the 
Meeting by asking direct questions, especially where individuals are reluctant 
to come forward. 

 You may feel called to stand away from the table to make a contribution, but 
use this sparingly. 

 Are you alert to the physical comfort of the Meeting and aware that discomfort 
could adversely affect the decision-making process? If the business continues 
longer than anticipated it may be necessary to take a short ‘stretch break’. 

 When emotions become heightened it may be useful to call for periods of 
silence. Do you allow time for prayerful consideration even when there 
appears to be immediate agreement? 

For the rest of the Meeting 

 Be aware of the opportunity for growth afforded by attending business 
meetings. 

 For reasons of continuity, attend regularly, regardless of your interest in the 
subjects under consideration. If unable to attend, do you take time to find out 
what happened? 

 We all have responsibility for the preparation of our business Meetings. Have 
you informed yourself as fully as possible about the matters under 
consideration? 

 Be aware of any preconceptions or strong feelings that you may have and be 
ready to set them aside or see then set aside by the Meeting. The Spirit may 
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move you to speak in ways that you have not foreseen. Practice in your daily 
affairs distinguishing between matters on which you can yield and those on 
which you must hold firm. Are ready to listen to the views of others and open 
to the wisdom within those views? Ask yourself what Love and Truth require of 
you in guiding the meeting towards a decision. 

 Do you speak only once during the worshipful consideration of each subject? 
Ask yourself whether someone else has already made your point. Do you 
allow time for reflection after each contribution? Do you wait for a signal from 
the clerk before speaking? Do you speak clearly and concisely? Are you ready 
to sit and remain silent when the clerk stands? 

 The clerk needs prayerful support when preparing minutes. Do you allow and 
maintain a prayerful silence during this process? Once the minute if offered, 
do you consider it in a spirit of loving acceptance? Searching for the sense of 
the Meeting rather than beautiful prose? 

 
Judy Warren, Purley & Sutton MM 

 

 

 

 

 

Advices & Queries 14:     Are your meetings for church affairs held 
in a spirit of worship and in dependence on the guidance of God? 
Remember that we do not seek a majority decision nor even 
consensus. As we wait patiently for divine guidance our experience 
is that the right way will open and we shall be led into unity. 
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Patterns of clerking 

 
 
The next two sections consider the way that clerkly work can be shouldered by two or 
more at a time:  either in a pattern of co-clerking, or with a partnership of clerk and 
assistant clerk. 

 

  

1. Co-clerking1 

 
What does co-clerking mean?  In Quaker faith & practice 3.12 it is described as a 
means for two people to complement each other and provide a ‘lively and varied 
interpretation’ of what clerks have to do. 
 
Responses from co-clerking experience to a questionnaire in September 2011 
stressed the unity of the partnership: ‘two clerks working as one, each being fully 
informed about all aspects of the work’ and ‘sharing work according to each person’s 
capabilities and availability’.  Co-clerking, another said, is useful when a meeting 
cannot find anyone to be a (single) clerk: it is  

a system that shares the duties of clerk to avoid one person being overloaded 
by the responsibilities of the office, e.g. when no-one in the meeting is willing 
or able to take on all the duties of clerk. 
 

Although the two co-clerks may decide to divide up the tasks in a certain way, these 
can often flow into each other as the working relationship develops.  These are some 
of the ways of dividing up this work. 
 
1. Alternating roles of facilitating and drafting within the meeting 
In this arrangement … one person reads (or leads) the meeting and the other drafts 
the minute, the two of them checking over the minute together before the first 
presents it back to the meeting.  Some took turns in this way from one agenda item 
to the next, in the same session, others from one meeting to the next. 
 
2. Taking turns to ‘do’ the whole meeting from one month to the next 
This approach probably works best with the proviso … that the two clerks would 
always do the preparation for the business meeting together. 
 
3. Alternating the entire job for six months at a time 
This means that each co-clerk is a clerk on their own each half year and sounds 
remarkably like single clerking – but in some meetings there is a third clerk (assistant 
or correspondence clerk) who provides a continuity, supporting first one, then the 
other. 

                                                 
1
 (drawn from 

 God and decision-marking: a Quaker approach, Jane Mace  
(Quaker Books, 2012) pp92-99 
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4. ‘Facilitator’ and ‘minutes clerk’ working together for the whole period 
This approach is simply sharing the load. 
 
5. Co-clerks in a clerks’ team 
One solution can be a team.  One co-clerk can be responsible for the local business 
meeting, a second for all correspondence and a third reading all the notices at 
meeting. 
 
Benefits of co-clerking 
Comments included: ‘neither of us had to carry the burden’; it ‘doesn’t mean 
burdening one person with always being ‘on tap’’; and it ‘avoids one person being 
overloaded’.  One person said: ‘I just prefer co-clerking.  It’s good to concentrate on 
the minutes and let the other person facilitate, or vice versa, or take turns at being 
lead and backup in long meetings.’ 
 
To hear the same voice presenting items, guiding or reining the discussion, and 
reading out draft minutes can be tiring for both speakers and listeners: variation may 
be helpful. 
 
A Friend commented: ‘I think co-clerking is better because it emphasises the notion 
of equality, enabling a Friend who cannot carry out all aspects of the clerk’s role 
because of disability to make a full and equal contribution’. 
 
Another Friend added: ‘It feels less hierarchical.  Friends enjoyed seeing the two of 
us working together (my co-clerk is half my age).  We could be light-hearted, 
supportive in moments of difficulty and take decisions that I would not care for a lone 
clerk to be doing. 
 
Generally it is good to share responsibilities.  Co-clerks need to establish a good 
working relationship if they are to avoid the risk of issues ‘falling between the cracks 
between two people, each not being sure what the other is doing/has done’. 
 
At a meeting of Young Friends General Meeting, the co-clerks were observed 
working through the agenda, taking turns to present an item; guide the discernment 
and write notes; and draft possibilities for a minute.  It was noted that this way of turn-
taking enabled the one seated at the table drafting also to be free to watch (or read) 
the meeting while the other did the standing. 
 

 
 
 

2. Assistant clerking 
 
Nobody quite knows what an assistant clerk does, or should do. It’s the one question 
that always comes up on the Woodbrooke courses for new clerks. And of course the 
answer is that it can be absolutely anything – or nothing, if the clerk is independent 
minded and self-sufficient....Assistant clerks are the most valuable people because 
they have to be so flexible.  
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They might have to: 
 Support a new, tentative clerk. How? Confidence building mostly, but 

also being eyes and ears and ready to make suggestions such as: 
‘Have you checked that Friend x really is expecting to give that report?’ 
or ‘I remember this time last year we asked the treasurer to do xx.’ Offer 
to write (some) minutes or draft (some) minutes for clerks who prefer 
not to. You could do some of the detailed legwork (checking up on stuff, 
chasing - also more politely known as ‘reminding’)...  Be the one to 
round Friends up after a shuffle break....An assistant clerk who hasn’t 
served as clerk often can’t imagine just how comforting it is to have that 
other Friend next to them... Clerks often find a companion really useful 
to turn and whisper to, even if just to take the pressure off when stuck 
for what to do next, or to check a leading.  

 Rein in or settle a very over-eager clerk; ditto for a clerk on a short fuse 
today. How? Why? Well, new clerks sometimes have big ideas for 
change; sometimes that’s excellent, sometimes there was a good 
reason for the old way – worth waiting a month or two before changing 
too radically, too soon. Short fuse? Just be ready to be grumbled at – 
don’t take it personally and find some way of lightening things if you 
can. A hand on the arm if things are getting tense, or a suggestion 
calling for some silence during the meeting. Love your clerk. 

 Protect a clerk from eager Friends approaching at the wrong moment.  
How? One tip is to have an empty cardboard file and ask those 
approaching to scribble a note and place it in the file. It can sit ready on 
the clerk’s table during business meetings too. The perfect assistant 
clerk can sometimes unobtrusively intervene and engage the Friend 
themselves. 

 Be prepared to step up to clerking at no notice; and/or to fade into the 
background until needed. How? Try and have the mindset that can put 
the ego somewhere else for now and be available to serve, either in the 
‘limelight’ or by fading into the background. Both at once is tricky.  

 Pray the agenda with the clerk in the shared preparation of business; be 
a dots-and-commas committee for the minutes afterwards and be ready 
to debrief or reflect on how a meeting went; be available for the clerk to 
consult between meetings ...  

 

You only realise how essential assistant clerks are when there isn’t one sitting at the 
table. In the end, it comes down to the relationship between the two clerks.  Aim to 
complement each other’s gifts (for example, one is the big picture person and the 
other is good at detail.) Always seek to have trust in each other.  
 
What does an assistant clerk do that I haven’t thought of?  

 

 

drawn from:  
Judith Roads, Let’s hear it for assistant clerks everywhere... ! The Friend, 10 Oct 2014, p12 
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Preparation for meetings for worship for business 

 

What helps to make a good meeting for worship for business?  It takes more than a 
well-prepared clerk.   We all share a responsibility.  What kind of preparation is it 
helpful for all participants to do?    

Before 

 Read any draft papers / discover what is on the agenda 

 Pray/do your preparation worshipfully 

 Come to the meeting on time - remembering that this is a meeting for worship 

 Try to leave your pre-conceptions at the door 

At the meeting 

 Uphold the clerks – especially when they ask for quiet while they draft a minute 

 Sit in stillness, gathering yourself into the whole group 

 When an item is introduced, focus on what is said 

 If / when you feel you have to speak: 

 giving information – do it simply 

 asking questions - be considerate and courteous 

 putting another view - do so gently, allowing what you say to speak for itself  

 When a name is sought - look around and consider others’ gifts; others will 
consider yours 

 When a minute is offered, listen carefully. (Does it capture the position the meeting 
has reached? Does it have enough sense of where the discussion has been?  Is it 
good enough to be acceptable?) 

 Avoid adding new content after hearing the clerk read the first draft 
 
 
 

 
 

And... for the best guidance on preparation for and participation in 
 our ‘meetings for church affairs’, encourage Friends to reread  

sections 3.8-3.11 in Quaker Faith and Practice 
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Minute writing 

 

What are minutes for? 

These are some answers: 
1. Recording the exercise and decisions of a meeting. 
2. Informing those not present. 
3. Requesting action and reminding people who have things to do. 
4. Providing official/legal records for Religious Society of Friends  (e.g. 

membership, marriage, and death) 
5. Giving authority to people to act on the meeting’s behalf. 
6. Reminding the meeting of the need to return to something later  
7. providing a basis on which an issue can continue at a further meeting. 
8. Responding to somebody else’s request for action/endorsement/support. 
9. Communicating the meeting’s view/decision to another body. 
10. Recording that a decision could not be reached. 
 

And, of course, minutes also provide material for future historians. 
 
 
  
Draft minutes 
Any careful preparation with minutes will save the meeting’s time.  Writing part-draft 
minutes beforehand is an especially valuable way of doing this.  But beware of 
drafting the whole minute.  The meeting’s view on the topic can only be found at the 
meeting itself. 

A draft minute can be useful for any item of business; to record an appointment the 
complete minute can be drafted before the meeting with just a space left in which to 
insert the appointee’s name.  If it is to record a decision, a draft can be written with 
several endings covering various possible outcomes.  In doing this, the clerk is not 
trying to prejudge an issue;  just trying to saving time during the meeting itself. 
 
On the question of ‘keeping people waiting’ while you sit at the table trying to produce 
a draft sentence or two, consider this.  This is a meeting for worship.  Friends present 
are not just waiting for the clerk.  They are waiting on the spirit.   
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre: Being a Quaker Clerk Handbook 
 

Page 13 of 18 
 

 
Quaker style of minute writing2 
 
There are two distinct features about the Quaker style of minute-writing.  They may 
originate with a commitment to our testimonies to simplicity and equality – but there is 
no written rule that this is why Quakers should write like this.  As a style of writing 
minutes, it is unusual in two ways.  
 

a) First, is the use of the active voice.  These two examples allow us to compare 
the result of this usage with the passive conventions of minute-writing. 

 

Active voice Passive voice 

1. We have considered the matter 
of the choice of paint for the gates. 
 
2. Mary attended the meeting. 

1. The matter of the choice of paint 
for the gates has been considered. 
 
2. The meeting was attended by 
Mary. 
 

 
In the no.1 sentence, the ‘active’ voice tells us who did the considering of the paint 
question (‘we’, ie those present at the meeting), while the ‘passive’ one leaves us to 
guess who considered it.  In no.2 sentence, we know immediately from the active 
version that it was Mary who attended the meeting; whereas in the passive version of 
the same statement, while it is true that we do find that out, we have to wait till the 
end of the sentence to do so.  The use of the active voice in writing minutes means 
making a priority of saying who it is who has taken responsibility for taking the action 
– of considering, or attending..  And it is a lot easier to read. 
 

b) The use of the present tense is also to be a distinctive feature of Quaker 
minutes, usually kept for the bit of the minute that shows a view on the topic 
and an action to follow it.  The simplest example may occur at the start of a 
business meeting, when there is a decision to take about which /Friends will 
attend the Area Meeting.  A typical minute to emerge might read:  
 
We appoint Jane Grey, George Wolf and Anisha Gupta to represent this 
Meeting at the Area Meeting for Worship for Business on Saturday 21st May at 
Anytown Quaker Meeting House and ask Anisha Gupta to give a brief oral 
report of the meeting after Meeting for Worship on Sunday 22nd May.      
                                                                                              

In a more extended minute (a minute for exercise – see below) the areas about 
which we had feelings, inspirations, or ideas might occupy more space.   
 
Whether it be a minute from a meeting of hundreds of Friends or one of just a 
handful, the same pattern occurs.   By and large, the three parts of most minutes 
consists of: 
 We have considered so-and-so…..; 
 We feel (this) and are concerned about (that); and 
 We ask (ourselves, or such an individual or group) to do x y or z about it. 
 

                                                 
2
 (from God and Decision Making, Jane Mace, pp115-117) 
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. 
 

 
Different types of minutes  
The idea of the following list is to recognise that minutes may have various functions.  
It’s helpful to keep in mind which sort of minute you are writing. 

Minute of record 

Minutes of record should include dates, names and any other relevant detail which 
may be of help to someone in the future who needs to look back to remind the 
meeting about the details of an event which has taken place. 
 
Minute of exercise 

Similar to a minute of record, this also shows that the meeting has considered a 
particular topic in some depth which may need to be re-visited at a later meeting. So 
it will probably need to include a brief summary of the main points discussed. 

Minute of appointment 

If the function of the minute is to appoint someone to attend a conference, it should 
include the date at which they will report back.  If the minute records an appointment 
to serve the meeting in some capacity, it should include the dates when the 
appointment is to begin and end. 

Minute of report 

When the meeting has received a talk based on a brief written text by the speaker, 
there is no need to minute it in full.  Offer to attach a copy to the minutes when you 
send them out later.   

Holding minute 

The minute of an item about which no decision has been made, but which is to be 
considered again, needs to contain all the necessary information and background of 
the consideration so far so that it can be used as an introduction when the item 
comes up again.  This type of minute can help the meeting forward in the future.   

Minute of decision  

If it is a difficult decision, or a potentially divisive one, thorough preparation will 
greatly ease the way.  The draft minute you prepare can contain a summary of all the 
relevant background and details and possible outcomes .  Allow a period of silence 
before the matter is placed before the meeting.   
 
Travelling minute 
This is a letter of introduction usually given by the Area Meeting for a Friend who is 
travelling amongst Friends in other Yearly Meetings to take with them.  (LM Clerks 
are not normally not be asked to write one (but you may be asked to “endorse” one 
brought to you by a visiting Friend.) 
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Offering a first draft of the minute  to the meeting 
Some useful phrases for the clerk to give back to the meeting their ‘reading’ of where 
the  discernment has got to: 

I’m hearing that… 
I think the meeting seems to be saying that… 
I’m going to try a draft minute and propose to include… 
I sense that we are unclear in this matter 

Ask the meeting to “uphold the table” while you draft a minute even if it takes some 
time.  The clerk is always free to ask the meeting for help.   Sit down after you have 
read out the draft and wait for response to it.   
 
Inviting shared responsibility 
Saying ‘The matter is before the meeting’ and then sitting down, is sometimes the 
most useful move for a clerk to make, after a topic has been first presented.  
 
To clarify a clerk’s proposed action, they might ask ‘Is it Friends wish that I……?’ 
 
Other questions that can help things move along are:  

Can Friends give the table guidance on this matter? 
(when the clerk is not clear) 

 
Friends, how shall we proceed in this matter? 
(when conflict, irritation is emerging and there is no clear sense  
of the meeting) 

and 
Is this minute serviceable/good enough? 
(when seeking to conclude pedantic corrections to the draft minute before  
the meeting) 

 
 
 

After the meeting   
 

1. Type up fair copy of the minutes. 
Perhaps ask assistant clerk to check the accuracy from the rough minutes. 
A time to correct spellings, punctuation and minor grammatical errors.  Use 
permanent ink if handwritten, print with laser or (photocopied inkjet) on acid 
free paper. Circulate the checked minutes to all who should be informed. 

2.   Mark a printed copy of the minutes with follow up actions required.  
Send a copy of the relevant minute or a marked copy of the full minutes 
 (n.b. confidentiality) to those named in the minutes and those who must act 
on decisions made, perhaps with a personal note or card. 
Forwarded minutes of appointment should be sent to the Friend/s named, the 
appointing body and where relevant, Friends House.  

 
Filing 
The joy of a good file or minute book is being able to find the record you need after 
the meeting for worship for business is over.  Keeping the minutes in an organised 
way makes clerking easy – and ensures safekeeping of the meeting’s recorded life.   
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Remember, a clerk’s signature at the end of the paper copy of each meeting’s 
minutes shows readers that this is an authentic record of that meeting’s work.   Many 
clerks forget this, but it is a good rule to aim for.  
 
Until recent years, when computers became a common household item, new clerks 
would inherit a single minute book (or several, going back some time).  This would be 
the one and only copy of the minutes.   Today, there will be an electronic set of 
minutes in the clerks’ computer, probably also circulated to others by email 
attachment – and also, a file with signed paper copies. This paper file ensures that all 
Friends are able to access the minutes of a meeting, whether or not they were 
present, and whether or not they have email.  It also provides the basis for an index. 
 
Indexing 
An index is an alphabetical list of topics with a reference for each occasion at which 
the meeting considered them.  Take a common topic: the timings of meetings for 
worship.  You, as clerk, have an item to prepare for the agenda about the idea of 
having a weekday breakfast meeting for worship.  With index to hand, you found, 
under B, that your meeting had had some thoughts before about this: 
 Breakfast meeting 03/10, 03/52 
This showed you that in the minute file for 2003, the topic had come up a couple of 
times. 3  You could then offer the meeting a reminder of earlier discernment on this 
matter 
 
Making a basic index 
In short, while an index is useful, it is only as good as the filing system it goes with.   
Making and keeping one may feel like one thing too many to land on the clerks.  It 
may be a task that meeting could invite another Friend to do. 
 
In the past, some minute books had a pre-printed alphabetical index at the front of 
the book, into which clerks would enter topics and minute numbers after each 
meeting.  In my own meeting’s archives, one diligent clerk had made a handwritten 
index at the back of a minute book covering the years 1929-42.4  The topics indexed 
were probably common to those of many other local Quaker meetings of the time: 
Appointments (of officers and of caretaker), Accounts, Allotment, Burial ground, 
Friends Service Council - and so on.  With relevant numbers beside each topic, this 
clerk was providing a means for his successor to check that meeting’s previous 
thinking on these matters. 
 
To make a basic index, the same two things are all that is needed:  topic headings 
and numbers. The difference today is that the practical clerk will have created an A4 
folder of typed, signed minutes, rather than a handwritten notebook as the material to 
make it from.  
 
It is of course now routine for clerks to produce – and save - minutes as electronic 
documents as well as paper ones  This opens up a simpler way for anyone to search 

                                                 
3
 For this information to be useful, of course, you had not only to know where the index was, but also 

where to find the minutes for that year.  
 
4
 Minutes then, at least in this meeting, were short - and during this period, for a while, non-existent 

(the clerks noted that from1932-36, no business meetings were held, due to the attendance not 
seeming ‘large enough to justify’ them. 
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for subjects, by using the search function and key words.  To make this possible, 
paste all the minutes for one year into one document at a time and save them in that 
form.  Creating a basic index could still provide a way into the year, but you may find 
it needs none of the detail of the paper version described here. 
 
When saving minutes electronically don’t forget to make a copy onto a memory stick 
or onto the ‘cloud’. 
 
Topics 
For records and indexing purposes, it is wonderfully helpful if, in drafting minutes, 
clerks not only have a routine of numbering and but also of titling each minute as 
they go along, giving its subject word as well as its number.  That subject word 
immediately  provides a clue for the Friend, later on, who is putting the index 
together. 
Numbering 
There is no fixed ‘right or wrong’ pattern for numbering minutes.  Clerks in many 
meetings today use the year-and-number system for minute numbers.  So from the 
first meeting of the first month of the year, let’s say 2014, the first minute would be:  
14/01.  The rule of thumb is: keep the numbering consistent.   
 
Elaborating your meeting’s index 
You can elaborate on the basic index by using two other features:  sub-headings and 
cross-references. You and your meeting will discover and discern how much you 
want this level of detail.  This extract from an index illustrates the possibilities. 
 
Churches Together   11/80, 10/20, 09/03, 07/52  
 constitution   06/18 
Clerks     12/02, 06/17 
 nominations of               07/52, 06/25, 04/50 
 training of   04/50 
Climate change                (see also:  sustainability) 
     09/41, 09/66, 09/37 

 
*  Sub-headings 
As you can see, the Friend doing the index decided that the first two of these topics 
would benefit from a bit of sub-division.  Introducing sub-headings like these can be 
helpful.   While preparing that agenda item (mentioned earlier) on the proposal to 
hold breakfast meetings, you had already struck lucky in the index by looking under 
‘breakfast meeting’.   You might also have thought:  “hmm, meetings for worship:  
wonder if there is anything under that heading?” – and found, under the main topic, a 
number of sub-topics - of which two might offer some more ideas:  
 Meeting/s for worship 
      evening mfw  07/43, 06/34 

     timing of            11/82, 09/30, 08/24, 05/32 
* Cross references 
Friends sometimes talk about the same topic but in different words.  This is when 
cross references can help, as in:    

Climate change:  (see also: sustainability) 
 

 
One more thing:  when you lay down your service as a clerk or co-clerk, consider 
offering this gift to your successors: a well-organised file of signed minutes, and – as 
a bonus - an updated index.



Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre: Being a Quaker Clerk Handbook 
 

Page 18 of 18 
 

 
Useful reading list 

available from the Quaker Centre Bookshop, Friends House  

 
 Britain Yearly Meeting Quaker faith & practice revised 5th edition 2013 (also 

available at: qfp.quaker.org.uk/)  
 Britain Yearly Meeting website for leaflets on threshing, clearness business 

meetings by telephone, data protection, committee handbook etc. 
 Eccles Peter J, The Presence in the Midst, Quaker Books 2009 
 Fendall Lon, Wood Jan and Bishop Bruce: Practicing discernment together: 

finding God's way forward in decision making.  Newberg OR: Barclay Press, 2007 
 Halliday, Robert, Mind the oneness: the foundation of good Quaker business 

method. QHS 1991 and reissued 2010 
 Heathfield, Margaret, Being Together - Our corporate life in the Religious Society 

of Friends. 1994 QHS 
 Loring Patricia, Listening Spirituality Vol. 1 Personal Spiritual Practice among 

Friends: 1997, and Vol. 2 Corporate Spiritual Practice among Friends 1999 
 Mace Jane, God & decision making: a Quaker approach 2012 
 Navias Mathilda, Quaker process for Friends on the benches, Philadelphia, 

Friends Publishing, 2012 
 Pendle Hill Pamphlets: 

- Lacey, Paul: Leading and being led 
- Loring, Patricia: Spiritual Discernment (Clearness Committees) 
- MacDonald, Ron: Leadership amongst Friends 
- Morley Barry,  Beyond Consensus 
- Cronk, Sandra: Gospel Order 

 Quaker Life, Eldership & Oversight Handbooks 
 Quaker Resources for Learning. The search for unity, and, Not in the way of the 

world: two videos on the Quaker business method / QRL 1995.   Includes 43 p. 
study guide 

 Quaker Social Action: The Q-bit at the heart of a Quaker-led organisation Quaker 
Social Action 2013 

 Redfern, Keith, Before the meeting: a handbook for clerks. QHS 1994   
 Sheeran Michael, Beyond majority rule: voteless decisions in the Society of 

Friends. (Philadelphia, 1983 and 1996) 
 
 

 
See also Britain Yearly Meeting website ‘Resources for Clerks’: 
www.quaker.org.uk/clerks and advice on record keeping here: 
www.quaker.org.uk/records-custodians.   
For information on threshing, clearness business meetings by telephone, data 
protection etc. see the YM website 
 

 
 

http://qfp.quaker.org.uk/
http://www.quaker.org.uk/clerks
http://www.quaker.org.uk/records-custodians

