



[image: frn_fig_001]










What people are saying about Quaker Shaped Christianity



The Quaker take on the Gospels is so refreshing because it’s a thread of Christianity which has, sometimes, been bashful about expressing itself. Quaker Shaped Christianity offers an enjoyable combination of both simplicity and depth. The first-person guidance makes the book powerful but never solipsistic, and the author’s tone is exactly as I like in my theological guides: forthright and gentle. I’m convinced it will really speak to many people who are on the courtyard of the sacred but are scared of their next step.


Tobias Jones, journalist and bestselling author of books including A Place of Refuge and Utopian Dreams


This is a brave and challenging book, written in a spirit of tireless enquiry. Mark’s thought process is fascinating and his conclusions are startlingly original. I thoroughly recommend Quaker Shaped Christianity. It is a rich, surprising, stimulating read.


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


This is an original and courageous book. Whether rehabilitating sin-talk or confronting the reality of suffering, Mark Russ does not shy away from the challenging faith questions of our time. Though the author’s theological expertise is impressive, for me it is his personal faith story, and his passion for Jesus as his guiding star that illumine the book.


Jennifer Kavanagh, author of Practical Mystics, The World is our Cloister etc.


This is a beautifully crafted book, breaking the silence on what Quakers believe in a personal, powerful and compelling way. Whatever your own theological language, this is a really important book that is full of crucial theological reflections and insights.


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


In this slim book Mark Russ invites us to witness his journey as he encounters Jesus and the Bible. I found myself responding to Mark’s chapters as a series of meditations as he sorts through aspects of Christianity that alienated him and those which drew echoes in his being. His invitation is not about converting anyone but rather to help others see the affirmation of life he has found in this complex book with its records of Jesus’ life, and to appreciate the way Friends practices and theology arise from the stories recorded therein, identifying a Quaker-shaped Christianity that he can affirm experientially.


Margery Post Abbott, author of Everyday Prophets, Quakerism: The Basics and other books


Quaker Shaped Christianity is an important addition to two ongoing conversations – one among Quakers, about the role of Christianity in our developing tradition, and one in the wider church, about what specific traditions like the Quaker Way can offer to Christian theology in general. Mark’s combination of personal experience and broad theological reading will welcome readers from a wide range of backgrounds and speak to many conditions. Highly recommended!


Rhiannon Grant, Centre for Research in Quaker Studies, author of Telling the Truth about God and other Quaker Quicks books


By taking a personal approach and weaving in intimate memoir around his sexual identity with an exploration of Quaker and Christian theology, Mark Russ provides readers a glimpse in a practical and profound faith journey. In Quaker Shaped Christianity Russ invites us into personal reflection by modeling his own vulnerability and curiosity along with the conundrums he has faced as a gay person who embraces Jesus as his guiding star.


Peterson Toscano, quirky queer Quaker Bible scholar and creator of Transfigurations—Transgressing Gender in the Bible


This wonderfully helpful book is accessible, yet always scholarly: it is a God-shaped book, which deserves to be re-read and cherished.


Tom Shakespeare, academic, broadcaster, author of Openings to the Infinite Ocean and other books


Mark Russ has given us a lovely little book that is part spiritual memoir and part spiritual invitation. He warmly invites us into exploring the Bible and Jesus and their relationship to Quaker faith and its practice. I found it enlightening. I’m certain you will, too.


J. Brent Bill, author of Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times, Holy Silence: The Gift of Quaker Spirituality and other books
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Theology is… imagination for the kingdom of God in the world, and for the world in God’s kingdom. Jürgen Moltmann
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IntroductionMy Quaker-shaped Christianity



The word “Quaker” first caught my attention in a history class at the age of 17, whilst learning about the English Civil War. I remember the teacher saying that Quakers caused a lot of trouble, particularly as they didn’t believe the Bible was the last word. As a teenager struggling with big questions about faith, and seeing the Bible as a rather large stumbling block, that was enough to grab my attention. Some people discover Quakers when searching for a place of quiet reflection. Others stumble across Quaker vloggers on YouTube or meet Quakers at a peace vigil. For people who have these brief encounters with Quakers and experience a spark of connection, like I did in that history class, the next question is “What is Quakerism?”


Quakerism is a largely Christian religious movement that began in seventeenth-century England, and which can now be found all over the world. Although the number of Quakers globally is small compared to other religious groups, there’s still a surprising amount of variety within Quakerism. Being a Quaker in Bolivia can look very different from being a Quaker in New Zealand or in Kenya. Quakers in Britain, where I live, can be described as “liberal” Quakers, and this is the sort of Quakerism I write about in this book. One of the characteristics of liberal Quakerism is theological diversity. Quakers in Britain don’t all believe the same things, or use the same words to describe our spiritual experience. That means “What is Quakerism?” is an increasingly difficult question for Quakers in Britain to answer. It’s perhaps easier to say how Quakerism isn’t like other forms of Christianity: no hymns, no bread and wine, no priest at the front. Or maybe it’s easier to focus on what Quakers do: silent worship and anti-war demonstrations. The real difficulty lies in saying what Quakers believe. Now that I’m a Quaker, I find myself unable to speak for all Quakers. We tend to shy away from discussing our beliefs, finding unity in a shared silence. Unfortunately, this silence makes it even more difficult for people to find out what Quakerism is, and stops Quakers from knowing one another better. At worst, this silence doesn’t really unite us at all. It becomes the rug we sweep our differences under. The silence prevents us from learning one another’s religious language, to the point where we can no longer understand or communicate with one another.


This book is an attempt to break the silence and bring some of our differences out into the open. It offers a very specific response to the question “What is Quakerism?” I don’t provide a broad overview of the Quaker landscape, or an answer that captures the variety of global Quakerism. I don’t attempt to speak for all Friends (as Quakers refer to themselves). Instead, I offer my own individual perspective, my Quaker-shaped Christianity. This Christianity is shaped by who I am, a body in a particular time and place. I’m a white, English, cis, non-disabled gay man, a millennial from a middle-class, relatively affluent upbringing – all factors that mold my religious experience and outlook. My explorations of Quakerism and Christianity, the books I’ve read, the conversations I’ve had, the relationships I’ve formed – all these things feed into the Quaker-shaped Christianity I hold today. So in order for the rest of this book to make sense, I need to tell you my faith story.


About me


I grew up in a non-religious family in the East Midlands of England. We were culturally Christian in that we celebrated Christmas. As a musician my Decembers were filled with carol concerts, and I still love to belt out “O come all ye faithful,” but church-going wasn’t something we did. Sundays were for relaxing in front of the TV. My dad had been forced to attend church alone as a teenager by my grandparents, because it had been “good enough for them” when they were his age. This led him to see Christianity, and all religious belief, as hypocritical nonsense. As a baby, I was baptized into the Church of England, but this was to keep my religious maternal Grandma happy. Having soaked up this mixture of ambivalence and animosity to religion at home, my own opposition to Christianity was formed by my time as a Cub Scout. I vividly remember being told off for not knowing the Lord’s Prayer by heart, which, as someone who didn’t know what the Lord’s Prayer even was, I found bewildering! My membership of the Scouts ended abruptly after attending a Christmas “party.” Being a shy, tubby eight-year-old with few friends made this awkward enough, but what sticks in my mind to this day was having to sit through a long, incomprehensible sermon from an Anglican priest, and then being given one small piece of cake when I’d been expecting at least a sandwich or two. If this was a Christian idea of a party, I wasn’t interested. Religion was mystifying and boring. In my early teens this confusion transformed into moral outrage. At 14, whilst playing the organ at my uncle’s Anglican church, I was invited to take bread and wine communion on the grounds that I was baptized. I was appalled that something which happened to me as a baby, which I didn’t choose or remember, gave me special access to something that others were denied. The Christians I encountered at school fueled my opposition to religion, with their open, self-righteous homophobia. By 16 I was a fervent atheist, seeing Christianity as irrelevant, hypocritical, and superstitious.


At 17 I began, slowly, to come out as gay. I felt that continuing to keep my sexuality a secret would damage something deep inside me. My coming out was accompanied by a number of intense spiritual experiences. Accepting my sexuality allowed me to accept my spirituality. I didn’t know what to make of these experiences, and I needed a space to explore. I was in no doubt that being gay was absolutely fine, and so knew Christianity wasn’t an option for me. After discovering Quakers in a history class, and then borrowing some Quaker books from the mother of a close friend, I discovered a religious group who didn’t require me to believe anything in order to go. So at 17 I experienced my first Quaker meeting for worship.


In Quakerism I found the spaciousness I was looking for. Because Quakers are opposed to creeds (statements of belief), and are encouraged to speak about faith in an authentic way, I could experiment with words that best described my experience. I quickly found “God” to be a good name for the expansive love I felt in the silence of Quaker worship. I was able to talk about God without committing to any particular beliefs about Jesus, or labeling myself as a Christian. Over the years, my fascination with Jesus and the Christian tradition grew. There was something captivating about Jesus. I began to meet other Christians, including queer ones, who weren’t like the Christians I’d known growing up. They weren’t judgmental or trying to save me from an eternity in hell. The hypocrisy, irrelevance and discrimination I’d encountered as a teenager wasn’t the last word on Christianity.


Because Quakers in Britain are a small community, and one that doesn’t spend much time discussing theology, I generally went outside Quakerism for my religious education. To make sense of Jesus I read books, went on courses and retreats, and attended a Christian festival called Greenbelt. I met my non-Quaker husband through a LGBT+ Christian network. I found that, because of the negative experiences I’d had of Christianity growing up, I needed to unpick a number of theological knots before I could read the Bible. Seeing Christians use the Bible to bolster their homophobia, I couldn’t dive straight in. I had to read lots of books about the Bible first. As I got deeper into my explorations, more things clicked into place. I began to see meaning in the more mysterious claims about Jesus. I became convinced that Jesus rose from the dead – whilst still understanding it as intensely mysterious.


This journey has led me to call myself a Quaker-shaped Christian. I now see Jesus as the key to my experience: the Jesus story makes sense of my life, and I see the world through the Jesus story. Christian writer G. K. Chesterton said that when a key fits a complicated lock, you know it’s the right key. For him, the complexity of Christianity matches and makes sense of the complexity of the world. This metaphor resonates with me. The Jesus story makes sense of my experience both emotionally and intellectually. It gives me answers to my questions. It has a depth and breadth that seems to contain everything, whilst never feeling restrictive. It’s a story that contains hope, justice, love and freedom, history, politics and spirituality, and addresses the very worst and the very best in us.


I’ve found being a Quaker-shaped Christian requires a “patchwork” approach to my religious life. Being a Christian, I find it important to spend time with others for whom Jesus is central. I’m part of a house group with Christians from other churches, occasionally visit cathedrals, go to Franciscan monasteries on retreats, and follow lots of Christian theologians on Twitter. But I’m also Quaker-shaped. I “speak Quaker.” I feel at home in Quaker settings. I know what it feels like to be called to speak in Quaker worship. I’m inspired by the insights of my Quaker forebears, I value the progressive nature of the contemporary Quaker community in Britain, and I’m thankful for the many wonderful Quakers who have come into my life. I couldn’t have become a Christian in any other church.


About this book


In making this book very personal, I hope to cut through the hesitancy Quakers often experience in describing Quakerism. But this book’s strength is also its weakness. Taking a personal approach means that this book has its limitations. When I talk about Quakerism and Quakers in this book, I’m talking about Quakerism as it is practiced in Britain. Without ignoring or erasing all the other sorts of Quakerism in the world, for the sake of simplicity I will use “Quaker” to refer only to Quakers in Britain for the rest of this book.
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