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What people are saying about


What Do Quakers Believe?


The clearest introduction to Quakers I have read. Beautifully and clearly written, this book brings Quakerism to life in a very accessible way.


Nick Baines, Bishop of Leeds, broadcaster and writer


It is not easy to explain what Quakers believe; we are notoriously hard to pin down. Yet Geoffrey Durham has managed to unpack Quakerism in an open, lucid and friendly way. If you have ever wondered what is actually happening in a room full of people sitting in silence together, you will understand better after reading What Do Quakers Believe? – and may want to try it yourself. It is a book even Quakers can benefit from. Reading it also made me understand myself better – how I’m put together, how I operate in the world, and – yes – what I believe.


Tracy Chevalier, bestselling author of Girl With a Pearl Earring and The Last Runaway


In this excellent and informative book Geoffrey Durham explains in direct and straightforward language who the Quakers are and what they believe. Quakers reject no one. They have a deep respect for human life and for the world in which we live and they attempt to bring some common sense to a world that is increasingly driven to distraction in the endless pursuit of “bigger and better”. I warmly commend this book to you. It caught my attention from the very first page.


Terry Waite CBE, bestselling author of Taken on Trust and Solitude: Memories, People, Places


“If you look to Quakers for a belief system you are going to be disappointed,” writes Geoffrey Durham. But he certainly does not disappoint in the clarity he brings to portraying the shared principles by which Quakers seek to live and act. The pages of this book are powered by the potential for change – in individuals and in the world.


Mike Wooldridge OBE, former religious affairs journalist and broadcaster






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


Telling the Truth About God - Rhiannon Grant
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Introduction


The seeds of this book were sown during the British general election campaign of 2017. I was watching a TV interview in which a politician was being asked about her plans. She talked, but never answered. For minutes on end she hedged and sloganed and repeated herself and changed the subject, and succeeded in leaving the studio having said nothing, but having said it with elegance and poise. It was a masterpiece of obfuscation.


As my anger subsided, I experienced a moment of terrifying self-awareness. I thought, “I do that. I’m the same. Whenever someone asks me what Quakers believe, I say, ‘Well, let me tell you what happened to me,’ and I launch into the story of my agnosticism and eventual convincement and, as we shake hands, we agree to talk again. But I’ve never told her what Quakers believe.”


So I decided to write a book answering a reasonable question as reasonably as I can.


It has been a fascinating task. I have published material on this subject in the past, but never quite like this. As before, I have concentrated on the form of Quakerism that I know best, often known as the “non-programmed” tradition; it is widely practised in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, parts of Europe and much of North America. And, as before, I have tried to be objective, so I have referred to Quakers as “they” throughout, despite being one myself. It has served as a useful reminder not to get carried away with my own enthusiasms. But in other ways, this book is different.


Firstly, I have aimed it at the casual enquirer, rather than trying to cater for readers who need to know everything. There are books already available for those who are hungry to know about Quaker structures, or the development of Quaker theology, or the differences in Quaker meetings around the world.


Secondly, I have avoided the specialist jargon that Quakers love. All religious groups develop their own language, but the Quaker version can be particularly hard to grasp, because it uses regular words in irregular ways. So “witness”, “worship” and “ministry”, for example, have different shades of meaning – and in one or two cases entirely different definitions – from those that a non-Quaker might expect. For that reason I have not featured them, but I have tried not to omit anything that they represent.


Finally, in attempting to answer the title question I have diverged from the usual pattern (start with a description of a silent meeting and move on from there) and have concentrated instead on the shared principles and convictions of Quakers, allowing them to dictate the consequent shape of the book. It has turned my previous thinking on its head and reminded me that Quakers are logical, as well as being passionate and adventurous. They deserve to be more widely understood.
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The Ways of Quakers




I didn’t feel I was “good” enough to be a Quaker. But then I realised that you don’t have to be “good” at all. Quakerism is for people who are trying, not people who are succeeding.


Carolyn Hayman





Quakers keep themselves to themselves. It isn’t that they are secretive so much as naturally quiet, but the result is the same: no one but a Quaker has a clue who the Quakers are.


Ironically, it’s their quietness that many newcomers find most attractive. Quakers don’t evangelise. They don’t have that fervent desire to convert other people that gives religion a bad name. They don’t insist they are right and they never pretend to have all the answers. What they do have is a way of life that, in its detail, is unlike that of any other religious group. And their simple, radical message has a startling modernity that belies its 370-year history.


That message is what this book is about, and I realise it may turn out to be different from what you’ve already been told. Because Quakers have said so little for so long, there’s a good chance that what you’ve heard has been based on centuries of guesswork, assumptions and misinformation.


At a party the other day, the conversation turned unexpectedly to religion. I said I was a Quaker. One of my fellow guests told me that he thought Quakers were a secret society with funny handshakes. Another asked me why I wasn’t wearing a black hat like the smiley old gent on the porridge packet. A third wondered why I was there at all, since Quakers are famous for being puritanical killjoys. All those myths, and many others, need debunking before we can begin.


So I’ll tell you what Quakers don’t believe, and then I’ll explain what they do. Let’s begin with the misunderstandings I encountered at the party.


I don’t know where the idea of secret handshakes came from and I can’t quite believe anyone takes it seriously, but the notion that Quakers are a closed sect – in other words, a religious group who don’t encourage newcomers and marry only their own kind – is surprisingly common. Let’s set it aside now. Quakers welcome newcomers with open-heartedness and warmth. That means everybody – there isn’t a background, eccentricity, nationality or sexual orientation that they ever exclude for any reason. Quakers will regard you as a member of their community as soon as you start to turn up regularly. When it comes to marriage, they labour under no restrictions and marry the person they love, Quaker or not. They were pioneers of same-sex marriage during the early years of the twenty-first century, and their weddings are joyful, uplifting affairs.


On now to the porridge – a much more understandable confusion, since the black-hatted image is still prominent on our supermarket shelves. Quakers have never sold breakfast foods. Not ever. And I’ll be astonished if they ever do. The Quaker Oats Company of Chicago (originally from Akron, Ohio) came up with their name in 1877 as a symbol of “good quality and honest value”. The firm has no association with any religious group, though their familiar trademark does seem to have been inspired by the figure of William Penn, the British Quaker who travelled to America in 1682 and founded the state of Pennsylvania as a centre of religious tolerance. In his time Quakers wore black and grey, often accompanied by a hat or bonnet. There’s no similar convention today, though you may occasionally meet a “plain Quaker”; they wear clothes cut as simply as possible and without conspicuous decoration. Most, however, dress exactly like everyone else, tending to emphasise practicality rather than extravagance.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
QUuaKER QUICKS

What do Quakers
Believe?

Geoffrey Durham

II
CHRISTIAN
ALTERNATIVE

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
QUAKER QUICKS

WHAT DO

QUAKERS

BELIEVE?

Geoffrey Durham





OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


