Meeting for Sufferings consultation – “The post-truth world”

This document is intended to bring together various elements to help with the discussion at AM on 22 September.  Some points from MfS are summarised, responses from our LMs are shown, then the original minutes from MfS and Southern Marches AM.

Meeting for Sufferings has asked Area Meetings to consider a concern about how Quakers should respond to the "post-truth" world.  
The Minute from MfS and the originating Minute from Southern Marches AM are at the end of this document (I have not included the additional material from MfS).
Our Local Meetings have been asked to consider the matter, some LMs have not been able to make a response, while Hitchin Meeting has sent a Statement and Hertford Meeting a Minute.

The material from MfS included some guidance, both in ways to explore the matter:

· do we agree that we are living in a post-truth world?

· do we share this concern with Southern Marches?
if so, what commitment can we make to taking this forward?

· is there something particular that Quakers are called to do? 
if so, how do we express this? 

· if we are not clear yet - what other questions might need to be explored?
and how we might respond to MfS:
· if we unite with the concern and are called to active witness 
· if we recognise the concern but do not feel called to action 
· if we do not unite with this concern 
· if we have not considered the matter
The Minute from Hertford says:
Friends at Hertford have spent some time considering the minute from Southern Marches AM.  We have not been able to say categorically whether there is less integrity in public life than previously but we are clear that levels of integrity are not where we would like them to be.  As a local meeting we feel we do not have the necessary information to respond to the questions posed by Helen Drewery in the accompanying papers.  It is not clear to us at this point how our Area Meeting could be involved in decisions on future work on integrity within Britain Yearly Meeting’

The Statement from Hitchin Meeting is on the following page:
Hitchin Local Quaker Meeting

Southern Marches Area Meeting’s concern – “The post-truth world”

At a “Food for Thought” gathering on Sunday 26 August 2018, Friends considered the request from Meeting for Sufferings to respond to Southern Marches Area Meeting’s concern, as set out in Sufferings’ minute MfS/18/04/09 of 7 April 2018 and associated documentation.

The purpose of this session was to bring our views to Preparative Meeting in September 2018 so that a suitable minute can be recorded and passed to our Area Meeting, and then to Meeting for Sufferings.  A summary of our conclusions follows below.
1. Although during discussion we drew on examples from beyond our own country, we feel qualified to limit our response, and our ability to act on this response, to the United Kingdom.

2. We are uncomfortable with the term “post-truth world” as we believe there have always been people prepared to lie and to manipulate public opinion for their own ends, or to further a particular cause.  But the danger has become greater with the rapid and dramatic growth in the use of social media.  A lie should be recognised as a destructive act, damaging to the mind of the recipient.
3. There are times when there appears to be no “absolute truth”.  An example is the use of statistics to present facts in different ways, to the advantage or disadvantage of a particular interest group or individual.  It can be difficult to get to the source of “statements of fact”.
4. We share Southern Marches AM’s concern; our testimony to Truth and Integrity demands it.  We should engage both as individuals and as a Society to challenge deliberately inaccurate and misleading statements wherever they are found, while maintaining respect for that of God in everyone. We should value everyone’s right to hold their own opinions while recognising that opinions hold more weight when based on established facts.

5. As individuals we can do much to challenge lack of truth and integrity, whether this is in conversation with others, by engaging with local and national organisations, or by using the media responsibly to throw light on untruth where it is found.  Our engagement should be respectful, non-judgemental, and avoid hurt.  Saying nothing in the face of lies is also dangerous.
6. While we would welcome an initiative within Britain Yearly Meeting to address the question of truth and integrity in the public life of this country, we feel that this might best be served by each department in Friends House considering the issue as part of its everyday remit, rather than resurrecting a separate Truth and Integrity in Public Affairs (TIPA) programme.  We also hope that, whatever initiative is embarked on, its focus will be on “speaking truth to power” and not diluted by undue broadening of the remit.
Hitchin Local Meeting on 16 September 2018
From Meeting for Sufferings:
MfS/18/04/09 The post-truth world and Quaker response 

We receive minute 18/06 of Southern Marches Area Meeting held on 13 January 2018. The Area Meeting has been considering the question of restoring truth and integrity in the public sphere, and their leadings as individuals, as local meetings and as an area meeting.
Friends in Southern Marches AM are concerned about a lack of honesty in public affairs; and that in turn this impacts on how we live Quaker values in the world. The AM recognises that we need to begin with ourselves before pointing the finger at others; to be open to listening to those with whom we disagree (including via social media), and communicate with those who do not share our views. We have also been reminded about work within our Yearly Meeting in 1990 – 2004 under the heading ‘Truth and Integrity in Public Affairs’, which was laid down at a time when the energy and sense of urgent leading in the concern had abated.
MfS has heard a clear call to test this concern more widely and will send this minute and the briefing papers to Area Meetings. We ask Friends to consider this concern, to send any relevant minutes for our further discernment and to share news of any work they are already doing. We expect to return to this matter in November.
In Friendship
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Anne Ullathorne

Clerk, Meeting for Sufferings

Southern Marches Area Quaker Meeting minute 13 January 2018

AM18/06 'Post-truth world' - What can we do?

Further to Minute AM17/85 of 9 July 2017, we have returned to the question of restoring truth and integrity in the public sphere. Since that meeting, minutes have been received from three local meetings: Ross-on-Wye, Clun Valley and Hereford. All LM minutes received to date on this matter are set out in the attached document.
We have considered what we are led to do as individuals, as local meetings and as an area meeting.
We need to begin with ourselves before we point the finger at others. As individuals we should be more open to listening to those we do not agree with (including via social media), and not just talk to those who share our views. We should also consider reading newspapers promoting different views from our own, and writing letters to them.
The intense scrutiny of pronouncements by those in the public eye makes them cautious about speaking honestly. On the other hand, the social media tend to polarise views. It is important to listen sympathetically and be moderate in our response, so that we can build bridges. Different spheres of life need different responses in holding people to account. People often have good reasons for holding particular ideas. We should support those - especially politicians - who have the grace to change their minds. We need to beware of allowing the strength of our convictions to betray us into 'making statements or allegations that are untrue or unfair' (Advice 17).
Challenging those who have different views is distinct from challenging those who consciously mislead the public, with the intention of dissuading people from taking action on matters of concern. 
At Area Meeting level, we would like to hold a workshop on truth and integrity. We ask Elders and Overseers to look into making arrangements for such an event.
We feel that the situation has changed radically.  The lack of honesty in public affairs is impacting on all our testimonies, and the challenge to living out our Quaker values is greater than ever. We see this issue as integral to the aspiration expressed in Our Faith in the Future for Quaker values to be active in the world. We wish the matter to be taken up at national level. We hope that our Yearly Meeting might be a public champion of truth.
We ask Meeting for Sufferings to test this concern, and in particular to consider reviving the programme on Truth and Integrity in Public Affairs, which was laid down some years ago. We know that this concern is shared with others beyond the Quaker world, and we would wish Friends to work with others, as described in Our Faith in the Future.
However, we acknowledge that if we take this concern seriously, we will have to commit ourselves to constant vigilance and repeated action to counter false information. We have asked ourselves whether we have the right to call on others to act if we do not show that level of commitment ourselves.
Stevie Krayer, clerk
MfS Cons. Post Truth
AM Nov 2018
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