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What People Are Saying About

The Spirit of Freedom

Mark Russ’s engaging and idiosyncratic blog has become a book, and it’s a delight to revisit these pieces again. They cohere perfectly into a Quaker handbook that has as much to offer newcomers as it has to seasoned Friends. Original, insightful, and beautifully written, this book has all the hallmarks of an instant classic.

Geoffrey Durham, author of What Do Quakers Believe?, Being a Quaker and The Spirit of the Quakers

The Spirit of Freedom is a rich and stimulating book that expresses the best of the Quaker spirit: a listening spirit, open to difference and to change. In this book Mark Russ offers an extraordinarily wide-ranging exploration of key Quaker, Christian and human concepts. He brings fresh, and refreshing, insights to some of the much-loved Quaker Advices and Queries and talks of the need to ask better questions; of God as relationship; of the different kinds of silence; of evil. Wearing his learning lightly, Mark uses Biblical and historical references, but the strength of the book is its reliance on his own experience and insights. His very personal approach, as a gay Christian Quaker, invites and challenges each of us as unique human beings to allow the Light to shine on our own failings, find our own ministry, and express it in our worship and daily life.

Jennifer Kavanagh, author of Practical Mystics, The World is our Cloister, A Little Book of Unknowing etc.

In The Spirit of Freedom Mark Russ invites readers on a profound theological journey that blends Quaker wisdom with a modern and diverse perspective. His insightful essays, collected from years of thoughtful blogging, explore the essence of Quakerism rooted in Christianity, drawing inspiration from the life and teachings of Jesus. Through engaging reflections, Mark challenges and inspires readers to embrace love in action, obedience to God, and a deeper understanding of our Quaker heritage. This remarkable work promises to enrich the Quaker community and beyond.

Peterson Toscano, Queer, Quaker Bible Scholar, Activist, and host of Quakers Today podcast

“What helps nourish us as a people of the Light? What helps us bear witness to the reign of the Spirit of Freedom?” In this fascinating book, Mark Russ offers us insightful explorations into Quaker theological ideas. He tenderly unpicks much-quoted Quaker writings and ‘beliefs’, nudging us to take them further. Is our understanding as clear as it could be? Is there more that could help us on our spiritual way? Here is an inspiring must-read for all those who want to delve into what it means to be a Quaker today and it is sure to prompt many challenging, deep and enjoyable discussions, both between individuals and within the self. In this process we can “…become aware of God … to find our rightful place in the cosmos, allowing ourselves to be led further and further into Love.”

Joanna Godfrey Wood, author of Travelling in the Light, In STEP with Testimony, In Search of Stillness, and In Search of Hope

The Spirit of Freedom is an exciting collection of “unsystematic theology,” perfect for daily readings, weekly devotional reflections, or joyful group discussion. With this complimentary volume to his superb Quaker-shaped Christianity, Mark has enacted a great service to those wishing to explore or to deepen their Quaker faith.

Ben Pink Dandelion, Professor of Quaker Studies at the University of Birmingham, author of Open for Transformation

Mark Russ is an authentic Quaker teacher and prophet. He reveals the best of our religious tradition, reshaped by the collision with the urgent challenges of our times. This is a book to be meditated on and wrestled with. Thoughtful, moving and provocative, The Spirit of Freedom presents a radical, inclusive vision of the Christian Quaker Way.

Craig Barnett, author of The Guided Life

In this fascinating little book, Mark Russ models a way of doing Quaker-shaped Christian theology that succeeds in being both scholarly and accessible. Whether unpacking the theology implicit within Advices and Queries, gently challenging Friends about their ways, or grappling with issues of oppression and liberation, he demonstrates that thinking theologically about such matters can help rather than hinder us in acting with justice and compassion.

Stuart Masters, Programme Coordinator (History and Theology) at Woodbrooke, and author of The Rule of Christ: Themes in the Theology of James Nayler
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Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. 2 Corinthians 3.17





Preface

In 2013 I began publishing my theological reflections on a blog called jollyquaker.com. The name comes from the book, A Testament of Devotion by the twentieth-century Quaker mystic Thomas Kelly. Kelly writes “I’d rather be jolly Saint Francis singing his canticle to the sun, than a dour sobersides Quaker.”1 Not wanting to make a choice between jollity and Quakerism, I chose to be a jolly Quaker. When I created the blog, I was teaching music in primary schools in East London. A decade later I have spent seven years as a tutor for the Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre in Birmingham, England, published my first book Quaker Shaped Christianity (2022), and am now in the early stages of PhD study. With a decades’ worth of blog posts under my belt, I decided it was time to collect the best of my writing into a book, this book in fact.

The essays in this collection are grouped according to theme, rather than the date they were originally written, and all of them have been updated and in some cases partially rewritten. A couple of introductory chapters explain what I think it means to “do” theology. The chapters in “Part 1: Speaking of God” address speaking of, speaking to, knowing, and listening to God. “Part 2: Worshipping God” deals with the nature of Quaker worship, and how Quakers do it and prepare for it. “Part 3: Being God’s witnesses” reflects on the various challenges of living faithfully in a broken web of relationships, both within and without the Quaker community.

I need to clarify who I mean by “the Quaker community.” Since its beginnings in seventeenth-century England, Quakerism has spread across the globe and taken various forms. When I speak of “Quakers” I’m specifically referring to Quakers in Britain and the kind of Quakerism they practice, which is often spoken of as “liberal” Quakerism. I also use the term “Friends,” which is how Quakers often refer to themselves. One of the characteristics of liberal Quakerism today is theological diversity. Perhaps surprisingly, I make no attempt to reflect this diversity in this book. Everyone who does theology does so from their own context. The theology I do is from a specifically Christian perspective. It’s the only place I can speak from, and I know that Quakers, both Christian and non-Christian, appreciate this clarity of focus even if they don’t always agree with me. I hope that Quakers in other parts of the world and from other theological backgrounds might find what I have to offer useful too.

Although I’ve organized the various essays so they can be read consecutively, giving the book a particular shape, they were not originally written in such a systematic way. “Systematic” is a label given by academic theologians to the kind of theology seeking to fit all the pieces of the theological jigsaw puzzle into a neat and tidy pattern. A few theologians have had the time and resources to create colossal multi-volume works exploring as many aspects of Christian theology as possible, some dying before they were able to finish the task. However, most theology is highly unsystematic. People do theology in response to specific situations. This is particularly true of Quakers, who in their early days were printing pamphlets left, right, and center responding to their various critics. Each chapter in this book was written in response to a question or annoyance I was wrestling with at a particular time. For a more methodical explanation of my theology, I direct readers to my first book, Quaker Shaped Christianity. At one point, I did attempt a systematic approach to Quaker theology, teasing out the theological underpinnings of the Advices and Queries. These are 42 pithy statements that capture the core of the Quaker faith in Britain. They appear as the first chapter of Quaker Faith and Practice, the authoritative collection of Quaker writings also known as the “book of discipline” used by Quakers in Britain. They’re also published in a slim red booklet all by themselves. The brevity of each statement belies the layers of wisdom they contain. I wrote reflections on the first twelve before circumstances returned me to my more unsystematic approach.

In effect, this is a book that has taken me a decade to write. My writing style has developed alongside my own growth in life and in Spirit, and so there are variations in tone from chapter to chapter. My reflections on the Advices and Queries have the forthright sound of vocal ministry, the words spoken during Quaker worship. This reflects the spiritual power of the Advices and the role they play in the life of the Quaker community. Other chapters have a much more conversational tone. I’ve chosen not to iron out these stylistic creases, leaving them as a testament to my unsystematic theology. It has been interesting to notice the influence of particular voices, such as those of Thomas Kelly and C.S. Lewis, that come up again and again in the earlier essays. As much as I still love these authors, my reliance on dead White men represents a deficit in my theological education, one I promise to correct in future books. My theology has changed and will continue to do so. I believe everything in this book is worth putting into print, but it doesn’t represent the end point of my theologizing. My intention in placing “Quaker theology and Whiteness” as the final chapter is to point toward the next stage of my theological work. It was written at the beginning of my interest in Quakerism and racism, a subject I’m now researching as a PhD student.

One particular change I’ve made throughout the book is substituting the phrase “Kingdom of God” for “kin-dom of God.” This concept of the kin-dom of God was first given prominence by Ada María Isasi-Díaz in her book Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the 21st Century (Orbis Books, 1996). For most of my faith journey, I have been comfortable with terms like “Kingdom” and “Lord,” knowing that in their first-century context, these were radical political terms. To say “Christ is Lord” is to say that Caesar isn’t, and to announce the arrival of God’s reign is a challenge to the empire of Rome. However, even with this caveat, the hierarchical and patriarchal nature of these terms is a stumbling block today. The phrase “Kingdom of God” no longer feels politically subversive. Isasi-Díaz’s concept of “kin-dom” keeps the communal vision of God’s promised future without the baggage that “Kingdom” has accumulated.

All biblical quotes, unless otherwise stated, are from the New Revised Standard Version. Whenever I first mention a particular book of the Bible in a chapter, I give its full name (for example, 1 Corinthians). Further mentions are then abbreviated in a conventional way (1. Cor.). When I write of the Hebrew Bible, I’m referring to what some readers may call the Old Testament. When quoting from Quaker Faith & Practice, the “book of discipline” used by Quakers in Britain at the time of writing and first published in 1994, I indicate paragraphs by the abbreviation “Qf&p” followed by the paragraph number. I also occasionally refer to the Friend which is a weekly British Quaker periodical.

The decade of writing represented by this book is unimaginable without the encouragement of my friends, fellow authors, and readers. This book is dedicated to everyone who has taken the time to read my work and get in touch with supportive comments. I’m particularly grateful to the wonderful people who joined me for a book group in January 2023, reading and discussing Quaker Shaped Christianity over six weeks. Their enthusiastic engagement gave me the confidence to put this new book together. Special thanks go to Craig Barnett who, many years ago, told me my blog deserved to become a book; to Joanna Godfrey Wood for proofreading the first draft of this book and giving invaluable feedback on many of the chapters; and to Jennifer Kavanagh for telling me repeatedly to submit a manuscript to Christian Alternative Books, because she knew I had something to say.

Paul’s words on the Spirit of Freedom in 2 Corinthians 3.17 continue to inspire me and provide the title and epigram of the book. I have experienced this Spirit and continue to discover new depths to what God’s freedom means. My final thanks must always be to the God of my life, Creator, Lover, and Protector, whom I can never thank enough.
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Doing Quaker Theology





Chapter 1

The Quaker Gospel

Take heed, dear Friends, to the promptings of love and truth in your hearts. Trust them as the leadings of God whose Light shows us our darkness and brings us to new life. Advices and Queries 1

“What do Quakers believe?” A Quaker might hesitate to answer this question, fearing they’ll come across as pushy. They might more comfortably answer with what Quakers don’t believe, or talk about sitting in silence, which to the enquirer might be construed as another negative: sitting doing nothing. A better answer might be found in the opening words of the Advices and Queries, the pithy collection of wisdom that attempts to capture the depth and breadth of Quaker wisdom in 42 paragraphs.

Here we find the “good news” of the Quakers. Here there is no hesitancy. This is not a suggestion, it’s an exhortation. Take heed. Listen. Trust.

Between the lines of these two sentences, an expansive story can be read. The language of listening and leading speaks of a relationship. This is not a relationship of equals but between one who leads and one who listens. This is a relationship between God and humanity.
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