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Wallingford, Pennsylvania 19086

MEMORANDUM:
TO: Files DATE: March 8, 1994
FROM: Dan Seeger CC: Chris Ravndal

SUBJECT: Parker J. Palmer on the Meeting for Learning

I read two books by Parker Palmer some years ago. The first was A Company
of Strangers and the second To Know As We Are Known. A Company of Strangers
addresses the issue of Christian responsibility in public life. To Know As We Are
Known is subtitled "A Spirituality of Education." I do remember feeling that these
were very profitable books to read, and I will have to find time some day soon to go
over the books again and note my underlinings and marginalia.

In the meantime, an essay by Parker has surfaced entitled, "Meeting for
Learning: Education in a Quaker Context." The material which follows comprises
a reflection on this brief essay. What is the relevance of Parker's thought to the
current condition of Pendle Hill? Does it point us in a direction of improvement, does
1t stretch us, or does it reinforce tendencies which have already proceeded too far?

The main thrust of Parker's essay is built upon his metaphor of the classroom
as a "meeting” in the Quaker sense of the word, in particular, as a "meeting for
learning” in the same way that other Quaker meetings are meetings for business, for
clearness, for marriage, and for memorial--that is, all are meetings for worship with
a special concern, or focus, or goal. Parker acknowledges that his image is "only a
metaphor," and that it does not deal with "practical pedagogy" or "educational
technique." My summary view is that the metaphor is powerful, yet incomplete, or
at least incompletely developed in Parker's essay. Whether the metaphor becomes
a force for good or ill in contemporary Pendle Hill life depends upon how the
unaddressed underlying assumptions are "filled in" or developed. In fact, in as much
as the essay avoids treating, or acknowledging, the questions which are contiguous
to the material it does treat, one might argue that it could be a root cause of some of
the malaise presently troubling Pendle Hill.



One could certainly not quarrel with the idea that a gathering to study,
particularly a gathering to explore religious and spiritual themes, should be
approached in the same spirit as a meeting for worship, and needs the same total
preparation of the body, mind and spirit that comes from taking care to live
authentically between classes. Nor could one take issue with Parker's idea of
dialogue, a give-and-take between the learner and the material and the other
learners. Nor could one deny that the teacher is in some sense also a learner, and
that the students have the capacity to teach. But one question which lurks beneath
Parker's metaphor is the question of how far it is useful to go in blurring the
distinction between teacher and student.

We can readily agree that a teacher should not treat students as mere
"receptacles” which should be filled with knowledge, particularly with the teacher's
"own" knowledge. Parker speaks of a "democracy of knowledge" in which the class
tests truth and the teacher's role loses visibility "while gaining in subtlety." The
subtlety is so thorough that "it should be impossible at any moment to anticipate who
will be teacher next." In this atmosphere of egalitarianism, the teacher will, of
course, have expert resources on the subject, but will somehow have to make this
available "without making students feel like the resentful recipients of welfare."

Now, as has been mentioned, no one would want to deny that a good teacher
can learn much from her or his students. But surely in a school of spiritual study it
is possible to suggest that the teacher ought to mentor the students and offer a kind
of leadership which, in general, the students do not necessarily offer the teacher.
Here at Pendle Hill it is true that we might occasionally have enrolled in the student
body an academic expert in Quaker history who may teach the Quakerism teacher
a thing or two, but surely it should be the expectation that we should appoint
teachers who can be expected to know a good deal more than the average student in
their given field. Is it wise to cultivate an atmosphere of such egalitarianism that
students resent this, rather than being grateful for it? Should we pay teachers
salaries to do something a student could do as well? Recently, when Bill Taber was
sick, and I asked about a replacement for him, Dean of Program John Anderson
suggested that by the eighth week of term the teachers are no longer necessary!
Perhaps there is a potential budgetary saving here for which we all should be
grateful.

For those who may fear that at present Pendle Hill may have slid too far in the
direction of formlessness, relaxation, and a too-easy substitution of fashionable
slogans for serious explorations, Parker's text does offer some comfort in limited
passages, but these passages tend to be minor themes, or partial retractions, for an
over-riding thrust of relativism. Here is one such useful passage:

"In education, the stress on the total self has too often resulted in an
outpouring of emotion at the expense of ideas, logic, and fact, for our
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feelings are more readily available to us than our minds. We must make
sure the meeting for learning does not simply encourage expressions
which come cheaply, without discipline. Wholeness is the norm, not a
new tyranny of feeling over intellect."

Similarly, Parker does seem to wish to take the studying of texts seriously.
Thus:

"The encounter between persons in a meeting for learning is deepened
and disciplined by a 'third party' to the dialogue--whether that be an
idea, a text, some data, or a concrete experience. This 'third thing'
mediates the relation between selves. It saves the dialogue from
becoming a simple sharing of subjectivities. The common text--a poem,
for example—-has an irreducible reality of its own. And that reality is
capable of breaking through the closure and deadlock which can
sometimes occur in a simple dialogue. It enables the participants to
speak and to listen to something outside of themselves."

Having reduced the role of teacher to an extraordinarily subtle and somewhat
undefined office, Parker seeks to save the learning process from being a mere pooling
of ignorance by relying on the text or other "third party." But why should not the
teacher and her or his accumulated knowledge also perform this "third party" office
as well?

Moreover, it is at this juncture that Parker's argument seems to beg a very
important question. Who picks the text or other "third party" element? Is this a
random affair? Does it occur by chance? When Pendle Hill decides to run a course
on the Gospel of John rather than the theories of B.F. Skinner or Sigmund Freud, it
is making a statement about its concept of truth. Is it useful to pretend that such
discernment is not occurring?

The thrust of Parker's essay, it seems to me, is that authority is vested in the
class as a group and that as a result of the process of sharing and dialogue,
individuals in the group, and perhaps even the group itself, might arrive at some
surprising outcome. Here the meeting for learning as described by Parker seems to
depart from an ordinary Quaker meeting. A Friends meeting, for example, is under
the care of elders who ensure that the meeting for worship remains a centered and
disciplined process with certain characteristics. Anyone who has ever belonged to a
large meeting in an urban setting, for example, need have no doubt about the
importance of pro-actively maintaining the character of the meeting for worship so
that worshippers do not become merely a captive audience for visitors or attenders
to assail from self-erected soap boxes. Moreover, the typical Friends' monthly
meeting is established with much more care than is a class at Pendle Hill. People
are admitted into membership after a testing process which usually lasts a year or
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longer and may actually be several years. The monthly meeting operates within a
discipline established by the yearly meeting and candidacies for membership are
usually reviewed via a clearness process in which the candidate's familiarity with the
yearly meeting's faith and practice is explored. Careful minutes are kept of the
actions taken on both the monthly and the yearly meeting levels so that when large
issues arise they are tested through a dialogic process with the past and well as the
present. All subscribe to a discipline of reading scripture and various Quaker
"classics." This is not to say that Quakerism or an individual Quaker meeting is
necessarily stuck in what has been. But it is far from the somewhat rootless and
loosely assembled collection of classmates which Parker seems to describe as the
ultimate arbiters of their own spiritual curriculum. To suggest that each assemblage
of twelve Pendle Hill students is qualified to determine what ultimate Truth is is to
make the pretensions of the Papacy look modest by comparison!

Lurking in an ill-defined way beneath Parker's metaphor of a meeting for
learning is the question of truth. Is truth something we invent or create for
ourselves? Is everyone's truth as good as everyone else's truth, the only measure of
validity being the passion with which an idea or set of ideas or philosophies is held
by one party or another? Or is truth something which exists independently of us,
something which with reverence, care, discipline and practice we can enlarge our
grasp of by slow degrees, or even by a sudden holistic mystical insight?

Parker is correct in his assertion that the learning process is mysterious and
that there is a profound sense in which no one knows what is going to happen in the
course of it. Movement toward spiritual truth is the result of the operation of grace
and not of human contrivance. Students might come here and after a period of study
wind up in quite unexpected places, spiritually and philosophically. But does the fact
that we cannot control or predict what will happen mean that we have no goal or
standard by which to judge our efforts? Can the curriculum of a school of spiritual
study be simply a random affair? Is there a range of desirable spiritualities toward
which we hope people might be led, and are there other spiritual postures which, if
they appeared too often among "graduates," would incline us to re-examine what we
are doing? The concern I would be inclined to have about Parker's essay is that
because of its unfulfilled or uncompleted nature it can be too readily co-opted into
the "relativist” mindset.

"Against all these pressures the meeting for learning will be a place
where people can adventure toward truth without any preconceptions of
what it might be--and without any expectation that it will 'do’ anything
for them except be true!"

This is certainly a good practice for students of spirituality to follow. If

students instantly screen as good or bad, valid or invalid, every challenge which
comes their way using whatever consciousness they have already achieved, they will
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obviously remain in a rut. But can it follow that the school itself has no conception
of truth which it is seeking to advance? Or is it simply a kind of neutral ground, a
kind of marketplace of ideas, in which different dogmatisms compete with each other
for the allegiance of students?

Jesus said that we cannot live by bread alone. He understood that without a
grasp of spiritual truth we perish even though we may be technically alive. Indeed,
if one is uninformed by a vision which elicits such spiritual enthusiasm that one is
willing to die for it, life becomes a dismal affair indeed. It is not sickness or
masochism that causes martyrdom stories to be central in religious traditions. This
is the entire point of religious truth--something which gives life ultimate meaning.
We have seen how this hunger for faith and for truth can become distorted into
fanaticism and intolerance. But could the sort of casual relativism Parker seems to
suggest be properly called a spirituality of any kind? Do people die for a vision which
may or may not be true, which they humbly regard as merely a preference chosen
from among a vast array of possible preferences? And can a school of spirituality
really flourish, can it inspire people's commitment of time, energy and money, if there
is no animating vision, if all it stands for is the idea that everyone creates his or her
own truth and the only common value is an amiable tolerance?

Obviously a Quaker school must be open as an institution to new truth. But
presumably such new truth is defined through a careful discernment process
conducted in the good order of Friends. There is definitely an adventure involved,
but it must be a clear and orderly one.

To conclude I would like to offer the hypothesis that those who advance
"formlessness" as an ideal, as if Quakerism were simply a shapeless, pliable, empty
vessel into which anything might be poured, are usually themselves dogmatic
adherents of one view or another; they usually are not prepared to practice the
amiable tolerance which their approach should logically require; their relativistic
attitudes toward organization or curricula, and their egalitarianism regarding
students and teachers, does not reflect personal flexibility and non-dogmatism.
Rather, their advocacy of structurelessness merely serves to generate a context in
which their own pet ideas can flourish unimpeded by the discipline which a corporate
discernment process would entail.

Parker's essay has many valuable insights, but also seems to point to many of
the problems which beset Pendle Hill without offering any particular help in
resolving them. I will make it a point to review more carefully his larger effort
incorporated in the book To Know As We Are Known to see if some of these tensions
are addressed there.
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A QUAKER CENTER FOR STUDY AND CONTEMPLATION

MEETING FOR LEARNING:

Education in a Quaker Context
Parker J. Palmer

Whatever else Pendle Hill may be, it is a place of teaching and learning. These
are staples of our life together, whether we meet in seminar, at work, in personal
relations, or at any of the other stops on our daily round. More than that, we
teach and learn within a context called Quakerism which, at its best, offers
images of life to inspire and question the way we educate each other. If these
Quaker images were merely parochial I do not think I would be drawn to them,
for I am not a Friend. But I find in some of them a universal quality. They shed,
for me, a deep-searching light on this thing called edueation.

Education has occupied a considerable portion of my life. As 2 youngster and
young man, I was a student. At the outset of my career, I was a teacher. Now that
1 have been freed from career and enabled to pursue my vocation, I find myself
teacher-and-student in constant interplay. And as my vocation deepens, [ ex-
perience the truth of Whitehead's claim that “the essence of education is that it be
religious.” For Whitehead, a religious education is one which evokes duty and
reverence. Our duty is to know: “Where attainable knowledge could have
changed the issue, ignorance has the guilt of vice.” But our knowiedge is made
humble by reverence, by the perception “that the present holds within itself the
complete sum of existence, backwards and forwards, that whole amplitude of
time, which is eternity.” (The Aéms of Education, p. 26)

The centrality of these themes in my life may help explain my attraction to the
educational images of Quakerism. For as I see the Society of Friends, teaching
and learning are a way of life, and reverence and duty (read “faith and practice”)
are the complementary movements of that life. These, at least, are themes which
have come alive for me at Pendle Hill.

The Idea of “Meeting”

Much of what I want to say about education in a Quaker context can be or-
ganized around one of Quakerism's most central, concrete, yet spacious images:
the image of “meeting.” Among Friends, of course, there is first the meeting for
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