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Introduction

In this book, I’m going to describe and try to explain some of the ways in which Quakers do things differently from other groups. If you’ve picked this book up because you already had a specific question, you might like to skip to the relevant chapter – but if you are interested in Quakers generally, this introductory chapter gives some more background. It will dispel a few common myths about Quakers, describe the diversity within Quakers, give a whistle-stop tour of some common Quaker terms and references, and tell you a little bit about who I am and why I wrote this book.

Originally a group who broke away from the church during the Civil War in England, Quakers have developed in several directions. Some branches gradually became more like other Protestant groups. Other branches – the ones I will be mainly discussing in this book – moved further away from other churches and towards being either a distinct religion or related to other modern spirituality movements, depending how you look at it. For almost everything, if it can be said about one group of Quakers, there are some others for whom it isn’t true. In the first chapter of this book, I talk about a well-known and distinctive Quaker practice, the use of silence in worship – but not every branch of the Quaker family uses silence extensively, or in the same way. In textbooks for teenagers doing religious studies, Quakers often get a few sentences on the page about Christianity and pacifism – and yet research has shown that significant numbers of British Quakers did join the armed forces during the world wars, and around the world Quakers interpret pacifism in different ways.

I do feel comfortable making one generalisation, though. Of all the Quakers in all the world, none of them have anything more to do with oats than anyone else. The Quaker Oats brand is widely recognised, but (unlike other well-known brands which do have a Quaker history, including Cadbury’s, Fry’s, Rowntree’s, Clark’s, Barclay’s bank, Lloyd’s bank, Duane Morris, and Johns Hopkins university) Quaker Oats have no actual Quakers in their history. There are of course many Quakers who like to eat oats. Personally, I like a bowl of porridge on a cold morning – but it has nothing to do with my being a Quaker.

Perhaps I could risk another generalisation, which is that if you ask three Quakers a question you will get at least four answers. That applies even for Quakers who are in the same meeting or church community, because individuals can worship together without agreeing about other things. Quakers are hardly unique in this (I’ve been told the same thing about members of several other religious communities) but it’s worth noting, especially at the start of a book which aims to answer some common questions about Quakers. On the one hand, I’ll do my best. I’ll point out different possibilities where there are significantly different schools of thought or practice among Quakers. On the other hand, I only have so many words in which to try and please all of the people all of the time – so there will be Quakers who disagree with some of the things I say here. If that’s you or someone you know, rest assured that I have no intention of saying that the views represented here are right, or true Quakerism, or better than options not mentioned.

What is included? I’ve aimed to provide answers to common questions about Quakers, Quaker practice, and how the Quaker community works. A kind of ‘Rough Guide to Quakerism’, this book tries to help people who are not Quakers get a hang of how Quakers work, and perhaps also be useful for people who are new Quakers, or exploring Quakerism, and need to get their bearings. Here are five top Quaker things to know before we go any further.


	
1. ‘God’ means many things. What do you think of when you hear the word ‘God’? Whatever it is, I think it’s almost certain that there are some people in the world who both believe in a kind of God AND don’t believe in the thing you thought of. I estimate there’s an eighty per cent chance that one of them is a Quaker. Quakers sometimes expand the word God with a list of terms to be treated as synonyms: the Light, the Spirit, the Divine, the Mystery, the Ground of our Being, our Parent, the Christ Within, our Teacher, the Buddha, our Beloved, Energy, the Force… Okay, the last one is mostly a joke, but all the others I have really seen or heard Quakers using. In this book, I’ll use some of those terms when it seems appropriate, but I’ll also often just say ‘God’. Don’t feel you have to imagine an old man on a cloud: the God Quakers know is timeless but present, infinite and right here with us; is not a man or a woman but has all genders and none (you’ll see I repeat ‘God’ rather than use any pronouns); may or may not be a person or a thing or a story; and is not particularly ‘up there’ but more often deep down within.

	
2. The word ‘meeting’ has at least three uses. Firstly, a meeting can be an ordinary meeting, a get-together for whatever purpose: people meet for a committee meeting, or for a Quaker service, a meeting for worship. Secondly, extending from the idea of a meeting for worship, a meeting can be the community, the group of people who regularly come to worship together. Thirdly, extending that even further, a meeting can be a group of Quaker communities who have agreed to work together and have an annual meeting (first sense) to make decisions. This is usually called a Yearly Meeting. Confused? Understandable. Try comparing these uses of the word ‘meeting’ to the ways we use the word ‘church’, which can be a building, a local community, or a worldwide community. It might also be helpful to have examples of all three uses, like this: I go to meeting for worship most weeks. My local meeting for worship is held by Bournville Quaker Meeting (at Bournville meeting house). It’s part of Central England Area Meeting and Britain Yearly Meeting. If the word ‘meeting’ has stopped looking like a real word, be reassured that happens to me sometimes. In this book, I’ll try and be clear about which kind of meeting is meant.

	
3. You can be a Friend without being my friend. The formal name for Quakers is the Religious Society of Friends, sometimes shortened to the Society of Friends or just Friends. It can also be used in other phrases, like Friends Church. This gives a lovely image (we’re all Friends!) but can be confusing especially in speech. Is ‘my friend Rachel’ a personal friend of mine or a Quaker? Both, as it happens. In this book I mainly use the word Quaker, thereby avoiding this confusion, but in writing it is possible to distinguish a capital-F Friend, a Quaker, from a small-f friend, a personal friend, from a F/friend, someone who is both.

	
4. George Fox founded Quakerism. Pretty much. I don’t talk very much about history in this book. I’ll mention it only when I really think it helps to explain why Quakers do what they do. That said, here are a few key historical facts which will help you fit Quakers into their wider context. In 1652, George Fox (claimed later that he) climbed a big hill in the north of England called Pendle Hill, and had a vision in which God showed him many people who could be gathered together. He’d already been having messages from God, and other people were looking for new religious guidance at a time when living in Britain was tumultuous, unpredictable, sometimes violent, and politics was bound up with interpretations of Christianity. People joined Fox: Elizabeth Hooten is reckoned as his first convert, Richard Farnsworth was already travelling with him at the time of the Pendle Hill incident, and Margaret Fell was convinced soon after and would come to ground the movement through hospitality and letter writing. Within a generation, Quakers had gained significant numbers of converts, published lots of argumentative pamphlets, had their meetings outlawed, spread around Europe and into America, fallen out among themselves (and sometimes made up again), and generally made their mark. Almost every Quaker who wants to prove that the thing they do or want to do is good Quakerism looks to this first generation for a precedent. Unprogrammed worship, careful but unorthodox reading of the Bible, not using violence, and rejecting anything seen as an ‘empty ritual’ are all open to this kind of justification.

	
5. Quakers will surprise you. As I already said, Quakers around the world are very diverse. Even within a local Quaker meeting, there are usually a lot of differences: different ideas about God, different things people do during the unprogrammed worship, different priorities in life, different backgrounds and experiences, and so on. In this book I make generalisations about Quakers, always trying to be clear when there are common or well-known exceptions, but whatever I say there will always be a Quaker who is different. If you’re getting to know Quakers, be ready to ask questions and ready to be surprised. There’s probably a Quaker out there right now trying to be as boring and predictable as possible in order to prove this generalisation wrong as well.



Finally, who am I? I grew up in a Quaker family, and went to state school, where I was often the only Quaker and learned to answer questions about Quakerism from a young age. Fascinated by religion, my own and other people’s, I studied Philosophy and Theology at university before researching how Quakers talk about God for my PhD. (You can read about the results of that work in my previous book in this series, Telling the Truth about God, 2019.) I now work at Woodbrooke, the only Quaker study centre in Europe, where I meet Quakers from around the world and help to facilitate discussions about Quaker practice, beliefs, and communities. I wanted to write this book because I think Quakers are interesting, sometimes amazing, sometimes horrifying, and potentially have a lot to share with the world – but can be very shy. I hope this book helps you understand Quakers better.

At the end of each chapter, I’ll include some suggestions about where you can find out more. This isn’t the first time someone has produced an introduction to Quakers, although the structure around practical questions gives this book a different approach. To try a different approach, you could look for:
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