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What people are saying about


A Simple Faith in a Complicated World


If you want to be told what you should believe don’t read this book! Kate McNally, after discarding the strict dogmatic religion of her childhood, takes us on her journey of discovery, as she explores “the faith of Jesus rather than the faith about Jesus.”


Like many of us, from her first experience of a Quaker meeting, she knew she had come home. For non-Quakers she explains Quakerism so simply and clearly. “In the end, Quakerism for me is not so much a religion but a relationship with God, with myself and with others.”


The heart of her faith and her life is that we just love one another. “It is that simple and that difficult.” She explores what the word “God” means to her, but says if that doesn’t speak to you, don’t worry.


She sees perfection as an illusion and asks “what if we could hold the belief that we are good enough just as we are?” In accepting our own incompleteness and weaknesses we can take “the short step to accepting and valuing the imperfections of others.”


This book has much food for thought and is a joy to read.


Diana Lampen, Peace educator in Ulster, Belarus and Ukraine


In this exploration of Quaker Faith, Kate McNally weaves together personal experience and reflection. She shows how times of doubt and the development of new insights have both supported her faith, and explains in plain and accessible terms some of the things which have helped her — from the Quaker tradition and beyond. This book is of interest to anyone on a spiritual path, and will be useful to many seekers.


Rhiannon Grant, author of Quakers do What! Why?, Telling the Truth about God, and Hearing the Light


Kate McNally takes us on a clear and cogent deep dive into her Quaker experience, with thoughtful descriptions of Quaker ways of working and being in the world. In contrast to her early church experience, Kate dares to describe a close and personal relationship with God that gives us permission to embrace who we are and the courage to let our lives speak. An engaging read, which I will likely offer to other seekers.


Gretchen Castle, Dean of Earlham School of Religion and former General Secretary of the Friends World Committee for Consultation
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Preface


I grew up in a religious family, in a faith that was very dogmatic. I was told what I believed and that if I doubted any of it, I would go to hell. Trying to live that faith felt like hell to me. My response was to throw it all away. But I always believed in a greater good-ness, something more powerful than me, something that was about justice and goodness and fairness. About being connected to a life force. I call that God.


At university I tried out various faiths and couldn’t find one whose image of God fit with my own innate sense of God. I stopped looking, and instead turned to psychology and science and the pursuit of success.


This worked for me for a while, providing a measure of comfort but not fulfillment. It fed my ego but not my spirit. At a low point, broken by the drive for success, I began a spiritual journey that has brought me here. Along the way, I found a faith whose idea of God fit with mine or who let me choose my idea of God: the Quakers. It’s ironic, because for many years I had joked that if anyone ever held a gun to my head and made me choose a religion it would be Quakers. For me, Quakerism isn’t so much about religion as about relationship with God.


So here I am. In order to grow as a Quaker and to respond to the inner voice calling to me I joined a two-year course titled “Equipping for Ministry,” designed to deepen our understanding of Quakers and to help find the “right work” for each of us. Over the time of this course, I have found that there is a quiet voice speaking to me, and often through me. This book is my way of letting that voice reach the ones who need to hear it.


In Europe, where I live, most Quakers come to Quakerism today as I did: as adults and after searching for a while. This book describes one of the paths that some have followed. If it speaks to you, then it will have done its job. If it doesn’t speak to you, then it may be for someone else.


It is important that I say here that I don’t speak for Quakers as a whole. I can only describe my own experience. My Quaker community is unprogrammed, which means that we worship in silence, waiting in the stillness to be moved by the Spirit. When that happens we may share what comes to us with others in the meeting; this is called vocal ministry. When we write this down it becomes written ministry. When we let it show in our lives it is living ministry. Much of what you will see here began as written ministry.


Most Quakers in Britain, Ireland and continental Europe and many in the US belong to this unprogrammed tradition. Elsewhere there are also Evangelical Quakers, conservative Quakers and Programmed Quakers, who have different traditions from those described here.


In this book I will necessarily speak of the divine, which I call God. Many Quakers don’t use this word, as it has unwelcome connotations. For me, this word connotes a sense of justice, goodness, fairness, and most of all love and even life itself. It’s the font from which my work in the world springs. It doesn’t matter if you name this “God” or “Spirit” or “Light” or “The Divine.” If the word God isn’t right for you, please feel free to choose another word that is. Likewise, if this concept of the divine doesn’t work for you, please feel free to choose your own.


As Quakers, we believe that we can have direct connection to the divine, and that there is a spark of this divine in all of creation. This connection to the divine is the source and energy and wellspring of the work that Quakers can be called to do. This work can take the form of action in the world or of contemplation. Both are the result of a calling that puts our deep joy at the service of the needs of the world.


There are many paths to faith. This book describes one of them. Parts of it are necessarily personal; most of it is more general, and I hope that all of it is of general interest.




Thank you to all who have supported me in this project from the beginning in small and large ways. I am grateful for your time and thought which made this a better work. This book would not exist without your support: Daniel Clarke Flynn, Andrew Lane, Jennifer Kavanagh, Rhiannon Grant, Paul Hodgkin, Jane Huber-Davies, Lee Taylor, Saskia Kuhlmann, Sean Carroll, Charlotte Allen and Anneke Vliegen. Also Ken Orchard, KL Parker, Paul Hodgkin, Andrew Lane and Daniel Clarke Flynn who are the conscience of my written ministry.




Chapter 1


Questioning, Seeking


My Early Years in Mainstream Religion


When I think about the things I learned about religion as a child, they mostly don’t make sense to me. God was interpreted for me, as I was considered not capable of understanding God’s glory. I was told that I was born in debt, tainted by the sins of Adam and Eve, who historically did not exist. I had to be redeemed from this sin by the sacrifice of God’s own son. I was created imperfect, and the way I was made was somehow not good enough. God created the debt, sacrificed a beloved son to pay it off and yet somehow in the ledger of this all-powerful and all-loving God, the debt lingered. We were told that God loved us, but we still owed God. How to understand this? Who was this God?


It has been said that “God created man in his image and man returned the favor.” We imagine God in our own image. I was raised with images of Jesus as a blue-eyed European who looked a little like my brother and God as an old white man standing on a cloud and judging us all. We not only create God in our image, but we also give God the gender of kings.


I believe that these images and the ways in which we interact with them arose in a time and place where rulers needed to be sure of loyalty and fealty to hold on to their power. That power was rooted in the physical power to protect a people from outside threats. Might was right, and so God was imagined as what was needed at that time – the ultimate mighty ruler who would free God’s people from whoever was oppressing them. Thus the psalms speak of God protecting us from our enemies, smiting them and leading us to safe places.


Today it is still common to interact with God based on the image of God as a powerful ruler, the king of kings who will destroy our enemies and raise us up to a noble level above others. We worship God and sing praises and continually tell God how great God is. Those who worship God differently are damned by “our” God. This God is demanding and selfish and cruel and will punish us if we don’t measure up. And yet we are told that this God loves us, while separating us from our fellow humans.


We know that the common physical images of Jesus and God are not really the right ones and many of us have no problem with re-imagining some of these images. We begin to see reconstructed images of Jesus as he might actually have looked. But how do we feel when we are asked to interact with God differently, in ways that are reflections of a new imagining of God? Not as a powerful ruler who will protect and punish us but as a loving presence who can guide us and show us how to pass that love on to others.
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