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PREFACE. 





THE writer of this paper had no intention ever to have addressed 
his fellow Members upon the subject of Birthright Membership. 
An article, however, appeared in the Quarterly Examiner of Fourth 
Month, 1872, from the pen of his friend and valued correspondent, 
J. S. Eowntree, in which he endeavoured to stem the growing con- 
viction of some of our most active and valued Members, that Birth- 
right Membership is at the root of some of our greatest difficulties 
a view which was shared by our friend J. S. Eowntree himself 
in 1859, and expressed to the world in his well-known Prize Essay. 
It should be clearly understood that the writer considers this fact to 
entitle his friend's arguments in favour of Birthright Membership to 
our most careful consideration, and that it in no way places him 
at a disadvantage, although allusion to it in this pamphlet is 
inevitable. 


Incidentally, statements, similar to those which the writer has 
made publicly with reference to the nature of Membership in the 
early Society of Friends, are controverted in the article lately pub- 
lished in the Quarterly Examiner; and, most reluctantly, after 
carefully considering the subject, he feels bound by considerations 
of his duty towards the Society, to reply to this article as a whole, 
and particularly to bring forward some facts connected with Mem- 
bership in the early Society of Friends, which he did not intend to 
publish in a controversial form. 


He ventures to think that the view taken by J. S. Eowntree 
that Membership in the early Society of Friends was a Birthright 
Membership is not only shown to be untenable, but that the con- 
trary may be considered to be fully established. 


The full discussion of the subject of our present system of 
Membership could hardly be opened better than by a defence of 
our existing position by so able a writer as J. S. E., and the impos- 
sibility thus exhibited of defending it on any principles but those 
which, if carried out to their legitimate conclusion, would destroy 
(if it were possible) the Visible Church, and her united testimony 
for Christ in the midst of an ungodly world, has convinced the 
writer that it is the duty of all who love the great principles of the 
Society of Friends, seriously to consider if it is possible to prepare 
the way for a new and better system of Membership. 





SOME REMARKS UPON J. S. ROWNTREE'S 
ARTICLE ON "MEMBERSHIP IN THE 
SOCIETY OF FRIENDS/' 


Published in the " FRIENDS' QUARTERLY EXAMINER " of Fourth Month, 





CHAPTEE I. 


On the Membership of the Early Christian Church The Contro- 
versy between the Donatists and the Catholic Church, and the 
Membership of the Church of England. 


MOST of our readers will remember the " Parable of 
the Bread-fruit Tree " in the ingenious and able " Short 
Studies on Great Subjects/' by J. A. Froude, the 
historian. It vividly depicts the fate of great institu- 
tions reared by the virtue, and maintained by the 
energy, of a generation of far-sighted men. It is told 
something after this fashion: 


" The men with clear heads and brave hearts 
ploughed and harrowed the earth. They observed 
one plant larger and fairer than the rest. Its flowers 
were so fragrant and its fruits were so valuable that 
many others of mankind came and gathered under it, 
and those who had raised it received them with open 
arms. They made their homes under the sha.de of its 
branches which stretched over the plain, and rejoiced 
in its loveliness. 


" The tree grew stronger and fairer, and they and 
their children's children watched it, age after age, as 
it lived on and flowered and seeded. But they took 
no care of the seed. The scent of the flowers and the 
sweet fruit were all they thought of, and they said, 
'The tree is immortal, it will never die.' The wild 
birds and beasts of the field caught the stray fruits 
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and seeds, and bore them away, and scattered them in 
far-off soils. 


" At last the tree began to cease to grow, and then 
to droop and fade. Its leaves were not so thick, its 
flowers were not so fragrant; then a branch fell. 
But the men who lived under it denied that it was not 
what it once was. At last there could be no doubt 
that the leaves were thin and that the fruit was 
tasteless. But the generation was passed away who 
had known the tree in its beauty, and so men said it was 
always so its fruits were never better, its foliage was 
never thicker. So things went on, and strangers would 
come among them and say, 'Why are you sitting 
here under the old tree? There are young trees grown 
of the seed of this tree, far away, more beautiful than 
it ever was; see, we have brought its leaves and 
flowers to show you! ' But the men would not listen. 
They were angry. 


" At last, some of their own wiser men brought out 
specimens of the old fruits, which had been laid up to be 
preserved, and compared them with its present bearing, 
and they saw the tree was not as it had been, and such 
of them as were good reproached themselves and said 
it was their own fault. They had not watered it, and 
had forgotten to manure it. So then, like their first 
fathers, they laboured with might and main. This 
was only partially successful, and they grew weary 
and looked for a shorter way. They tried grafting 
from the shoots which the strangers had brought. 
This did not answer,, and then they tied on the 
preserved fruits to the tree; but there were not enough, 
so they supplemented them with leaves and fruit and 
flowers of wax and clay. Their little children were 
taught to hold their tongues about it. If the little 
ones and the weak ones believed, it answered all 
purposes. But some saw that this was not honest and 
truthful conduct, and passed out in search of other 
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homes under the shade of the young trees grown 
of the seed of this tree, far away." 


We leave our readers to apply the moral, if there be 
any, and to consider whether there are any portions of 
the parable which apply to the present state of the 
Society of Friends. We think if it be so, that J. S. 
Eowntree, in his able Prize Essay on the Causes of the 
Decline of the Society of Friends, may be considered 
one of the people who showed us that the Society was 
once a flourishing tree, and clearly proved to us its decline. 
One of the characteristics of this Essay was that it was 
full of reasons why the tree was dying, but contained 
no clear instructions to the people who dwelt under 
it, as to the right course to be taken. He told us there 
were causes for its decline, which were the result of 
human apathy, of faulty methods of culture; that the 
seeds of the tree were not reared into fresh, young and 
vigorous trees, with all the care and skill which the 
value of such a tree demanded. He told us in the 
Essay that Birthright Membership was one of the 
main causes of the decline of the Society. The effect 
of this rule of the Society was that the old tree was 
depended upon, instead of the natural and divine 
method of renewing the old tree being taken advantage 
of. The digging about the roots and manuring the 
old tree had been neglected, because the men had not 
the experience which they would have had if they had 
been constantly engaged in rearing young trees. We 
may add that it was once the fashion to deprecate the 
rearing of young trees, because it was said "they 
produced nothing but leaves." Then came a period 
when some praised the cultivators but forced them to 
adopt methods of cultivation which were ill-adapted 
to the end desired, instead of acknowledging that they 
had no experience to guide others, and advising them 
to keep close to their Book which, although it did not 
contain precise and exact information as to details, 
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laid down with the utmost clearness the general prin- 
ciples which should guide them in cultivating new 
trees. These men had not faith to believe that if the 
right method were followed these young trees would 
produce at last rich ripe fruit, and that a multitude of 
people would, as of old, rejoice and find sustenance in 
the flowers and fruit, and that the blessings of the old 
tree would thus be indefinitely extended. 


In " Quakerism Past and Present " J. S. Kowntree 
forcibly described the evils arising from Birthright 
Membership, and it was considered by some of the 
most able and pious members of Dissenting Churches, 
who had the most kindly feelings towards the Society 
of Friends, that he had under-stated these evils, and 
that this single matter of Birthright Membership was 
sufficient in itself to account for the vast decline in 
numbers of the Society in proportion to the increase 
of the population. The Dissenting Churches of the 
Commonwealth, although they had had their times of 
depression, had not only maintained their increase 
with the population, but had vastly increased their 
numbers relatively to it. They considered that many 
of the things which J. S. Eowntree considered causes, 
were only the necessary effects of this one thing, and 
that our eyes were blinded by the institution itself, or 
that we should long ago have condemned it as con- 
trary to the principles of the New Testament which we 
profess, and to right reason; and some of them have 
declared that on similar arrangements as to Member- 
ship, their societies could not exist and flourish for many 
years. A system of hereditary Membership would 
necessarily vitiate the choice of Church officers, and 
the healthy growth of the Society would be interfered 
with, and a crop of evils and abuses would be gradu- 
ally developed. 


J. S. Kowntree's article in the Quarterly Examiner 
practically tells us that his first thoughts were NOT 
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the best, and that in the matter of Membership the 
Society has only to go on in a somewhat similar 
groove; and he attacks the views of those among us 
who have lately advocated what, we venture to think, 
are more Scriptural and rational views of Membership 
in a Christian Church. 


One of the peculiarities of the Article is that he 
gathers together all which has been said by those 
whose views he wishes to refute, and re-states them. 
The effect of this is to separate his adversaries' argu- 
ments and proposals from their natural connection, and, 
like a skilful general, to attempt to defeat them in 
detail. 


He attempts to prove that of all Christian Churches 
the mediaeval Society of Friends, the Church of Eng- 
land, and the Church of Rome, have seized the true 
idea of Membership in the visible Church of Christ, 
excluding the more vigorous Protestant Churches in 
this country, on the Continent, and especially in the 
United States of America, who, in his opinion, have 
developed false ideas as to Membership. 


But not only does the writer inform us that he con- 
siders the reasons now thrown before us sufficient to 
alter his own published opinions addressed to the 
Christian world outside our Society as to the detri- 
mental influence of Birthright Membership, but "con- 
clusive" against an attempt to substitute a letter system. 
He presses upon our notice the fact that " two great 
sections of the Christian Church/' viz. the Roman 
Catholic and the Church of England (see page 258) 
" unite with Friends " in admitting infants into Church 
Membership. He appears to consider, because the 
greater part of the Christian world take these views, 
that in some way this furnishes presumptive proof of their 
correctness. Ought not this to be a strong inducement 
to the Society of Friends to re-examine our position, 
and to inquire whether the corruption and failing 
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strength of the Church of Rome and the Church of 
England, our own decline in numbers, and the small 
direct service we have rendered to the spread of 
Christianity, may not be contrasted with the work of 
the Protestant Dissenting Churches, who have had no 
small part in the great revival of Spiritual Religion 
during the last century? It would be also profitable 
for us to consider if a sound system of Christian Mem- 
bership has not had something to do with the force, 
energy, and enduring nature of the work in times past, 
and also whether the diffusion in later times, of less 
stringent ideas as to Christian Membership, such as 
those now advocated by J. S. R., has not had some- 
thing to do with the present prevalence among these 
Churches of less ardour and devotion in the diffusion 
of the blessings of the Christian Religion. 
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