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   What people are saying about


  The Guided Life


  This is a gem of a book. The guided life is central to the Quakers and to all of us who feel God gathering us in community. Mixing personal insights and examples from the Quaker tradition, this book offers a rich feast of spiritual insight.
Ben Pink Dandelion, Honorary Professor of Quaker Studies, University of Birmingham


  This is surely one of the best descriptions of the Quaker way of life we have. It explains so clearly the human experience on which it is based, the practical exercises we can undertake to follow it, and the outcome of following it in a wholesome, joyful life that is shared with other people.
Rex Ambler, author of The Quaker Way: A Rediscovery


  At a time when religion is often the source of considerable division, Craig Barnett has written a beautiful book which describes with undogmatic assurance the gentle power of the Quaker Way and the strength of the Inward Guide. Those familiar with Quakerism, and those desiring to know more, will learn how this Way of worship can strengthen, heal and nurture both the individual and community.
Gerald Hewitson, author of Journey into Life: Inheriting the story of early Friends
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  Chapter 1


  The Guided Life


  The world needs guided men and women, not guided missiles.


  When I read this message on a sign outside a Quaker Meeting House many years ago, I was intrigued by the idea of a guided life. What might it mean to be ‘guided’, by what or whom? It was only much later, when I began to discover some of the little-known depths of Quaker spiritual teaching, that I realised here was a religious tradition that had made the cultivation of the guided life the focus of its practice for over three centuries.


  The Quaker way is not concerned with the question ‘what should I believe?’ which is usually of little practical significance. Instead, it is a response to the far more pressing and vital question, one that we are all forced to answer in some fashion – ‘how shall I live?’


  In the aftermath of the English Civil War, the first Quakers discovered a source of insight, power and guidance within themselves, which they called by various names, including ‘the Inward Guide’, ‘the Light’, ‘the Seed’, ‘the Inward Teacher’ and ‘the Inward Christ’. Over centuries, the Religious Society of Friends has developed and refined a tradition of spiritual practice that can help to nurture a conscious connection to this source of inward guidance.


  This Inward Teacher is present in all people, cultures and traditions. The Quaker way has developed within the wider Christian tradition, and draws on the imagery and language of the Bible, but it does not claim any exclusive or privileged status for Christianity over other spiritual traditions. The Inward Guide goes by many names and is understood in many ways, but it is equally available to everyone who is willing to listen and respond.


  Throughout their history, Quakers have developed practices for ‘discerning’ the guidance of the Spirit of God in their personal and community lives. Spiritual discernment is experienced as a form of perception, by which we come to sense the action of the divine life within our own feelings, thoughts and experience. It requires us to become sensitive to ‘the promptings of love and truth’ within us, that through long experience have been recognised as signs of the activity of the Inward Guide. The heart of all Quaker practice is a simple attentiveness to the truth of our experience. This is what the Quaker writer Patricia Loring has described as a ‘listening spirituality’, explaining that:


  If we are listening for the will of God, it behooves us to listen with our hearts, the marrow of our bones and our whole skin, as well as with our ears.



  It is not necessary to be a member of the Religious Society of Friends to make use of Quaker practices, although it is a great help to be part of a community that discerns together, that can test and support an individual’s sense of being ‘led’ to action, and that works together to become more faithful to the guidance of the Spirit. The human capacity to distinguish between divine guidance and our own desires and obsessions is notoriously unreliable. People who are convinced of their own divine mission and God-given authority can commit terrifying actions. It is for just this reason that the Quaker tradition has developed communal practices for testing individual leadings, so that the collective experience and varied insights of the community becomes a resource for individual discernment and a safeguard against destructive enthusiasms. Even with the support of a community, this way of learning to trust in an inward source of guidance does not come with any guarantees. The Quaker tradition does not promise the illusory security of certainty, but spiritual practices for working with and through the uncertainty that is a necessary part of being human.


  The Quaker way is grounded in a conviction that we cannot surrender responsibility for our own lives by submission to authority or conformity to any group. Instead, we need to discover the source of our own inward authority, which, if we place our trust in it, may lead us in unexpected directions. It is this trust in the mysterious springs of life within that Quakers understand as ‘faith’. Rather than a set of beliefs or principles, a lived faith in the Inward Guide is a willingness to loosen our grip on the course of our life, surrendering to an inner process of healing and transformation.


  This experience of being inwardly guided serves the deepest needs of our nature, but it does not serve our comfort, self-image or
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  THE NEW OPEN SPACES


  Throughout the two thousand years of Christian tradition there have been, and still are, groups and individuals that exist in the margins and upon the edge of faith. But in Christianity’s contrapuntal history it has often been these outcasts and pioneers that have forged contemporary orthodoxy out of former radicalism as belief evolves to engage with and encompass the ever-changing social and scientific realities. Real faith lies not in the comfortable certainties of the Orthodox, but somewhere in a half-glimpsed hinterland on the dirt track to Emmaus, where the Death of God meets the Resurrection, where the supernatural Christ meets the historical Jesus, and where the revolution liberates both the oppressed and the oppressors.


  Welcome to Christian Alternative... a space at the edge where the light shines through.
If you have enjoyed this book, why not tell other readers by posting a review on your preferred book site.
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