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  What people are saying about




  In STEP with Quaker Testimony




  Margaret Fell, wife of George Fox, is celebrated as the “mother of Quakerism” but her profound and original spirituality has been all but lost. Joanna Godfrey Wood’s appropriate “bringing to new light” of the essence of Fell’s central texts is a major Quaker re-discovery. Her examination of Fell’s explorations of the four great spiritual STEPs through the concepts of Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace has been a personal pilgrimage that can now be ours. Her research unearths fresh meaning through adaptations of Fell’s language, enriched by a series of ideas and notes, which together give a contemporary relevance to her historic experience.




  Alec Davison, a founder of The Leaveners, Quaker Quest and The Kindlers




  In this inspiring and beautiful book Joanna creates a bridge across time to the writings of Margaret Fell over 350 years ago. The personal experiences and reflections of these two women are woven together as we share their journeys of discovery. A reminder of the roots of Quakerism. A joy to travel with them both.




  Ruth Tod, author of Positive Parenting for a Peaceful World




  This is a fascinating book, a unique blend of reminiscence, commentary and Quaker wisdom. Joanna Godfrey Wood is an expert guide to the work of Margaret Fell, a lynch-pin of the early Quaker movement in Britain. She uses well-chosen extracts from Fell’s writing to shed light not only on the beginnings of Quakerism, but on the lives of Quakers today – in particular their commitment to simplicity, truth, equality and peace. Her book is accessible, thought-provoking and exhilarating; invaluable to seasoned Quakers and essential reading for anyone interested in the ways in which Quakers find meaning and purpose.




  Geoffrey Durham, author of What Do Quakers Believe?, Being a Quaker: A Guide for Newcomers and The Spirit of the Quakers




  An agreeable, thorough and truthful exploration of how it is to be a Quaker today. Joanna pulls no punches in offering challenges that we, as Quakers, need to shine Light on. Going back to Margaret Fell’s writings and bringing them into modern parlance within our present Testimonies provides a very good anchorage for first-time spiritual explorers finding paths to shine the Light within. This is where we can find our power and take small steps towards dealing with inner and outer callings. As both Margaret Fell and Joanna Godfrey Wood say, albeit with a 350-year gap and a very different language style, the content remains the same: within the darkness is the Light. Be brave, be courageous, have faith, but “go there.”




  Isa Louise Levy, MA, artist and arts psychotherapist




  Joanna Godfrey Wood, driven to understand her lifelong faith more deeply, and seeking that force of Truth “that first brought Quakerism into being,” has turned to the “unread Fell.” There she has found a true friend and sure guide, and it is a faithfulness to Fell’s animating spirit that she has shared with us the fruits of this encounter.




  Thom Bonneville, member of North-West London Area Meeting
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  Turn to the Light which cometh from the Father of Lights which draws your minds towards God and let this be your Teacher and Leader.




  Margaret Fell


  

  




  



  
Foreword





  About Margaret Fell




  Margaret Fell (1614–1702), one of the first Quakers and certainly the best-known female Friend from the era of early Quakerism, has long been affectionately called the “mother of Quakerism,” though some now feel that this is to patronize her. She was certainly motherly in terms of being a welcoming hostess, opening up her home to visiting itinerant seekers and preachers, who were common in this time of ferment during the English Civil War. Her well-established household became a vital hub for the establishment of the early Quaker movement – and they say that the food was very good. But she is far more significant for early Quakerism than she has been given credit for. She wrote a vast collection of vital campaigning and theological work, which has not been kept in print, has been poorly acknowledged, even forgotten, even though it seems that she may have been responsible for some of the key Quaker findings in the early days of seeking.




  Some of her writing about the “Light,” especially, as well as her other thoughts and ideas, are similar to George Fox’s, the well-known and amply acknowledged co-founder of the Quaker movement. But does she have something to say in her own right? Is it slightly different from what Fox had to say? And has she been passed over? Do we need to take more notice of what she has to say and go back to her writings now?




  Fell was born in 1614, was married firstly to Judge Thomas Fell (1632) and secondly, following Judge Fell’s death, to George Fox (born 1624). Fox was one of the most well-known founders of Quakerism in the mid-seventeenth century. Between 1633 and 1653 Fell and Judge Fell had eight children and Margaret ran a large household and estate at Swarthmoor, Ulverston, England, often single-handed, at a time of enormous religious and social crisis, both physical and spiritual. The country was torn apart by civil war, which broke out in 1642. Many died and were imprisoned, and great long-lasting changes occurred in society at that time. Fell endured long imprisonments and suffered greatly for her faith and actions, which included campaigning, traveling in ministry and holding meetings at her home. She died in 1702, aged 88.
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Introduction





  About Quakers




  Quakers (the Religious Society of Friends) are a Christian-based sect originating in England and now found worldwide. The unprogrammed tradition is the style of meeting for worship followed in the UK, Europe, Australia and New Zealand and in the US (where several different forms of Quakerism are practiced). Unprogrammed worship involves waiting, as a group, without a minister or pastor, in silence and stillness, in which there is no pre-planned ministry or order of service, though members may feel led to speak, or “minister.” Quakers following other, semi-programmed and programmed formats for meetings for worship, which may include pre-planned ministry, are found in high numbers in the United States, Africa and South America, as well as in other countries. Such meetings, which developed at a later time than the unprogrammed versions, usually have appointed leaders or pastors.




  Unprogrammed Quakers usually meet for worship weekly on a Sunday, but at other times too, waiting in silence and searching within. Spirit-led action may result, including unplanned vocal ministry, perhaps sometimes involving, or supplemented by, reading from Quaker literature and the Bible. Christianity is in the roots and origins of Quakerism and many Friends identify as Christian, though many today do not. Both approaches are considered equally “Quaker.”




  Creed or no creed?




  Quakers do not have a creed, as such, though they do have what could be called broad guidelines, which we look at in this book: Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace. These are core words, though others are included according to preference. Generally, Quakers search inwardly for guidance under the workings of the “other,” “Spirit” or “God.” In unprogrammed Quakerism there is no formal intermediary between the group or individual and the power that many call “God,” so “beliefs” are not a fixed understanding or requirement. Gradually a “way” to live by is formed through individual discernment and discovery, in meeting and in life generally, and in personal experience. It is recognized that such discoveries might have common ground but may be very different too, because we are all individuals and experiences, understandings and interpretations vary.




  The nature of ministry




  “Ministry” may or may not occur in the unprogrammed tradition, but when it does it comes from a deep place, prompted by “other” or “Spirit,” or that which may be called “God.” The adrenaline kick experienced when someone is suddenly prompted to stand in the silent meeting and starts to speak from a place of encountered Truth may produce a physical shaking, stammering and hesitation, a hammering of the heart. This phenomenon, often evident to others, originally brought about the nickname “Quaker.” This started as a mockery but it has now stuck. Spoken ministry in meeting is not a carefully prepared, rounded speech, but more of a gradual exploration and unfolding of the experience of Truth. It may be very brief. Others in the meeting may take up a theme to explore more deeply, after a period of further silence, or they may speak about something seemingly unrelated. Ministry emerges from silence and stillness. There is no discussion, answering or debating. The piece of ministry may be meaningful for some but others may not hear or want its message – or its significance may come to them later. Alternatively, there may be unbroken quiet.




  In a broader sense “ministry” might also take the form of promptings to act in the wider world, which might include, for example, undertaking practical tasks or “acting under a concern” in a campaigning capacity. This is a very personal thing and those who act usually feel urged from a place that seems to be “other” than, and separate from, their own thoughts, will or decision-making process.




  How this book came about




  The question “Why am I a Quaker?” was at the forefront of my mind when I started to look into the roots and origins of Quakerism. How does my life in Quakerism today connect with Margaret Fell’s in the seventeenth century? Where do our modern Quaker testimonies, Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace, come from and can we find first glimpses of them in early Quaker writings, such as Fell’s? This book attempts to recapture some of the things I discovered one winter when I sat down to transcribe a long volume of Margaret Fell’s writings (A Brief Collection of Remarkable Passages …), published in 1710, but not re-issued since. As I struggled to read and type from an old and precious book placed delicately on a cushion, the words passed through my center and I found that I could “hear” Fell’s voice speaking to me loudly and clearly. I realized that this process, though arduous and undertaken with the intention of eventually republishing Fell’s work, was an effective way of reading it and thinking about it. The repetitive, automatic action of typing freed up my brain to absorb the words in a way that ordinary reading would not have done. My fingers kept me focused and this led me to thinking about creativity and the ways in which physical activity can release it.




  As I ploughed through Fell’s book, I thought about the laboriousness of writing and printing by hand in the seventeenth century, compared with speedy modern writing, editing and printing processes. I thought about J. Sowle, the printer, and his daughter, who in 1710 printed and published the original, slaving over tiny separate slivers of type – the same process used until the advent of computer typesetting. I found some mistakes in their painstaking work that allowed me to connect with them as fallible human beings. I discovered a few things about Fell and about Quakerism that I had long forgotten or ignored – or had failed to be aware of in the first place. These things came at a perfect time. They were revelatory and allowed me to re-kindle some ideas about Quakerism that I had been missing for a long time but without fully realizing it.




  STEP as a structure




  This book uses Fell’s writings and adaptations of them as starting off points for thoughts about Quakerism, beginning with the words Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace. My thoughts, divided into themes, are meanderings; they do not always follow a steady path. It is hoped that this book provides inspiration for others and discussion points for Quaker groups.




  What made early Quakers work so fiercely and steadfastly to establish Quakerism in the mid-seventeenth century? What had they discovered? How were their discoveries different from the religion of the time and why were they important? How can we rediscover these things for ourselves today?




  Early Quaker thinking was rooted firmly and confidently in the King James Bible, which was widely read in ordinary homes as soon as more people became literate – and it helped people to become literate. Daily Bible reading was part of the fabric of family life and many knew long passages by heart. Margaret Fell exhorted all to read the Bible and search for Truth in it and her use of it in her writings reveals deep understanding.




  In some homes births, marriages and deaths were recorded on the flyleaves of large-format Bibles and the family Bible was an important part of hearth and home and family life. I am fortunate to own one such volume. It is so big that is almost a piece of furniture in its own right and so old that it has to be held together with straps and buckles. It is really a mound of dust waiting to happen. The pages speak of hours, days, months and years of loyal family devotion and the flyleaf records a huge number of children born into that family, all in order of birth.




  Early Quakers made discoveries in the Bible that they felt had been missed, ignored or interpreted wrongly by the established church. They found that the word Truth most closely embodied their beliefs and named themselves “Friends of Truth” initially. In later centuries “precepts” or “testimonies” were identified and listed as separate “Quaker words” that are closely connected and overlapping. In Britain Yearly Meeting these are presently Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace (STEP), but more words are being added as time goes by and they vary in different yearly meetings around the world. Words may have been dropped or incorporated into one of the other categories. Perhaps Integrity is part of Truth, though we might today wonder why this quality should be particular to Quakers, or why Peace should be either – or indeed any of them. They are all ideas being explored by other religious bodies and peoples worldwide and perhaps it is not for the Society of Friends to claim ownership, if this is so. So do these separate words and their various additions (such as Community and Sustainability) help or hinder our understanding and practice of Quakerism? They are all so intertwined that you soon find that you cannot have one without the other and there is much overlapping. In addition, there are different ways in which the ideas can be combined to work together in one’s mind. For example, you could say that the Equality of all beings is a Simple Truth, which begins in Peace and leads to it too. Or Peace is found in the Simplicity of stillness, where all are Equal under Truth. Or stillness is a Simple Truth where all can find Equality and Peace. One idea feeds into another – and back again. None stands alone. But ultimately, what we are talking about, perhaps, is Truth. Simplicity leads to Truth, Equality leads to Truth and Peace leads to Truth and Truth, in turn, leads to all of these.




  So I have structured the book around the four main modern Quaker Testimonies, taking a broad view of them, and have tried to see whether they, or the ideas that formed them, are found in Fell’s writings. The words are certainly there, but meanings have changed or are used differently and we need to explore whether the ideas of Simplicity, Truth, Equality and Peace were really there, as we think of them and understand them today, or whether we have overlaid the words with different meanings as well as new layers of complexity, which perhaps were not intended. Perhaps the birthing of the ideas was present, but in a simpler, more everyday, form. The ideas grew and expanded from these beginnings.
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