
 

 

                           

January 30, 2023 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
We are writing to you about two items. First, we want to update you on FCNL’s legislative 
priorities for the 118th Congress. You can see the approved priorities at www.fcnl.org/priorities. 
Second, now we seek your community’s discernment regarding FCNL’s policies on reproductive 
health care, including abortion.  
 
Legislative Priorities: In November, FCNL’s General Committee approved a list of Legislative 
Priorities to guide FCNL’s work for the 118th U.S. Congress that begins in January 2023. We 
had more than 250 submissions from Quaker meetings, churches, groups and a few individuals. 
The legislative priorities are those issues that FCNL staff will dedicate resources to covering in 
the 118th Congress. You can view them at www.fcnl.org/priorities.  
 
Request for discernment regarding reproductive health and abortion:  

Separate from the priorities process, FCNL’s Policy Statement, The World We Seek, serves as 
our foundational document, outlining FCNL's broad policy positions. Section III.2.7 of The 
World We Seek states that since Friends are not in unity on abortion issues, "FCNL takes no 
position and does not act either for or against abortion legislation." After the Supreme Court’s 
ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, overturning Roe v. Wade, the Policy 
Committee heard concern from Friends around the country about FCNL’s lack of position on the 
issue of abortion.  

On behalf of the General Committee of FCNL, we ask for your help in discerning what 
FCNL should say about reproductive health care in its policy statement. From its inception, 
the Friends Committee on National Legislation has relied on meetings and churches to ground 
our work in the concerns of Friends. We invite you to engage your meeting or church in worship 
and discernment about this issue.  

We have included a set of queries to help guide your discernment. As we seek to uphold and 
advance Friends’ values on such a sensitive topic, we ask your meeting, church, or Friends group 
to reflect on these questions. Please submit the outcome of your discernment no later than 
May 1, 2023 by emailing policycommittee@fcnl.org or by going to 
www.fcnl.org/policycommittee. The Policy Committee will review the responses offered by 
meetings and churches across the country. Your discernment will guide us as we develop a 
recommendation for the General Committee to consider at its November 2023 meeting. 
 
The Policy Committee is ready to support you and offer guidance if you need more information 
to pursue your discernment. Please reach out to Genie Stowers (gstowers835@gmail.com, 510-



 

 

734-3624) or Ebby Luvaga (luvaga@iastate.edu, 515-451-9177) if you would like our advice 
and help. 
 
The participation of Friends across the country is essential to making FCNL who we are – from 
the issues we work on to the way we focus on building relationships and looking for that of God 
in everyone we talk to. We rely on Friends' spiritual discernment to help us find God's will in our 
work. Thank you for helping our process. 
 
In peace,  

 
The FCNL Policy Committee  
Ebby Luvaga (clerk)   
Connie Crawford   
Jamie DeMarco   
Scot Drysdale 
Susan Griffin    
Noell Krughoff   
Walter Long 
Sergio Mata-Cisneros  
Genie Stowers   
Lois Yellowthunder   
 
Enc: 
The World We Seek: Statement of Legislative Policy (2019). (Or download your copy at 
https://www.fcnl.org/sites/default/files/documents/fcnl-the-world-we-seek-2020.pdf) 
Queries for Discernment on FCNL’s Policy on reproductive health care 
Seeking Divine Guidance and Holding Compassion on Abortion, blog by Bridget Moix 
Essential Partners Guide to Dialogue about Abortion 
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Queries for discernment on FCNL’s policy on reproductive health care 
 

“Friends seek to establish a way of being in the world that grows out of and embodies prayer, worshipful 

listening for the whisper of divine guidance, and seasoning in the community of faith. 

 

‐ Margery Post Abbott, A Theological Perspective on Quaker Lobbyingi 

 

 

FCNL’s Policy Statement, The World We Seek, serves as our foundational document, outlining 
FCNL's broad policy positions. Section III.2.7 of The World We Seek states that since Friends are 
not in unity on abortion issues, "FCNL takes no position and does not act either for or against 
abortion legislation." After the Supreme Court’s ruling in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health 
Organization, overturning Roe v. Wade, the Policy Committee heard concern from Friends 
around the country about FCNL’s lack of position on the issue of abortion.  

FCNL’s Policy Statement reads: 

“III.2.6: Health Care. Universal access to affordable, effective, comprehensive health care is a 
right and is necessary to allow all people to fulfill their potential. Comprehensive health care 
includes primary, acute, and long-term care, including prescription drugs, as well as mental 
health and substance abuse treatment. To ensure access, health services should be provided 
where an individual’s needs can best be met. Our country can only maintain and improve the 
physical and mental health of its population with affordable health care that covers the entire life 
span, from prenatal to end-of-life care. Public health services, which protect us all, require robust 
federal support. 

“III.2.7. NOTE: Members of the Society of Friends are not in unity on abortion issues. 
Therefore, FCNL takes no position and does not act either for or against abortion legislation. On 
occasion, FCNL may appeal to lawmakers not to use the abortion debate to paralyze action on 
other legislation.” 

FCNL’s Policy Committee invites your Quaker discernment group to focus on the issue of 
reproductive health care, including abortion, and advise us whether FCNL should revise our 
policy statement. 

Queries and structure to support discernment: 

 What does reproductive health care look like in the world that you and your community 
seek? 
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 How are the Quaker values and testimonies relevant to the issue of abortion?  
 

 Should the FCNL Policy Statement be revised on the issues of abortion and reproductive 
health and abortion?  
 

 If so, what should the Policy Statement say? 
 

Please also refer to the resources enclosed in this mailing to assist in facilitating emotionally 
sensitive topics such as this. 

Sharing what you discover through discernment:  

Please provide us with suggestions for FCNL’s policy on reproductive health care. You can 
submit your responses to these queries through the online survey form 
(www.fcnl.org/policycommittee) or my emailing policycommittee@fcnl.org by May 1, 2023.  

 

 
i To download a pdf copy of “A Theological Perspective on Quaker Lobbying” by Margery Post Abbott, visit 
https://www.fcnl.org/documents/92 



A GUIDE TO DIALOGUE

ABOUT ABORTION

2022



Abortion is one of the most polarized topics in American politics, yet Americans themselves

hold nuanced, complex, sometimes contradictory perspectives on abortion. It is a peculiar

irony that the complexity of those views also creates the circumstances for polarization.

People have had vanishingly few opportunities to talk about abortion in their lives. It is so

often taboo. Just as often, people find it too difficult to articulate their views—and they

choose silence instead. 

This reticence has allowed the most extreme voices to dominate in the media, in our

politics, and in our communities. On abortion, few, if any, political leaders express the views

of the people they represent. Polarization is antithetical to a functioning democracy.

Last week the Supreme Court handed down a decision that effectively reversed Roe vs.

Wade. This turns one polarized national conversation into fifty distinct deliberations unique

to the history, context, and communities within each state.

As you navigate conversations about this topic in the coming months—whether in direct

response to the Supreme Court decision or not—it is essential to honor both the complexity

and the urgency around this conversation. It is also vital to the future of our nation that we

empower the voices of everyday people, so they are able to articulate and advocate for their

own genuine, nuanced views.

Because of that, this guide is designed to invite you to make space for conversations about

abortion that bring in both deep beliefs and complexity. To transform the conversation

about abortion in your context, it is important to allow space for whatever comes up for

people, even (or especially) if it is messy.

Our founder Laura Chasin, who co-led our dialogues on abortion for the better part of a

decade, often spoke of “liberation through structure.” It is so easy for conversations on this

topic to go off the rails and devolve into unproductive venting or harmful, polarizing rhetoric

—especially in times like these. Structures and norms like the ones we suggest in this guide

may feel awkward, but they create the possibility of a new kind of conversation. You have to

step out of your normal way of speaking and relating to one another in order to free yourself

of dysfunctional, polarizing patterns.

This guide is designed to help you give any group an opportunity to reflect on the impact of

the Supreme Court decision in a way that builds empathy, understanding, trust, and

compassion—and then, if you choose, help people wrestle with how they want to come

together as a community moving forward to support people in a variety of ways.  

This resource will offer general tips as well as guidelines and prompts for more formal

dialogues that you can hold in your classroom, community space, bible study, book club, or

organization.

A Note on This Guide
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The following sections of this dialogue guide reflect the wisdom of all these tips. No

matter where you have your next conversation, here are some general recommendations.

On starting a group conversation
It is easy to assume that people in your classes, community, or faith groups are all

celebrating or grieving—or that “the other people” must be grieving or celebrating while

“your group” does the opposite. Try to avoid starting the conversation with an assumption

about whether people are celebrating or grieving, which could make someone who

already feels isolated or unseen feel even more alone. If you can, check in with individual

people ahead of time, even via email or text. Try to understand where they’re coming

from before the group conversation. In those early connections, you can help people

build the strength to hear from and talk with people who feel something different—relief,

fear, grief, hope. If you can avoid triggering someone’s fight, flight, or freeze response, you

can lead a group conversation that is more thoughtful, nuanced, and supportive.

On keeping the conversation going
In moments where you’re not sure where to go next, invite people to tell stories from

their own lived experience. It is easy for these conversations to become debates about

elections, the law, and policies. Slipping into debate can make it hard for people to have

meaningful conversations with each other. When someone makes a broad statement

that feels like it might shut down conversation or escalate a conflict, you can help them

shift into a more constructive gear. Ask them to tell you about a life experience or person

who shaped their values or perspective in that way. Sharing personal stories has been

proven to build empathy and understanding, even across deep differences.

On lowering the tension
These conversations can become heated quickly. In those moments, we lose the ability

to be flexible and empathetic. If that happens, don’t be afraid to take a short break or a

moment for reflection. People need time to process before they can come back to the

conversation. When those moments of high emotion happen, acknowledge them

directly. Note that the emotion is welcome and you want everyone to have what they

need. Recommend taking a few minutes for folks to care for themselves. Grab a cup of

tea, get some fresh air, or write down some thoughts about what came up. Then, come

back to the conversation. Don’t let it end there.

On moving the conversation forward
In moments of change, there is always a temptation to discuss next steps right away. In

the coming weeks and months, organizers and coalitions will be rushing to further or

fight the law and its application in their states. Building trust and understanding through

dialogue first, though, might make it possible to find unexpected paths forward together

—on this issue or others—even if you disagree about the question of abortion itself. 

General Tips and Guidelines
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Structures to Support Speaking and Listening

Read each question aloud twice. Pause for two breaths before


reading it the second time. Share the question in writing too.

Give your participants a moment to reflect on the question.


Encourage them to take notes about what they want to share


when it's their turn to respond. 

Offer each person the same amount of time to respond to the


question. Be clear about the speaking order.

Consider varying the speaking order between question


prompts so one person doesn’t always speak first.

Set as much time aside as possible for this conversation. We


recommend at least an hour.

Simple structures can have a big effect on the quality of a dialogue.


They help people find the right words, helps them listen more


closely, and allow them to build connections across differences.


Below are three conversation structures that we use frequently in


community conversations:

We sometimes call this model Think, Write, Speak. It helps people


let go of worrying about what they're going to say and focus on


listening deeply to one another. Two more suggestions:
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I will respect time limits and share air time

I will speak only for myself and avoid speaking in generalizations

I will not interrupt others while they’re speaking

I will respect requests for confidentiality

I have the option to pass on my turn, or to pass for now

I will refer to people with the terms they prefer (e.g. "pro-choice")

Our hope for this guide is that it will help disrupt any unproductive,


harmful, or dysfunctional patterns of communication that have


emerged organically in your community. One way we do that is to


invite everyone in the conversation to commit themselves to


communication agreements. 

Communication agreements are guidelines and intentions that


provide some common guardrails for a hard conversation. They can


be used in large and small groups, at public meetings or in private.


While we encourage you to create your own agreements, below are


six agreements we have used in abortion conversations:

Using Communication Agreements



What is your name? Who was the first person in your life that


you thought of when you first heard the news about the draft


Supreme Court decision? Why do you think that is?

What is your name? Who in your life shaped your beliefs and


values related to abortion? What values did they teach you?

What personal life experiences shaped the values that inform


your current views or feelings about abortion? Could you tell us


something about one or two of these events or experiences

What is at the heart of this issue for you, as an individual? What


do you most wish others understood about your experience or


perspective?

Many people have said that within their general approach to


this issue they have some tensions about their own beliefs—for


example, some sets of values conflict with each other around


the issue, or they have some ambivalent feelings.  Where do you


experience mixed feelings, value conflicts, uncertainties, or


other tensions within your overall perspective on this issue? 

OR: If you generally identify with Pro-Life or Pro-Choice


groups, where do you feel tension between your own values


or experiences and that identification? Where is your


thinking more complex than others may guess?

What is something from this conversation that you want to


continue thinking about, talking about, or working on?

As you think about what has impacted you the most after this


decision, what is something you’re taking away from this


conversation? What is a question you still have?

A First Conversation or Stand-Alone Dialogue


About Abortion

This dialogue is designed to help people talk about abortion —


across clear differences, in groups who might have more similar


viewpoints, or in spaces where people aren't sure—in a way that


builds trust, belonging, and deeper mutual understanding. 

Introductions (choose one)

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt (choose one)
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An Opening Statement or 
Language for an Invitation 

“We know that there are a range of

emotions in this room and across

the country. Some people are

grieving or angry. Others are

relieved or celebratory. Still more

feel conflicted or unsure. Abortion

is top of mind right now, so people

will be having conversations about

the issue. We want to offer a more

intentional, more constructive

space for those conversations. We

know talking about abortion can

be hard but this dialogue offers an

opportunity for us to build trust

and deeper mutual understanding

as we talk about this issue and

imagine what might happen next.”



Tell a story about a time when you saw people work together


on something to make their community better. At that time,


what did you see people do or not do? What made that


possible? 

Thirty years from now, what story would you like to be able to


tell about the way this community navigates their differences /


comes together following this Supreme Court decision? 

What is one surprising commonality or one surprising


difference you discovered between yourself and someone else


here? How does that discovery impact how you want to move


forward—either on your own or in collaboration with others?

What is something from this conversation that you want to


continue thinking about, talking about, or working on? 

As you think about what has impacted you the most after this


decision, what is something you’re taking away from this


conversation? What is a question you still have?

A Follow-Up Conversation or Dialogue

In dialogue, people often discover surprising similarities and


differences. This dialogue is designed to help you create new,


innovative, constructive paths forward based on those common


touchstones and key points of divergence. This conversation is


designed to build on the foundation of trust and understanding


that was established in the first dialogue.

Introductions
Please share your name and one thing that has stayed with you,


one thing you learned, or one thing you took away from the first


conversation.

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt (choose one)
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Have you ever felt stereotyped by those who hold different


views on this issue? If so, how? Which of these stereotypes was


most painful to you? Most inaccurate? Why?

Think about ideas or feelings about abortion that you tend to


keep to yourself, for whatever reason. (You won’t be asked to


share the views themselves!) In those moments, what makes


you pause before sharing your perspective? What are people


doing or not doing?

Have you ever had a constructive conversation about abortion


with someone who has very different views? If you have, what


made this conversation possible? If not, what do you wish had


been different about a conversation you’ve had that didn’t feel


constructive? What might have made it feel more constructive


for everyone?

For Communities Where Conversations About


Abortion Feel Taboo 

This conversation can be helpful in circumstances where people


hesitate to even begin a conversation about abortion, or where


conversations about abortion often remain at the most surface


level and the same people take up most of the airspace. It is


designed to build a foundation of trust and understanding about


what makes this topic so challenging to discuss. This conversation


may be an important place to begin before holding the


conversations outlined earlier in this guide.

Introductions
Share your  name as well as a place, space, or group where you feel


a sense of belonging or connection.

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt
What would change for you if you were able to share your thoughts


—even those that currently feel impossible to share—with others?


What would need to be in place for you to join that conversation?
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We know these conversations will take many different forms


over the coming weeks and months depending on your context.


Here are some additional prompts for conversations about


specific topics related to the issue of abortion. If you'd like help


adapting a conversation for your context, please reach out to us


at training@whatisessential.org.
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Share a recent experience you have had that would help others


understand any sense of loss, fear, or grief you may have,


connected to this moment. What might that experience reveal


to you about what you value most? 

Speak about an experience or moment when you discovered or


rediscovered something about yourself that feels meaningful to


you—some strength or internal resources, or some deeper


knowing or wisdom. What happened and what does it mean to


you?

As you reflect on the moments of meaning and mourning


you’ve just shared, ​what do you feel moved to do or what shifts


seem possible—in you and/or in the world? What needs


attention now, that calls for your energy and commitment?

For People to Grieve Together and to Find

Strength in Each Other 

This conversation is designed to specifically offer a space for people


who request time to process and come together before thinking


about what will come next. It is often a precursor to the


conversations outlined above, and can help build a community of


care strong enough to withstand challenging moments.

Introductions
In order to show up to this conversation as you are, what do you


first need others to understand about what’s going on for you?

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt
As you consider all that you’ve heard and shared, what gift do you


have that you can offer as a resource for others?
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Share a story from your life that influenced your value or


commitment around supporting the dignity of people and


families. It might be a story about your own experience of


feeling supported or unsupported. Or it might be a story about


a time you witnessed a supportive or unsupportive response to


a family or community hardship, injustice, or moment where


preservation of life or human dignity was not protected. What


did people do or not do at that moment? Is there anything you


wish could be replicated, or anything you wish people might


do differently next time?

As you think about supporting the dignity of people and


families in your community following this decision, what value


or lesson do you want to keep in mind? What is at the heart of


this value or commitment for you?

When you think about what it means to you to support the


preservation of life and dignity of people and families in your


community, are there ways or situations in which your values


compete or conflict with one another? What makes these


issues or situations challenging for you?

A Conversation About Serving Families Well 
in Your Community

This conversation is designed to invite conversations about how


people might support the preservation of life and human dignity in


their community—including but not limited to vulnerable


populations—following the Supreme Court decision. 

Introductions
Share your name and a person you consider to be an example for


treating others in a way that supports life, human dignity, and


respect. (This can be someone from your own life, or a public or


religious figure that you admire.) What value or lesson did they


teach you?

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt
What is something you want to continue working on, committing


to, or talking about in your community as you move forward?
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Share a story from your life that shaped how you see your


personal faith connect—or not connect—with your perspective


on abortion, human life, and dignity.

What personal value is at the heart of your faith life around


issues of abortion, human life, and dignity?

Where do you experience complexities, tensions, uncertainties,


or questions as you think about the intersection or application


of your religious or faith beliefs with your perspectives on


abortion access, human life, and dignity? 

A Conversation for Religious or 
Inter-religious Groups

Abortion access is a particularly thorny question for many religious


communities. This conversation is designed to help you explore


your own values around the issue as well as points of complexity,


tension, or uncertainty between your perspective and your faith.

Introductions
Share your name and a place in the world where you feel


connected to your faith.

Prompting Questions

At this point, you may want to invite people to ask questions


about what others have said—to better understand their stories,


to follow their curiosity, or to connect on a deeper level. We ask


folks to avoid advice, rhetorical questions, or problem-solving.

Closing Prompt
As you think about what you've heard here, what is one thing


you're taking away that you want to consider thinking about or


talking about with people of faith? What is one question you're still


curious about?



We are always here to help.



Essential Partners is a 501c3 nonprofit. It is our mission to

support all those who do the hard work of tending to their

community. Around the globe, we have helped schools,

neighborhoods, churches, and nonprofits transform the way

they hold differences of identities and perspectives. 




Visit our website to find more free resources, register for one of

our workshops, or sign up for a free half-hour consultation.




whatisessential.org

Essential Partners

(617) 923-1216

whatisessential.org
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