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What Quakers Know

Quakers know that something – God, the Light, the Spirit, whatever you call it – is available to everyone, within ourselves, and offers us guidance when we are able to accept it.

Quakers know that the kingdom of God – the Divine Commonwealth, heaven on earth, whatever you call it – is a place of peace, a place of equality and justice, and a place of love.

Quakers know that listening to this guidance, attending to the Light Within and following where it calls us, is difficult but can be learned with practice. There are any number of ways in which this process can go wrong, and over time Quakers have put in place some safeguards, which I’ll be discussing when I get to ‘How We Know’. But the fact of the difficulty itself, and that we need other people around us to help us hear the Light, is part of what we know.

Quakers know that connection and relationship are central to the spiritual life. Quakers know that meeting – as in ‘meeting for worship’ – is vital and that although individual and solitary prayer and other practices can also be important we are more likely to find the voice of God speaking to us when we are working with a group who all aim to hear God into speech.

In this book, I have chosen to begin with what Quakers know, so that I can talk in detail about how we know and the process by which Quakers find these things out. I talk about knowledge and not belief because I am going to argue that we have evidence, enough evidence to be confident about these claims. Of course, you may disagree – there’s material here to construct multiple different plausible positions – and at the end of the book, I’ll consider the question of whether or not the evidence I have presented here should convince you. I’ll also suggest some ways you can test it for yourself.

I am a Quaker and in this book I talk about the Quaker community using the plural first person, ‘we’: we know this, we do that, we tend to hedge about with multiple qualifiers about the other. I aim to present evidence for these claims, which are based on experience and research; however, this text has not been tested by any specific Quaker community and all the claims remain my personal responsibility. I address you, the reader, in the second person: you may or may not be a Quaker, you may or may not know much about Quakers, and depending whether or not you find me convincing, you might change your mind about Quakers by the end of the book! I also use the first person when I am speaking solely about myself. If there are mistakes here, those are mine.

The claims I made above, about what Quakers know, will appear repeatedly. They can be phrased in different ways – as I’ll discuss in the section on language – but the core themes, of direct contact with the divine, of sensing something which gives guidance, of finding ways to oppose violence and support love and truth, and of working as individuals within community, come up over and over again. They could be split up but frequently, in exploring one, I find that it is connected to another one or to all of them. Mostly, unless some evidence applies to some parts of this and not others, I consider these claims together as the core of Quaker theology.

Having been so bold about what Quakers know I should now say a few things about what Quakers don’t know or don’t all know. I should also now clarify that in this book I focus on one tradition within Quakerism, often called the liberal Quaker branch, and the weight given to elements in what follows would be different in other Quaker traditions. Within the liberal Quaker tradition, then, some Quakers have a strong experience of God as transcending this world or fully external, and know that to be true for them. Others have a strong experience of God as absent or nonexistent, and know that to be true for them. Some have strong experiences of God as shown in Jesus Christ, others of the divine revealed through other scriptures or traditions, and still others experience all these as potentially useful fictions. Some Quakers have no strong experiences of any of these kinds, and rely on the less dramatic and more everyday experience of participating in the Quaker way. Many change their minds over time. Because Quakerism is a practical faith which takes new evidence into account, we have space to deal with it when people change their minds. We don’t always do this well, as a long history of Quaker disagreements and splits reveals, but ideally, Quakers are both open to new experiences and confident in what we have discovered. This is difficult, though, and even when we work hard not to split our community, we sometimes take refuge in uncertainty to avoid conflict or sounding weird – as well as embracing real doubt when it’s part of the process.

Observation suggests, however, that we all know that guidance is available through the Quaker method. Our exact experience of this, and the way we describe and interpret the source of that guidance, can differ, but we go on using the method and finding answers which work. Do you know the old joke about the philosopher who spends all day doubting the existence of other minds, then goes home and greets her partner just as if other minds exist? Both the doubt and the practice are real, and I would argue that the philosopher both knows that it’s difficult to prove that her partner has a mind, and knows that her partner does have a mind. She doesn’t just act as if her partner has a mind, but takes that for granted in everyday interactions. I am a philosopher, and in this book, I am at home and not at work. I know that you have a mind and that the God I experience in meeting for worship is real, and while I present evidence for the second claim, I focus on what works in the ordinary world. Be ready for surprises, though: the God I experience may not be what you expect from the word ‘God’, and reality might turn out to be more complicated than we thought.

In outline, this book is a discussion of core liberal Quaker theology – the claims with which I began. I start with a few pieces of background information and scene-setting, covering epistemology (the study of how people know). Much of this comes from the wider traditions of philosophy and theology. I also look at Quakers in general, explaining how liberal Quakers may differ from others, and explore liberal Quaker uses of language specifically. Then I move into some detail. First, I look at the key questions: how do Quakers find out theological stuff? Secondly, I look at Quaker process and how we use meeting for worship as a foundation for finding the answers to questions, including practical and theological ones. These are books produced by modern Quaker communities around the world, and I explain what they say and how they relate to – and provide evidence for – the core Quaker claims. Finally, I look at whether I’ve succeeded and why you might or might not agree with me, and suggest some ways you might explore these questions further.








An Introduction to Knowing

What could anyone possibly know about God, and how? How do people even know obvious things, like that I am a real person and not a brain in a vat plugged into a giant computer?

At the risk of – no, in the certain knowledge that I am – dismissing centuries of philosophical work in a single paragraph, I confess that I have introduced those giant questions without any intention of dealing with them in detail. There’s a fun philosophical game which involves inventing scenarios in which the world is not at all as it’s usually perceived. There could be an evil demon, a misguided scientist, or a talented philosopher-programmer trapping everyone in a vast and complex mirage (or perhaps just you; maybe I am a figment of the imagination of the powerful figure who rules everything and lies to you and all your senses). Perhaps. But until there is any evidence for this, other than the ability of human minds to imagine many fantastic situations, what anyone actually knows is related to their individual experience and the way in which their community validates that. There is a social element to knowledge. People work together to understand what is happening and describe it. If you speak a different language, you may have different categories, different emphases (on verbs rather than nouns, for example), and other different approaches to the world, like a different understanding of the nature of time. In groups, people can communicate about their experiences and compare them, not exactly but enough to form basic understandings: to find out whose colour vision is different, whose pain is strongest, or who associates shapes with sounds.

For different types of knowledge, different kinds of evidence are required. You can say you know how to ride a bike when you can demonstrate that you can ride a bike – and perhaps even if you can’t right now, but you did ride a bike in the past. You can say that you know where something is if you can find it or give someone else directions to find it. You can say that you know that it’s raining if you can feel the rain falling on your head, or if you can see through the window that it’s raining, or maybe if you hear a reliable weather forecast on the radio, or if someone trustworthy came in from outside and reported on the weather. You can say that you know someone loves you if they say so and their actions are in line with that claim. You can say that you know that this is your hand just by holding up your hand and using the word ‘hand’ in the same way as the rest of your community – you have direct knowledge, everyone agrees with you, and the issue of presenting evidence doesn’t really come into it. In fact, I very rarely even make the claim ‘this is my hand’ because it’s too obvious to be worth saying; instead, I talk about my hands when something is or might be happening to them: ‘My hand hurts.’ ‘Please hold my hand.’
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