Revolutionary Roots of Quakerism: A 5 Week Class Series on 17th Century Friends

Session #1 (January 10) The World Turned Upside Down (background & beginnings)

Quakerism was born in the mid-17th century in England. This was a period of enormous political and religious turmoil. This period has been compared to the late 1960's in the U.S. The country was wracked by a 3 civil wars between 1642 and 1651. After King Charles I was tried & executed in 1949, England entered its only period as a republic, rather than a monarchy. 

There were many different small religious sects that sprang up at this time. A few of these survived (as Friends did) but most disappeared. Son of a weaver, George Fox was born in 1624 in a strongly Puritan village about a hundred miles north of London. He was apprenticed to a sheep owner and carpenter. He went through a period of seeking and spiritual turmoil at age 18. He began public preaching at age 23 and gathered a handful of followers. An older woman, Elizabeth Hooten, is often considered Fox’s first collaborator in building a new religious movement.

There was an informal movement in the late 1640's and early 1650's in Northern England known as the Westmorland Seekers. They rejected many of the structures of the church at the time and were looking for a rebirth of a more vital spirituality. In 1652, Fox had a vision looking northward from the top of a steep hill called Pendle Hill of a "great people to be gathered.” He continued traveling northward to the area where the Seekers held their gatherings. On June 13, 1652, e preached extemporaneously for three hours to an outdoor gathering of a thousand members of this group in a windy open field called Firbank Fell. Many leaders of the Seekers became “convinced” by the spiritual power of Fox's message.  and the Quaker movement was born.

Quakers sent out preachers (many of whom were women) through out the British Isles known as "The Valiant Sixty" as well as to the Continent and the American colonies. About 3000 Friends suffered imprisonment with hundreds dying due to very unsanitary conditions, including several of the movement’s most outstanding leaders. Four were executed in Massachusetts Colony. The movement grew rapidly from 1652 through the Act of Toleration in 1689, when Friends in England numbered roughly 1% of the population (50,000 people). 

Characteristics of the early Quaker movement:
• Actively recruited others into their movement, interrupting church services, preaching in market places, etc. (and very critical of other Christian groups)
• Considered themselves to be returning to a form of primitive (1st century A.D.) Christianity as practiced in the age of the apostles
• Rejected programmed worship, outward sacraments, and paid clergy
• Insisted on the rightness of women playing an active leadership role in the new movement, rejecting arguments that it was wrong for women to preach or participate in church decision-making. 12 of the “Valiant Sixty” were women. Many wrote extensive tracts.

Reflection questions:
1. How would you respond if a charismatic spiritual leader such as George Fox spoke to you today?
2. Do you find the writings of early Friends exciting? Strange? Moving? Disturbing?
3. In what ways do you sense that Friends today are or are not practicing the same kind of religion as the first generation of Quakers?
4. Why do you think Friends grew so quickly and won so many adherents, in spite of terrible persecution? 
5. Why do you think established church leaders (both Puritans and Anglicans) were so enraged and threatened by the Quaker message?

Further reading:

Journal of George Fox: Testimony of Margaret (Fell) Fox concerning her late husband George Fox…

Journal of George Fox, Chap 6: A New Era Begins 1651-52 (on Pendle Hill vision & Firbank Fell)

NEYM Interim Faith & Practice pp.49-51

John Punshon, Portrait in Grey: A Short History of the Quakers
