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What people are saying about


Telling the Truth about God


Rhiannon Grant’s book is wide-ranging, warm, wise, and witty. It’s a wonderful introduction to the varieties and vagaries of Quaker theology – such as they are (or aren’t).


J. Brent Bill, author of Holy Silence: The Gift of Quaker Spirituality and Life Lessons of a Bad Quaker


This is an admirably informed, clear-sighted and open-minded exploration of that knottiest of subjects: the Quaker view of God, the Divine, or “whatever you call it”.


Jennifer Kavanagh, author of The World is our Cloister


Suggesting a range of differing understandings has, over the last hundred years, become an accepted means for describing Quaker theology. One example of this is the varying words we use for God (or whatever you call it). Rhiannon uses her academic research and her wide experience of getting Friends talking, to produce a thoughtful commentary on the impact, difficulties and joys of this approach to doing theology as a community. It may seem that we end up saying very little, but that little has a unique kind of truthfulness.


Lesley Richards, clerk of the Book of Discipline Revision Preparation Group


I enjoyed this very much, and even found it unexpectedly moving. I love the accessible, conversational style, the commitment to seeing the issues from multiple perspectives, and the embrace of the messy reality of our feelings, conflicts and struggles in community.


Craig Barnett, author of Quaker Renewal






Quaker Quicks is a new series from Christian Alternative focusing upon aspects of Quaker faith and theology. Beginning with Quaker Roots and Branches the series will build into a valuable resource both for Quakers and those interested in this unique expression of belief, practice and theology. Watch out for upcoming titles on Quaker theology, faith and practice, and studies in social aspects such as economics and pacifism.


Current other titles…


Quaker Roots and Branches - John Lampen


What do Quakers believe - Geoffrey Durham
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Don’t think, but look! – Ludwig Wittgenstein









For the Friend who told me how to dedicate my first book. It didn’t turn out the way either of us expected, but you believed there would be one.
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Introduction for non-Quakers


Dear reader,


Thank you for opening this book. I hope that whatever your religious background or beliefs, reading this book will help you to think through what you know and don’t know about God. Telling the truth, about God and other matters, should concern everyone. In the course of my own theological education I have learnt a great deal from religious traditions outside my own, and I would be very happy if this book was able in some small way to repay that.


Because this book draws heavily on conversations which have happened and are happening within the British Quaker community, I need to fill you in on some background by telling you some things about Quakers in general. If you are already familiar with Quaker history and practices, you may be able to skip this section and get on with the rest of the book.


A few things first about how Quakers worship. We can worship anywhere, but typically get together in a meeting house, community centre, someone’s living room, or a protest site. We can worship at any time, but typically meet on Sunday mornings, a weekday evening or lunchtime, or whenever international arms deals are going down. We don’t have any rituals, but we begin worship when the first person sits down and continue until some designated people shake hands at the end. We don’t ordain anyone, but we do ask people to take on specific responsibilities in the community for a limited period of time. In the liberal Quaker tradition, the worship is made up of silent waiting and listening until someone is moved to speak. There’s no plan. Usually there are a few words; sometimes someone sings a song; very occasionally, someone is led to be a bit more dramatic.


Worldwide, liberal or unprogrammed Quakers – silent worship, no paid pastors – are in the minority. If you’re looking for them, the United States of America and Europe are the main places, although a few can be found almost everywhere in the world. On the other hand, programmed meetings, often called Friends Churches, are common in the United States of America and some other places, especially Bolivia and Kenya. A programmed meeting typically includes biblical readings, hymns, and a talk. In this book, when I say Quakers, I am talking about liberal Quakers. This is because my research about Quakers and my experience of Quakers are all focussed on British Quakers, or to give us our formal name, the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in Britain. Among ourselves, we use also use the word Friend to address each other. Almost all British Quakers are liberal Quakers. I’m sorry I can’t include a wider picture.


Quakers have managed to reach so much of the world because they started a while ago. It’s traditional to date the beginning of the Quaker movement to 1652, when George Fox climbed Pendle Hill, in the north of England, and had a vision of a people to be gathered. Britain was in turmoil and many small religious groups were forming, gaining and losing followers, and often being persecuted by those in power. Fox – and other early leaders, including James Naylor and Margaret Fell – created a movement which rejected the rituals of the church, encouraged people to own their beliefs rather than relying on others, and was very popular at a time of great unrest. From the north of England, early Quakers travelled the known world, and were involved in international projects like the founding of Pennsylvania.


Over the centuries, Quaker practices have changed. Some Quakers have moved towards more typically Christian positions, continuing to hold the Bible as a core part of their faith, while other Quakers – like those I’ll be discussing in this book – have focussed on experience and inspiration over texts. On the other hand, Quakers are still not afraid to take positions which put them at odds with the rest of the world, and even get them arrested.


It is some of these positions – the expressions of faith in the world, or testimony – for which Quakers are best known. For example, Quakers are pacifist and Quakers see all people as equal. This has led some Quakers to take relatively controversial stances: opposing war and slavery, and supporting same-sex marriage, have all got Quakers into hot water at various times. Some Quakers are reading this and thinking: but we’re not all pacifists, and we don’t all support same-sex marriage. I mention this to you, non-Quaker reader, only so that you will know to take everything which follows with a suitable pinch of salt.


This is the merest scratch on the surface of Quaker history, theology, and activism. I hope it’ll be enough for you to follow what I’m talking about in the rest of this book – I try and explain technical terms and the current situation as I go along – and that if you want to know more you’ll consult some of the sources suggested in ‘After reading this book’.





Introduction for Quakers


Dear Friend,


Thank you for opening this book. I hope that as well as describing some of the discussions our community is already having, it will be able to make a small contribution to them. If, when you’ve read it, you feel that you are better able to tell the truth about God as you understand it, I hope that you will share that insight (and perhaps this book!) with whatever Quaker communities you belong to.


Before I begin, I need to tell you some things about what this book does and does not aim to do. Quakers sometimes try and assign me to a ‘side’ in a ‘debate’ – but although I certainly have opinions, I don’t think the terms in which current discussions are framed are very helpful. For example, I am neither a nontheist nor a ‘theist’. I am not a Christian but nor do I want to see Christianity removed from the Quaker tradition. That being so, this book advocates a process of trying to get closer to the truth – something which I think is already implicit but unacknowledged in much Quaker conversation about theology – and not a specific theological position.


My beliefs about God have changed over the years, sometimes frequently. When I was a philosophy undergraduate, I used to count it a boring week if I hadn’t changed my mind about something significant at least once. That means that I can think of times when I have been a Christian believer (never born-again, but willing to experiment with the whole Jesus thing), times when I have been a Goddess-worshipping neo-Pagan (I still enjoy a good Druid ritual), and times when I have been an atheist. I once read Spinoza, and decided I agreed with him, and then read a paper which argued so convincingly that he was an atheist that I saw that I was an atheist too. And then I went to meeting for worship anyway, because I was also still a Quaker.
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