2021 Grass Valley Friends Meeting State of the Meeting Report April 8, 8PM

The year 2020-2021 will certainly go down as one of the most challenging years in recent memory, affecting us all in so many ways. Long-standing social habits and traditions were upended with the need to physically distance from each other in the face of a worldwide pandemic. Through the technology of Zoom we found we could indeed experience virtually some of the spiritual connection we so desperately needed. We met with each other in our homes, with our kids, our pets and partners. It allowed new people living at a distance to join us regularly. People who stopped attending because they moved away have also started attending. Also, it has made finding workable times for committee meetings much easier. 
New Committee Structure
We reduced the number of our committees to five: Spirit & Witness (combining M&O, Adult Education, and Peace & Justice), Stewardship (Buildings & Grounds, Finance, Newsletter), Welcoming (Hospitality, Fellowship, & Outreach), Nominating, and Children’s Education. It’s brought energy to the Meeting, people enjoy the work, and it’s streamlined our Meeting for Business. At the listening session for this report, one person said, “I’ve attended this meeting for 20 years and this is the first State of the Meeting session I’ve attended where no one has said anything about there being too much work for too few people.” 
Shrinking and Growing 
Over the past several years, Meeting attendance has declined—in part because of the passing of elders and the loss of some of our most valued members who moved away. We’ve lost more than a third of our members since 2012 (from 48 to 28), and 12% (from 32 to 28) in the last year alone. Unfortunately, discomfort or unfamiliarity with Zoom led some long-term members to drop away—disinclined to attend virtually. However, during the time of our virtual meetings, attendance has remained fairly steady at 15 – 20 people. We continue to lose members as they age. We have very few young families. However, the ones we have are very faithful about coming to Meeting. 
We welcome new people in part by contacting them right after they visit.—sending them a personalized greeting and info about Quakerism by email or postal mail. We changed our website to make it more dynamic and aesthetically pleasing. Three new adults have started attending; two of them live far away. all the new people who joined us found us through the internet. One new attender who lives at a distance chose our meeting because she was looking for a meeting with a children’s program.  
Our Sense of Community and Zoom
As are many other meetings at this time, we are exploring the possibility of a hybrid meeting when we are able to gather again in person. We have meeting attenders who do not live in the area, or who live at a distance, for whom Zoom has been a way to attend our meeting. At the same time, some long-time members and attenders have not been here for the past year because of discomfort with the virtual meeting. We hope to find a way to continue on Zoom and meeting in person. 
While missing our worship in person, many find our current meetings for worship to be sustaining. The ministry comes from a deep well and nourishes our spiritual life. In our meetings for business, we have incorporated a query focused on its spiritual quality and during these meetings this has strengthened our connection to the Spirit. In addition, our ministry of music, every Sunday before meeting is greatly appreciated and each week attracts members of other meetings that join us just for singing.
Our meeting house, located at Sierra Friends Center, is being renovated as part of the general renewal of the Center after the fire last summer. We are welcome to return there when it is done, and there is conversation among us about the possibility of meeting in a different location during the renovation and perhaps after. At this time we are continuing to meet on Zoom.
We endeavored to have two faithfulness groups and one provided a way for the participants to connect with each other on a deep, spiritual level. The other one got started but for some reason did not take hold leading us to conclude that it wasn’t the right time. Some members of our meeting are active in Interfaith Nevada County, and recently the co-clerks led a session on Clearness Committees for this group that was well-received.
Race

As a community we are also examining our relations with the Nisenan (the local indigenous people) and discussing acknowledging their land. Part of their land is currently occupied by Sierra Friends Center, and thus our meeting house. 
Our meeting has also been involved in action to address systemic racism in our community—action that goes beyond individual work and work at the level of our meeting. We worked with the county Black, Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC) Council and other groups to sponsor and help organize a march against racism that made specific demands of local government. It drew hundreds of participants, and increased awareness in our tiny, rural community  in one of the whitest counties in California.
Children’s Program
We have maintained a steady children’s program with a consistent group of teachers, each one (or two) taking a regular week of the month. The curriculum is diverse and the teachers have managed to adapt to Zoom with some difficulty but with determination to go forward. Unfortunately, many of the children (and parents) have not adapted to Zoom for Sundays after a week of Zoom with school and work during the week. We have made efforts to reach out including sending the bilingual children’s book Quaker Meeting and Me as well as cards to children in meeting. We have also made phone contacts with parents. Currently, however, we have two children and one parent who attend faithfully, with an increase of two or three on occasion. We hope to see a return of more families when we are able to meet with a hybrid meeting or in person.
Caring for People in Need
The requirement to meeting on Zoom with the pandemic has also made it difficult to stay connected to some of our members who are housebound, or in retirement and assisted living facilities. We were no longer able to visit and hold meeting for worship with them and that has been a loss. Another loss came about when a meeting member and an attender were unable to continue living at Sierra Friends Center and did not feel supported by the meeting as they found other places to reside. This has been a painful experience not only for these two individuals but for others in the meeting and for the meeting community as a whole. Individual members reached out in various ways and that has helped on a personal level, but they remain distant from the meeting at this time.  
In looking for ways we can more fully care for those in our meeting, we are considering instituting a buddy system where all of the members and attenders of the meeting community would be accounted for and each member of the Spirit and Witness Committee would have a certain number to stay in touch with. We are grateful to Orange Grove Meeting for the inspiration. 
Conclusion
The pandemic probably had a greater effect on our Meeting than anything else. Our gatherings are now virtual (which has its pluses and minuses), but we continue to hold meeting for worship, First Day School, spiritual life (adult ed) sessions, and meeting for business. There have been many changes this year. Even so, our Meeting community has found ways to persevere, to support each other, and to stay connected.
We have continued our antiracist book group, Waking Up to Race. Many people in our meeting have taken part in it, with a consistent core group of eight. Following the recommendations of PacYM, the group began with Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility, followed by Resmaa Menakem’s My Grandmother’s Hands, and is now working through Ibram X. Kendi’s How to be an Antiracist. Each week the group responds in worship sharing to queries based on the reading. Recently we have begun using a discussion technique called barnraising, that is based on an article by a meeting member and that allows a robust and thoughtful exchange of views to further our exploration of the issues. Overall this has been a deeply sobering experience of self and community discovery about the grave inequities in our society, and the historical roots to those inequities in our body politic as well as in our Quaker religion. And our participation in those inequities.



Monday, April 12, 2021

