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[Melissa Rycroft introduces Johanna and JT. JT explains that he will hold space as an elder.]

Johanna: 
Thanks for having me. I agreed yesterday afternoon to speak today. So we'll just see where 
Spirit leads.

The words come from me, but you can see that JT is here eldering for the words themselves.
So in a way, they come from both of us.

Just before this, you heard Melissa speak about Membership and Belonging at the yearly 
meeting.1 I know that the we are considering changing membership to include at-large 
membership. I think is a good thing. I'm going to share some about my experience 
personally, as a younger person. And about why widening membership to include the yearly 
meeting is important to me.

[Johanna tells a story about an intergenerational friendship she has with someone in her 
meeting. In it, she shares some of her pain at realizing that her meeting was not involved in 
the PhYM Membership & Belonging sprint. She recognizes a generational split between the 
people making decisions and the people affected by decisions. In her experience, young 
people were not consulted about one meeting's participation in the Membership and 
Belonging decision. She learned inadvertently that PhYM was doing this work.]

This decision about whether to change our membership definition is one that directly 
impacts younger folks. Young folks are more mobile than in past generations, and we need 
to recognize that. So if we decide to expand our membership to honor that mobility, that is a 
decision that will support and encourage younger Friends. 

However, I know of many younger Friends who are frustrated with the slow pace of Quaker 
structure. Yes, there are times when we need to move slowly. However, if we continue to 
"wait for clarity" when people are being harmed, then the harm continues. 

Five years ago, Young Adult Friends wrote an epistle explaining why a new type of 
membership was needed. Then they wrote a second epistle two years ago, advocating to 
widen the reach of membership. However, as of today, no real change has come from this 
work. 

[Note: Philadelphia Yearly Meeting has since decided to approve at-large membership. This 
means that younger Friends, remote Friends, and folks who travel can be part of the yearly 
meeting as a whole.]

1 Melissa Rycroft, the rising clerk (leader) for Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, had spoken to the group that day about how 
the current Quaker structure was shutting out younger Friends.
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The other day I sat with an older Friend, and we talked about membership. It was a heated 
discussion; I was feeling upset. However, we were able to hear each other out, more or less, 
across the generational divide. Later we started to ask ourselves: "Given that we have this 
generational divide, what's one one thing we could do now? As a meeting, what's one thing 
we could do now?"

We kept talking, in spite of the conflict, and something really cool happened. We moved with 
the emotions in the room, and brainstormed a new idea. We decided that we could host an 
inter-generational dialogue within the meeting. We could have a gathering on zoom, to be 
safe for COVID, and we  could hear from each other across different ages. My friend and I 
started to brainstorm what the dialogue would look like, and how it might help. I think this 
was very good work.

Our conversation changed me. It showed me a new opportunity opening up where before 
there had been closure. I felt like we have a way forward, and we found a balance between 
the energy of patience, and the energy of fire. It was a difficult conversation, but a promising 
one. 

So I went home, and called a second Friend to talk more. I said, 'We just had this great 
conversation, and we'd like to hold an inter-generational dialogue.' The second person said, 
'Great!' We reflected on the generational hurt that was happening inside our community. 
Different people have different relationships to membership. People from different 
generations can be speaking different languages, in fact, and this means that sometimes we 
accidentally hurt each other. 

We brainstormed how to be with that hurt.

I believe that the hurt is happening, because we have younger folks and older folks leading 
very different lives, who speak different languages. I can't tell you how many times I have 
been told, "Later." "Later, we'll address this thing that makes you feel really excluded from 
the community. We have to follow Quaker Process. We take our time. There's a reason why 
we do it like this." So that's the pain in me speaking. 

It is very painful to see this happening, because I see people leaving our community when 
we talk that way. I see people are leaving the community, and they are my peers, my age 
mates, my close friends. They are the people who could've walked with me. They are getting 
blocked by Quaker Process, and it is shutting them out. So I carry some pain, and some very
strong opinions, about that.

[Johanna moves on to share how, within her community, certain forces came together to stop
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the brainstorming. The idea of an intergenerational dialogue did not, in fact, come to be. She 
describes some of the factors that led to that closure: Friends did not find a way through the 
blockage to clear understanding. There was a tension between new and old ways, and 
Friends did not find a way to work through that tension together.]

Although the dialogue did not happen, and although I still carry this pain inside of me, it is 
beginning to heal with time. And I want to share something that I realized in the process. I am
here at Continuing Sessions, telling you about a possibility that didn't work, in the hopes that
other possibilities will work. We need to recognize the blockage that's happening, and take a
look at what's below the surface. We need to find a new path forward to healing.

I realized that in my meeting,  and maybe in a lot of Quaker communities, there are different 
roles that people might play. None of the roles are "good" or "wrong" or "bad," but they are 
very different roles and we need to recognize that. So, here is what I see. 

Here are the different roles that I see inside a community.

1. Someone might be a Change Maker. They might be asking for change. It's a role, a 
temporary stage, that we step into and out of. Frequently this is young folks in this role, but 
not all the time. 

2. They might be a Seed Banker. They might be someone like Gary, who's in a leadership 
role, holding things together. They have a deep understanding of how we've worked in the 
past. The people who are Seed Bankers are really good at holding on to that seed, so that 
later on it can be planted and bear fruit. They are being really true and honoring that heirloom
seed. We're not going to make hybrid seed here; we're going to use the original core of our 
Quaker tradition.

3. The third role is people who are acting as Bridge Builders. These are the people acting as 
translators. They are often in their 40s, 50s, and 60s, in my experience, but not all of the 
time. Bridge Builders can translate between a Change Maker and a Seed Banker. They can 
speak both languages, and help us to hear each other better. Like the other two roles, it is a 
stage that we step into and work with, and maybe step out of at times, too.

When we better understand the roles of Change Makers, Seed Bankers, and Bridge Builders,
then we can see how badly we need the Bridge Builders in our community. The blockage 
that I found in my community – that kind of blockage is happening in so many Quaker 
groups. JT and I have been interviewing Friends and listening to their experiences. We often 
hear about conflicts and missed opportunities. 

And, while I am still learning inwardly from my own local community, I think it is a good 
example of the work we have yet to do. I think that when we take a step back, we can see 
how precious it is, for us to have these different gifts and styles. We have cultural seeds that 
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the Seed Bankers are keeping strong and bright. We have Bridge Builders translate and 
speak across ages. And with their help, we can hear the voices of the Change Makers asking
for change with patience and love. We can hear them with a growing sense that indeed, 
these voices are valid. No one is perfect. So no one does their job perfectly. But these are 
three beautiful, complementary roles. They help us work together. 

And... I'll just say, it's very hard to share this over zoom, because it is very vulnerable. This is 
the part where I would read the room, and see what we might need as a community, and 
look out at the group. And that's really hard to do while looking at a quarter of the people flat
on the screen, at the moment. [laughter] So, this is the part where, I guess I would be looking
out into a room of chairs, and just getting a sense of the temperature, for how my story sits 
with you. 

[Many Friends lift their hands in silent applause]

Thanks. Thanks to the Friends who are lifting their hands. All right, that feels easier. Thank 
you.

Well, I'm almost done speaking, and the last part is that I'd like us to hold a few groups in the
Light. We're going to send some love to the Seed Bankers, the Change Makers, and the 
Bridge Builders. Some of this prayer came to me while I was driving yesterday. So I will read 
it aloud from some bullet points. 

Let us take some time to hold in the Light all three kinds of people, all three kinds of roles, 
knowing that we may move from one role to another, and that they all need our help

Let us hold in the Light the people who are holding the role of Seed Banker. These are the 
people with firm convictions. These are the people grounded in wisdom, with experience and
education, with knowledge that they've gained over time. These people are working a lot! 
These people are holding together our structures as we sort of eke along. They may be 

wondering why the same five people are doing all this work! Let's send them some energy! 
That as they guard our seed, they will know when it is time to release the seed and plant it in 
the soil. And let other people water it. 

Let us send Light to the Bridge Builders. These are the people who carry the pain of both 
stories. They may listen to the pain of younger Friends or older Friends. These are the people 
who are translators. They can hold multiple truths, and see them, and help one another hear 
them. They may be called to do work that is awkward. They may be called to tell people when
some things need to stop. When a Bridge Builder speaks, people know how to listen. Let us 
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send Light to people who are called to this work, because it's possible that they have the 
most responsibility at this moment.

Let us send Light to the Change Makers – those that are here, and present, and welcome 
today, and those that are quiet. Those that have left our community. Those that are holding 
their pain in private. Let us assure the that for every time their voice is dismissed, we want to 
create many times where that voice is now supported. For every time they feel on the edge of
the community, we want to welcome them back to the middle. 

Let us work toward a new balance, where we can balance the frustration they may feel with 
our prayers of healing for a new way forward.

... However you want to pray for these groups, in whatever order, in whatever way, is good. 
We'll take some time in the quiet to send Light. My request is that you send light to all three 
groups. However you do it, send a dose to each.

[Prayer and quiet gathering together]

Thanks for reading. Our work is to be a prophetic voice for the future of Quakerism, and we 
know that this comes with some conflict and challenge. Thank you for taking the time to hear 
this message. To learn more, or to donate to this work, please visit

. To donate to the Listening Project, which fueled this work, please visit
https://www.forwardinfaithfulness.org/
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