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  Dedication

  To my children, Christian and Tyler, who traveled for more than a

  decade with me to Chosen Land, where we all enjoyed the freedom

  to explore a different perspective on the image and nature of God.

  And to Mark, who took care of everything while I followed the

  leading of the Spirit.


  Foreword

  by Gerard C. Wertkin

  Throughout the years of their long and storied presence in America, the Shakers have gathered together in families of shared faith and common interest. This is as true today, when only one Shaker family survives, as it was when many hundreds of Believers—women, men, and children—lived out consecrated lives of work and worship in each of twenty-six principal communities. Despite its small numbers, the last Shaker family, with but three covenanted members, continues in the ways of the faith at Sabbathday Lake, Maine, a place of simple grace and unexpected liveliness, where Shakers have cleaved to the land for well over two hundred years. In this engaging volume, Jeannine Lauber introduces today’s Shakers and opens the door to a fuller understanding of their daily lives in the context of their history and principles. Importantly, she invites the Shakers to speak for themselves, and they do so with remarkable candor, insight, and spiritual discernment.

  In the mid-nineteenth century, during a period of intense religious revival among the Believers, each Shaker community adopted a spiritual name. Sabbathday Lake became known as “Chosen Land,” an especially ftting designation that remains in regular use among the Shakers today. Although each of the three remaining Sabbathday Lake Shakers—Eldress Frances Carr, Brother Arnold Hadd, and Sister June Carpenter—took a distinctively different path to Shakerism, each chose this place and this way of life. Through a series of sensitive, even intimate, interviews with her subjects, the author traces the routes taken by each member of the family to a life’s home and fulfillment at Chosen Land.

  The nation’s last three Shakers do not labor alone in their work or in the practices of their faith. As these pages reveal, a host of friends and associates support their efforts, volunteer in various community departments, or regularly participate in their church services. Some may even try the Shaker life as members of the community’s novitiate. They are part of an extended Shaker family that stretches across the country and beyond its borders. But there is another, more profound, reason why these latter-day Believers do not feel alone in their daily rounds. They often recall, as a living reality, the encouraging words of Jesus: “For when two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them (Matthew 18:20).” It is this certainty of the divine presence among them that sustains the little family, and grounds it in its Christian faith.

  The evocative photographs that help tell this story underscore the quiet dignity and natural beauty of the nation’s last active Shaker village. Indeed, Sabbathday Lake has been recognized as a national treasure and a landmark of architecture and design. But it is much more than a historic site or museum. As the home of generations of Believers, it is a place of authentic spirituality and Christian witness. The Shaker family that occupies its impressive buildings is faithful to traditional ways, but still has new contributions to make. As Jeannine Lauber illustrates so well in Chosen Faith, Chosen Land, the Shakers look with confdence to the future even as they preserve their past.


  Preface

  I met Sister Frances Carr, the leader of America’s Shakers, fifteen years ago, after my first Sunday Meeting at Chosen Land, near Sabbathday Lake, in rural Maine. I soaked in every detail of the service, from the selection of Scripture to the wide wooden planks of the floor, from the way the two Shaker men sat on the opposite side of the large, high-ceilinged room as the three Shaker women, to the way the outside world looked slightly different through the antique panes of glass on the double-hung windows. I made special note of the way the dozen or so non-Shaker participants joined in with their thoughts midway through the service. I sat silent that Sunday morning, thinking, watching, letting my feelings wash over me.

  It was unlike anything I had ever experienced. I come from a Catholic upbringing, and it seemed odd to me that there were no crucifixes or stained-glass windows, no organ music, no clerical robes. Most remarkable was the fact that nearly everyone, even non-Shakers, participated with equal authority. I wondered what it would feel like to stand up and “testify” in front of others. I wondered if people thought about what they would say before the service, or if their words were more spontaneous.

  After the service everyone moved into an adjoining room where we greeted each other and exchanged pleasantries. Sister Frances was in her mid-60s back then. She had a charming wide smile and a natural talent for making people feel at ease. She looked beautiful in her royal blue Shaker dress. She extended her hand for me to shake and asked, “How is it that you came here today?”

  I answered that I was new in town and had mentioned to a neighbor that I was looking for a church to attend. “And what a coincidence,” I said. “My neighbor is one of your summer tour guides, and she thought I might enjoy it here.”

  Sister Frances Carr reads one of her favorite Shaker poems, “Mother’s Mission,” to author Jeannine Lauber during a break from filming in 2003.

  I’ll never forget what Sister Frances said next: “There are no coincidences in life, dear, only God-incidences.” She wasn’t making small talk. She said it as though it was a fact. And with a firm nod indicating the end of our brief introduction, she let go of my hand. Her words, few as they were, had a profound effect on me.

  I knew I would return to Chosen Land, and I did. I needed to know more about this faith that, at first glance, I found so appealing. I soon became a “regular,” one of about three dozen or so local people who worship often with the Shakers.
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  Sister Frances Carr reads one of her favorite Shaker poems, “Mother’s Mission,” to author Jeannine Lauber during a break from filming in 2003.

  Back in those days, I was working as a prime-time anchor and reporter for the ABC News affiliate in Portland. I was proud of my work, especially my investigative pieces, and I was well suited to big, complicated stories. I was also something of a local celebrity and the Shakers occasionally teased me about it. My picture sometimes appeared on the sides of busses during the “ratings season,” and on one occasion Sister Frances jokingly said, “I waved to you today while I was out shopping, Jeannine, but you just zipped right by!” I was comfortable with my church family, and they seemed equally comfortable with me.

  Maybe that was why, a few years later, Sister Frances pulled me aside after meeting and asked, “Is there anything you can do to get PBS to stop airing their documentary about us?” She was talking about Ken Burns’s The Shakers: Hands to Work, Hearts to God. “It’s full of mistakes and gives people the impression there are no Shakers left, that our faith is dead.” Her words spilled out like steam from a kettle. “I’ve called them several times,” she told me, “but nobody calls back. I even wrote a letter, but no one even bothered to respond.”

  Clearly this had been bothering her for a long time. I knew of the Ken Burns documentary; he had, indeed, made a mistake, one that chipped away at the viability of the Shaker faith every time it aired. But how could I help?

  “Sister,” I began, “there’s no way I can get PBS to drop programming. If they won’t listen to you, they surely won’t listen to me.” I paused to collect my thoughts. “But, what I can do, with your help, is tell people the real story about the Shakers. I can do my own documentary. It may not be as popular as Ken Burns’s film, but I promise to do my best to tell the truth about what’s happening here.”

  And that’s how it began. I started working on the story in October 2000. My goal was twofold: to tell the story of a simple people trying to live God’s will as they see it, and to shatter the tragic misperception that America’s Shakers, and their faith, are dead. It was a challenge like none I had ever faced before. There were budgets to create, reports to fill out, research to do, phone calls to make, people to hire, scholars to consult—all things requiring an enormous amount of time and money. There would be no employer behind me this time. The burden of setting the record straight sat squarely on my shoulders.

  I got to work right away writing grants seeking funding. Within a year I had enough money to film the Shakers’ oral histories and hold a scholar seminar to help guide my research prior to the shoot. I was well on my way when the unthinkable happened. I was seriously injured in an automobile accident and had to stop working. I spent nine months at an outpatient rehabilitation facility and underwent surgery to repair my failing eyesight. “The Shaker Project” was stalled for more than a year. I wondered if the story would ever be told. I couldn’t do it alone anymore. I prayed for help. Then, one day, a writer and emerging filmmaker who had heard about my project called. Her name is Betsy Connor Bowen. She told me of her lifelong curiosity about the Shakers and her admiration for the faith. We agreed to collaborate. That was a “God-incident,” for sure.

  And so in the fall of 2003, Betsy and I, and a crew of seven, spent a week at Chosen Land interviewing the Shakers. Their responses and images, captured on video and in more than 1,800 photographs, are the basis for this book and a planned documentary film with the same title. The Shakers did not ask me to do this, but they participated fully.

  During the year that followed I made a remarkable discovery. As I researched the Shaker faith within the spectrum of American Christianity, I learned of an amazing new faith that was growing by leaps and bounds— due in large part to the Internet. It’s called the “Postmodern” or “Emerging” Christian church. It began popping up on the radar screens of religious scholars in the early 1990s, although the movement itself dates back to at least the early 1980s. What fascinated me most were the dramatic similarities between Postmodernism and Shakerism. My instinct as an investigative reporter kicked in. Could I prove that America’s oldest religion resembled its newest? And if I could, what meaning would it hold?
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  The author directs documentary filming at Chosen Land in 2003.

  Postmodern Christians, I learned, feel that faith should be more than just believing in something, it’s about doing something; it’s about the way you live, and about being responsible for the choices you make. Postmodern Christians also believe faith is about doing the work of salvation yourself, rather than adopting someone else’s creed, theology, or spirituality. Both groups believe faith is a very individual experience.

  Postmodernists, like Shakers, are perennially in search of life’s meaning by living “lives with meaning.” They are politically active. They buy and think “green.” They are religiously and socially tolerant. They are also non-hierarchal in structure, as are Shakers. They particularly shun the “mega-churches” of the 1980s and 90s in favor of smaller, more intimate gatherings where worship and religious discussion are less structured. They would likely feel right at home in a Shaker Meeting House, also known as a “house church.”

  As you learn more about today’s Shakers, you may ask who are the Post-modernists? They are described by scholars as being mostly young, liberal, educated, Internet-savvy Christians who reject traditional churches in pursuit of a new and deeper understanding of the image and nature of God. Likewise, Ann Lee, who established the Shaker faith, also rejected her traditional church and its image of God. She and her early followers paid a dear price for their radical departure from the religious norm.

  Where did all this lead me? I concluded with firm conviction that the rapidly emerging Postmodern Christian faith is essentially a mirror image of America’s Shaker faith; that Shakerism, far from being “over” (when measured exclusively by membership), is alive and well by virtue of the fact that the faith itself (the true measure) reflects something quite vibrant. Even if the day comes when there are no Shakers, the heart and soul of their faith will remain alive in the people who comprise the Postmodern movement that now spans the globe. It is a conclusion I could never have predicted.

  Nor could I have predicted how coming to know the Shakers would change me. I matured spiritually, and I began to look at the world differently. I became tolerant and much more ecumenical about the nature of worship. I found something good in everyone. I could see the spark. I changed my idea of the “image” of God. I began listening to my inner voice. I followed the leading of the Spirit. I don’t recall exactly when all this happened, it wasn’t an earth-shattering moment, but at one point I realized I had become a different woman. Shakerism had transformed me.

  What I now realize is that this project is my public testimony. It is my prayer for peace and tolerance, my prayer that people will stop hurting each other in the name of God, my prayer that the Spirit, which is the essence of love, will be set free among us all. That is the real meaning of “Shaker style,” and it feels good and right to share these feelings with you.

  —Jeannine Lauber, Casco, Maine


  The Spirit and the Bride

  Is it over or just beginning?
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  Predawn mist rising off Sabbathday Lake.

  “I will pour out my Spirit upon all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy.Your old men will dream dreams, your young men will see visions. In those days, I will pour out my Spirit even on servants – men and women alike.”

  JOEL 2:28-29

  Mother Ann Lee (1736–1784), Founder

  Chosen Faith, Chosen Land is as much a story about Ann Lee, the woman who founded the Shaker faith in America in 1774, as it is about the living Shakers themselves.
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  A fragment of 18th-century checked gingham, believed to be from the apron of America’s first Shaker, Ann Lee (1736 –1784), rests upon the outstretched hands of Brother Arnold Hadd, a 21st-century Believer who is likely one of America’s last Shakers. Brother Arnold represents a small but sturdy link in an unbroken chain of an estimated 70,000 Americans who spent all or part of their lives as Shakers during the faith’s 225-year history.

  The story the living Shakers tell is intimately woven into the story of a woman who followed her inner vision, and how that vision transformed their lives. The Shakers add first-person insight and meaning to the dramatic tale of how Ann Lee came to this country on the eve of the American Revolution to ignite a religious revolution within a political one, and then died from injuries suffered at the hands of angry mobs. She eventually triumphed, reemerging across time as a larger-than-life spiritual presence in their lives and those of Shakers past.
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  One of only a few copies of a hand-written manuscript from a collection of firsthand rememberances of Mother Ann Lee. The full collection was published by the Shakers in 1816 as the Testimonies Concerning The Character And Ministry of Mother Ann Lee. The rare manuscript, cradled in the hands of Brother Arnold, is safely stored in the climate-controlled library at Chosen Land.

  Most of what we know about Ann Lee comes from the 1816 Testimonies, a collection of first-person accounts from Shakers who actually knew her. These remembrances were gathered by Shaker scribes about twenty years after Ann Lee’s death in 1784 in an effort to preserve her memory for generations to come. Through these stories we see reflected an early America that promised freedom of religion with one hand, but, while granting it, extracted with the other a severe price for practicing a faith deemed by many to be too far outside the religious norm. But by remaining alive in the Shaker faith, Ann Lee stands as testimony to the enduring democratic ideals, traditions, and achievements that can blossom in a nation that promises and then truly honors religious freedom.

  Ann Lee’s life matters because it was her belief in the “God within” that gave birth to the faith that inspired the Shaker movement. Equally American, she transplanted the faith to this country from England because of a vision that it would take root here and thrive. It did. It is a quintessential American success story. Shakers have outlasted all other similar communitarian experiments. They created an almost complete society based on their theological vision—architecture, industry, music, furniture, living arrangements, and social organization are but a few of the fundamentals for which they are so well noted. They stand, therefore, as a unique commentary on the rest of American society; grateful to be in America, but also grateful because they could separate from it. The American Shaker experience is a part of our history, a part we should not want to lose. If we fail to understand it, we are doomed to repeat mistakes from the past on new generations of radical religious thinkers.
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  Polly Collins’ gift drawing depicts the saints in Heaven who have benefited humanity with their moral goodness. The top row, from left to right, consists of Ann Lee, founder of the Shaker faith in America, 1774, Father James Whittaker, successor to Ann Lee; Father William Lee, Ann Lee’s brother; and Christopher Columbus. The second row consists of “The Savior” (Jesus Christ): Saints Peter, Andrew, and James the Lesser. Polly Collins, 1854, Hancock, Massachusetts. Courtesy of Hancock Shaker Village, Pittsfield, Massachusetts

  When you focus on the Shaker faith, its connection to what religious scholar Elaine Pagels calls the “underground river” of religious ideas—often referred to as “Gnosticism”—reveals itself. “Gnosticism” is from a Greek word used to describe an esoteric “knowing” of a spiritual truth. Shakers hold to a way of “knowing” that directs their search for God not outwards but inwards, to the “Christ Spirit.” In Gnostic terms it is defined as the Divine “spark” encased in each individual. Ann Lee passionately believed the Divine spark, which she called the Christ Spirit, could “dwell within the consciousness of any man, woman, or child.” Access to God, she felt, is non-hierarchal and available to all because it is found within.

  Harold Bloom, Sterling Professor of Humanities at Yale, in The American Religion (1992) draws a direct connection between Shakerism and Gnosticism. Using the term in a broad sense, Bloom’s controversial view is that religions founded on American soil have been pervasively Gnostic, the Shakers being the first. He writes, “Ann Lee’s vision of God essentially was Gnostic, and followed the ancient concept that God was both our fore-mother and our fore-father, both female and male. In America, the Shaker founder went further, and soon was regarded by her followers as a female Jesus, and became known as Mother Ann Lee, in a relation both divine and maternal. Though all Shakers, and not just Mother Ann, incarnated the Spirit, they became in effect an extended family, all of them her children. The gifts of the Spirit were thus both singular and familial, and an odd blend of individualism and communalism had been created.”
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  Miranda Barber’s depiction of Ann Lee on the cross, from her “Book of Prophetic Signs Written by Prophet Isaiah” (Mt. Lebanon, 1843), summons up a powerful body of lore shaped by previous generations of Shakers. This single image would have evoked the many parallels between Ann Lee’s life and Jesus’s, of which death by persecution was only one, albeit the most powerful. Appearing from the Spirit World bearing the comforting words, “I never will forsake thee,” Barber’s vision granted a new generation of Shakers needed unity with their spiritual mother. Detail from “A Book of prophetic signs written by Prophet Isaiah, 1843,” by Miranda Barber, Mt. Lebanon, New York, 198 pages; ink, watercolor and graphite on paper, leather-bound. Pages size: 8 1/2 x 6 13/16 in. Courtesy of The Western Reserve Historical Society, Cleveland, Ohio

  Today’s Shakers do not agree with Bloom’s entire theory, pointing out that Ann Lee never talked about belief in a Father/Mother God, nor did she consider herself a female Jesus, even though others did. Regardless, Ann Lee had never heard the word “gnostic,” but she saw in an intuitive flash that breaking loose from the bonds of the flesh (celibacy) could free the individual to be closer to God, closer to the “inner light.” By seeking the “sparks” within, we find God and grow closer to the Spirit. Hence to be a Shaker is to search one’s self in pursuit of the elusive inner light, the knowledge of God. For Ann Lee, it was necessary for the individual to break loose from the flesh to get there. Celibacy has been part of Shakerism from the beginning, and it remains so today.

  Forsaking the flesh would never become a mainstream American vision. What did become mainstream, however, was the direction of Ann Lee’s seeking. Bloom writes, “Awareness, centered on the self, is faith for the American Religion. . . . Emerson, writing in his journal in 1831, gave his nation one of its prime statements of its spiritual peculiarities:

  Remember, then, were not the words that made your blood run cold, that brought the blood to your cheeks, that made you tremble or delighted you—did they not sound to you as old as yourself? Was it not truth that you knew before, or do you ever expect to be moved from the pulpit or from man by anything but plain truth? Never. It is God in you that responds to God without, or affirms his own words trembling on the lips of another.”

  Bloom continues, “The self is the truth, and there is a spark at its center that is best and oldest, being the God within.”

  If America is now, as appears to be the case, taking a renewed look at “the God within,” and if Ann Lee is among America’s religious leaders who first brought such an idea to these shores, maybe the more important question is not whether the Shaker faith is about to end, but whether it is just beginning to undergo a worldwide revival…under a different name.

  I believe people are ready to take a serious look at the Shaker faith, and the untold story of Ann Lee is a good place to start. Not only are the living Shakers willing to tell her story, but new scholarship is available and the American psyche may at last be ripe for it, as well. Why? Religion has entered our political arena, for better or worse. We live in an America where religious diversity is increasing, and the possibility for persecution and violence is everpresent. Faith is at the forefront of our collective consciousness. It can be so deeply personal, so irrational, that it can be the cause of the most noble and most ignoble human behavior. It can inflame us, in good ways and in bad.

  Like the lives of so many other religious leaders, Ann Lee’s life moves from hope to despair to renewed faith. It is one of early religious seeking solidifying into rock-solid conviction, the courage to follow inner direction wherever it might go, daring leadership, persistence in the face of seeming defeat, a fast-growing following igniting vicious persecution, early death at the hands of enemies, and resurrection as a spiritual presence to generations who had never known her in the flesh.

  Ultimately, this is a story about a woman reaching across time to lead new generations of unconventional religious thinkers into the future.

  “We are the people who turn the world upside down.”   —Ann Lee


  Ann Lee was born into a working-class family in 1736 in Manchester, England. Her father was a blacksmith. Her mother’s name was never recorded. Ann was expected to work even as a child and she did. Her first job, at only eight years old, was in a cotton factory. She was unschooled and illiterate, but those who knew her as a child say she was bright and very curious. Ann’s mother was reportedly passionate about religion, an interest she shared with her daughter, who was also eager to “know” spiritual truths.

  England at that time was in the grip of a hotbed of religious enthusiasm known as the “First Great Awakening.” This controversial revival, a Protestant reform movement that also swept Germany, Scotland, and the American colonies, stressed trusting the heart rather than the head in spiritual matters. “Feelings” were prized more highly than “thinking,” and spiritual seekers were encouraged to rely on Biblical revelation rather than human reasoning. It was a “new age” religion and people flocked to it, abandoning their traditional churches en masse.

  It was also an era of extraordinary social and political upheaval affecting the lives of ordinary people. England was struggling with the transition into the Industrial Revolution. Northern Ireland and Germany were wracked by war and famine. Colonialists’ hardscrabble lives were constantly threatened by attacks from dispossessed Native Americans. What occurred was a “perfect storm” involving several unstable fronts, from social to economic and cultural to political, that collided then erupted with the births of several radical new breeds of old religions. One example is the Methodist Church, which grew out of a movement to reform the Anglican Church of England in the 18th century.

  This was the atmosphere in 1758, when 22-year-old Ann Lee joined the Wardley Society, a small radical offshoot of the English Methodists that practiced open confession and ecstatic worship. The “shaking” they did during religious meetings was considered a sign that the Spirit dwelt within them. To outsiders, most particularly members of the established Church of England, it was a sign of something else, and Believers were routinely ridiculed and persecuted. They were derisively called the “Shaking Quakers,” (Believers were often confused with Quakers, but research points to Methodist roots), a term later shortened to “Shakers” when they came to this country.

  In 1762, at the age of 26, Ann Lee married Abraham Standerin, a blacksmith who worked in her father’s shop. Some records indicate Ann was forced into the marriage. We’ll never know whether that is true or not, but records confirm the couple had four children, three of whom died in infancy. Their daughter Elizabeth died at the age of six. Ann was emotionally devastated by the deaths of her children, and may have suffered what we know of today as a major clinical depression. Of that traumatic time in her life she later told followers:

  I felt my soul overwhelmed with sorrow. In my travail and tribulation my sufferings were so great that my flesh consumed upon my bones, bloody sweat pressed through my skin, and I became helpless as an infant. And when I was brought through and born into the spiritual kingdom, I was like an infant just brought into the world. They see works and colors and objects but they know not what they see, and so it was with me when I was brought into the spiritual world. But before I was twenty-four hours old, I saw and knew what I saw.

  Critics of Ann Lee say the untimely deaths of her children is probably what prompted her eventual belief that sex was spiritually evil, that she most likely felt the deaths were her punishment for engaging in carnal activity. Her followers strongly disagree, arguing Ann Lee’s position on the nature and spiritual consequences of human sexuality came to her through Divine inspiration. What we know is that Ann Lee left her husband’s bed, that he adamantly opposed her total rejection of sex, and that he even complained about his wife to local clergy, all to no avail. What is less understood is why Abraham remained with Ann for several years, even joining the tiny band of eight Believers who followed her on a dangerous journey across the Atlantic to America. Early Shaker literature offers little to help understand their relationship, which by all accounts ended a few years after they arrived in America.

  The early 1770s marked a time of social and spiritual maturation for Ann Lee. Like many before, she had become extremely disillusioned with the Church of England. She publicly accused its hierarchy of choreographing a despicable “trickle-down” structure where God was at the top; then the monarch; then nobles; and at the bottom were the common people. Her vision for a new gospel and a new order, she later said, would “turn the world upside down.” It did. She preached that the Christ Spirit could come into the life of anyone, directly, from within. There was no need for the Church as mediator, because the Church itself is the body of Christ, welcoming anyone ready to receive the Spirit.

  “As a young woman she began taking up her cause against the Anglican Church,” says Sister Frances. “And she took it upon herself to do something unheard of in that day.” Ann Lee burst into church services, disrupted worship, and publicly accused the clergy of ignoring the poor and catering to the wealthy. To break from England’s established religion was one thing, but for a woman to lead a reform involving deliberately hostile and confrontational tactics was quite another.

  “That took a lot of doing in those days,” says Sister Frances.

  “She went into state churches and started telling people they were damned, that they weren’t getting the message, that they weren’t really worshiping God,” says Brother Wayne.

  “She had the example of Jesus the Christ going in and upsetting the temple, and I think that gave her courage,” says Sister Frances. “She had that same spirit within her. She knew she would suffer for it and indeed she did.”

  And so began a vicious cycle of religious protest, followed by imprisonment, persecution, and violence for Ann Lee and her followers. One of the most horrific prison incidents occurred in 1770 after Ann Lee, her father, and a few other followers boldly protested Divine Services at Christ Church in Manchester. The radicals, well known to authorities by now, were brought before Ecclesiastical authorities on charges of disrupting the Sabbath. They were thrown into jail at the Manchester House of Corrections. Ann Lee’s cell was so small she couldn’t even stand up. She was a lightening rod in a country where church and state were one.
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