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What people are saying about


Exploring Isaac Penington


Ruth Tod offers us a fascinating window onto the life and spirituality of Isaac Penington. She demonstrates that, despite the hundreds of years that separate us from him, Penington’s writings remain a vital source of inspiration and challenge for Friends today. Like all good introductions, this book whets the appetite, and readers will be left wanting more.


Stuart Masters, Programme Coordinator (History and Theology) at Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre. Author of The Rule of Christ: Themes in the Theology of James Nayler (Brill, 2021)


In this great new addition to the Quaker Quick series, Ruth Tod, lifelong Friend, is drawing our attention to the life and work of seventeenth-century Quaker Isaac Penington. She encourages us to look at his writings and thoughts meditatively and to draw them deeply into our own spiritual lives, now, in the twenty-first century. Ruth stresses how important it is for us to feel inspired and encouraged by Penington’s beautiful words and ideas, and to see how they can enrich us now in practical as well as spiritual ways.


Joanna Godfrey Wood, Author of In STEP with Quaker Testimony and In Search of Stillness


In this book, Ruth provides an embodied and personal reading of the rich heritage of Isaac Penington’s life and writings, It reaches out to those who know only a little, as well as to those who know a lot about his life and spirituality. Whilst it nourishes the mind, it also invites us to connect with the body as the source of learning and awareness. It offers to assist us, through carefully selected passages and practices, to find firsthand experience of the deep connection with the universal part of ourselves. Lina


Jordan, Psychotherapist, facilitator and Quaker


Ruth Tod offers us insights into Isaac Penington’s experience, ideas and faith that springs from a deep sense of spiritual and emotional affinity with him. She paints a vivid portrait of a Friend who very early on, brought colour, warmth, heart and gentleness into the Quaker understanding of the divine, using poetic images that speak to us and uplift us to this day, more powerfully than any amount of formal theology. ‘His words sing to me’, Ruth tells us and she unpacks those words with empathy that makes them sing to us too.


Stevie Krayer, Poet and writer on Quaker topics


With remarkable clarity and profound insight, the writings of Isaac Penington continue to speak to us in our day, just as they did among the first generation of Friends. As a standout leader within British society and among Quakers, Penington wrote about his life-changing experiences with Christ, who like a powerful spiritual seed within bears fruit, producing other seeds and bountiful harvests of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, and other fruits of the Spirit. In this accessible book, Ruth Tod brings readers into Penington’s way of the heart, sure to bring forth yields of wisdom, peace, and love in the gardens of our lives, today.


Paul N. Anderson, Professor of Biblical and Quaker Studies, George Fox University


Isaac Penington is one of the most inspiring and thoughtful leaders in the beginnings of Quakerism in England. Ruth Tod engages him personally. While providing information about him, his circumstances, and the origins of the Religious Society of Friends, she shares the intertwining of her life with him as spiritual mentor in ways that are endearing and edifying. As she presents his view of silence, she shares her own meditative practice going deep into silence, becoming immersed in his images and metaphors, and seeking to understand their impact on her heart. She concludes her book with helpful suggested exercises that are about feeling, noticing and experiencing.


R. Melvin Keiser, Professor Emeritus of Religious and Interdisciplinary Studies, Guilford College, Greensboro, North Carolina. Author, with Rosemary Moore, of Knowing the Mystery of Life Within: Selected Writings of Isaac Penington in Their Historical and Theological Context (London: Quaker Books, 2005)
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Introduction


When I was a child living in Leeds, we used to go on trips to Airton Meeting House way out in Malhamdale in Yorkshire, in the north of England. This is a simple little Meeting House dating back to the seventeenth century, when people from the farms and villages used to gather on foot or horseback from miles around. Here my interest in early Quakers first began. I loved sitting quietly among the old benches, imagining bygone Quakers leaving their horses and wet coats in the stables before they came to sit down. I thought about their pleasure at being together at the beginning of the new week and what they had ministered about and endured for their faith. In the silence, there was usually plenty of time to reflect without interruption on their lives as well as on my own. I wondered how they had created a huge Quaker movement in just a few years. What were they saying that appealed to so many? What else was happening then? What had they discovered about themselves and their relationship with God, that gave them the confidence and conviction to spread their message in such an inspiring way? What can we learn from them now for life today?


Over the years, the Quaker way has been a thread through my life, shaping many of my perspectives and my decisions. I have appreciated the continuity and connection I feel with the early Friends; their wisdom and witness still nourish me. Among them, Isaac Penington who lived from 1616–1679 was one of the most prolific and poetic writers. From his own experience he shares deep truths with us and answers many of my questions. I see this short book as a bridge across the centuries, unearthing and opening up his discoveries, reminding us of their significance, connecting them to the present time. Much of what Penington writes, speaks directly to me, sending my thoughts in new directions. So this is about my journey as well as his. There are three parts. The first part is the background: my own background and connections with Penington, followed by the background to his life and the context in which his thinking developed. The second part looks at what Penington taught and believed using excerpts from his writings. The third part consists of my personal reflections on his work followed by exercises that can deepen our experience. My hope is that you too will discover the gifts that Penington offers us and find yet more wisdom, for the Quaker way is to keep learning and sharing.


The passages I refer to are taken from four sources: A Month with Isaac Penington by Beatrice Saxon Snell, Quaker Faith and Practice, The Inward Journey of Isaac Penington, ed. by Robert J Leach and The Works of Isaac Penington, online edition. (See bibliography).









Part I


Background









Chapter 1


Connecting: Living from Stillness


When I started to read Penington’s work, I found that much of what he said resonated with me on different levels and that he offers wisdom which is timeless. His message is as relevant for us now, as it was for people in his day. This is why I am weaving my own experience and reflections with his.


In common with all the early Quakers, Penington found that the core of his faith and practice lay in the silence of the Meeting for Worship. Quakers in Britain still hold unprogrammed Meetings in the manner of those early Quakers, but now they are usually just an hour long, whereas originally, they could last for most of the day. As a child of Quaker parents, I went to Meeting every Sunday and learnt to sit patiently, not quite knowing why. One of the many beautiful aspects of Quaker Meetings is the simplicity. We wait upon the still voice within us, trusting that in the silence we are creating a sacred space, which we often describe as a gathered meeting. Here there is a place for all our experiences and discoveries. Ministry (spoken contributions) may or may not arise. We explore and discover together, as equals before God. I am inspired by church buildings and love to sing or listen to church music. In art galleries I am moved by Medieval religious paintings. On hilltops I drink in the awe of the world. Then I return to silence and stillness, where I can be present with all of myself and listen to the voice within. This I think is what draws us together as Quakers. We come to Meeting as ourselves, just as we are, with all the different threads of our lives that are shaping our thoughts and beliefs. As a community of Friends, we are enriched by the variety of experience and perspectives we each bring. Some of us are drawn more to the quiet and others more to activism. We all see a strong link between our inner personal journey and outward witness.


I think this inner-outer connection lies at the heart of our Quaker way. At school I studied the seventeenth century and read Christopher Hill’s The World Turned Upside Down. This was the period of the English Civil War when King Charles I was beheaded and new ideas caught on like wildfire. A radical new movement of Seekers was born, from which the ‘Religious Society of Friends of the Truth’ (Quakers) emerged. I was inspired by their actions and wondered what gave them their courage and confidence. I read T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets, and was drawn to his images of the still point of the turning world and time stopping as the last notes of the violin die away. I began to see the connection between stillness and movement. In quiet inward-turning pauses, we can find what we are called to do and be moved to act upon it. We don’t need someone else to tell us because the deep truths about life lie within our hearts.


I saw that this profoundly new experience was the source of the early Quaker vision for the world. Out of the chaos of the war, the first Friends believed that everyone would soon become filled with the living spirit, making a new covenant with God and working together to build heaven on earth. The inward spirit was showing them the way. For a few years I was involved in Turning the Tide, a programme of Quaker Peace and Social Witness which offers training in nonviolent social change. We led sessions on the nature of power, including our own inner power that comes from self-knowledge and clarity. We also taught about the art of winning people over to create a movement. One of the basic principles of nonviolence is not arming ourselves against others, but disarming others with kindness, listening and respectfulness. In the case studies I read about, I saw the power of meetings for worship at shareholders’ meetings and was moved by Martin Luther King kneeling in silent prayer before the troops at Selma. Here we can see what it means to call up our inner power to override temporal power, as the first Quakers had also done.
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