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PREFACE

The aim of this thesis is to examine how epistles and testimonies sent between Quaker 

meetings in England and Ireland shaped their religious identity and ensured discipline in 

their communities. The thesis consists of an introduction, a first chapter discussing the 

history of mentalities leading to a discussion of sect to denommation development, a 

second chapter outlining the historical background of the Religious Society of Friends to 

1660 and recent historiography concerning their adherents in Ireland, and six further 

chapters.

The third chapter discusses the evolution of Quaker theology by comparing the 

tracts of the early Quaker preachers George Fox and James Nayler with those of later 

leaders, Robert Barclay and William Penn tracing the evolution of the concept o f the light 

in Quaker theology. In the next chapter the debate amongst Friends caused by Fox’s aim to 

increase organisation and central control is discussed. It examines a selection of Quaker 

tracts and the response of leading Friends in England and Ireland.

The fifth chapter uses evidence from Ireland to illustrate the consolidation of the 

meeting system there from 1669. It outlines the guiding role of epistles by Penn and Fox in 

the Irish meeting system and offers evidence as to how the disciplinary system worked. In 

the next two chapters, the support of Irish Friends for women preachers and their separate 

meetings and the trans-national role of the women’s meetmgs in Ireland is analysed. The 

final chapter shows the role of testimonies and journals in the construction of Quaker 

identity and history.
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NOTE ON STYLE AND QUAKER DATES

I have modernised punctuation and spelling, and have modified grammar where clarity 

demanded. However, in chapter four, I have retained Quaker references to thee and thou in 

certain quotations in order to illustrate their usage. Footnotes have been presented 

according to Irish Historical Studies rules.

The Quakers discarded the names of the days o f the week, for example, substituting ‘First 

day’ for Sunday. This was also the case with the months of the year. Under the Julian 

Calendar, the New Year came into being on 25 March but in Quaker records all of March 

was considered to belong to the New Year. March was called ‘First month’, April ‘Second 

month’ and so on ending with February as the ‘Twelfth month’. The double year, in the 

following examples of Quaker dates, indicates the change to the New Year.

27‘*’ o f 12‘” month 1684 (February)

6'*’ o f 1 month 1684-5 (March)

14*̂  o f 1 month 1684-5 (March)

20*̂  o f 1 month 1684-5 (March)

21^ o f 1 month 1685 (March)



Introduction

The approach of this thesis to the history of the Religious Society of Friends, also known as 

the Quakers, concentrates on the internal dynamic of the meeting system and the religious 

beliefs of this seventeenth-century religious dissenting group. Evidence describing Quaker 

theology and church government comes from letters, meeting minutes and epistles found in 

meeting books from these communities or tracts written by Quaker leaders.

The first chapter offers a discussion of history of mentalities, leading to an 

examination of recent historiography on Friends in Ireland. In particular, the historian 

Richard Greaves’s application of sect to denomination theories to the history of Friends in 

Ireland is debated. The second chapter discusses the origins and early history of the Quakers 

and their connections with the Seekers and the Ranters, ending at 1659 when the 

eschatological beliefs of the Quakers were finally disappointed.

The early Quaker writings from this radical period are examined in the third chapter, 

which compares 1650s tracts written by the founding leaders, George Fox and James 

Nayler, with those written in the 1670s and 1690s by second generation leaders, Robert 

Barclay and William Penn. This shows that the radical nature of the early Quakerism 

changed and that later Quaker leaders had an understanding of the light as a principle rather 

than as Christ the light. This evolution in theology marked the move from a radical 

eschatology with an emphasis on immediate redemption to a theology which suggested that 

salvation was a journey.

During the 1660s and 1670s, the increasing consolidation of the meeting system 

resulted in the decline o f individual freedom to follow the leadings of the spirit. This 

provoked a schism where the issues of Fox’s leadership, hat honour, regular meetings and 

separate women’s meetings became central to the debate. The fourth chapter examines the 

views of leading dissidents William Mucklow, John Story, John Wilkinson and William 

Rogers and their orthodox opponents. Fox, Penn and Barclay. It also traces the reaction of
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leading Friends in Ireland, notably Dublin Friend Anthony Sharp and Cork Friend Joseph 

Pike

At a recent conference dealing in part with the New British History, the historian of 

Presbyterianism, Ian McBride commented that religious minorities were perfect case studies 

for an analysis o f communities spanning the Irish sea or, in this context, the ‘Inner sea’ 

because they were not inhibited by political borders.' In Ireland, the Quaker communities 

drew their members from areas in northern and south-western England; from thirty local 

meetings in 1660, the sect expanded to fifty-three local meetings in 1701.^ In 1669, George 

Fox visited Ireland in a pastoral and organisational mission to support the existing meeting 

system and Irish Friends were supported by other Friends from England who were part of 

the travelling ministry.’

Unlike England, Ireland did not experience serious dissent amongst Friends on the 

issues of meeting organisation, women’s meetings and Fox’s leadership. This can be viewed 

as unusual: the trans-national nature of Quakerism should leave peripheral communities 

more prone to schism. In the fifth chapter, epistles sent to Friends in Ireland by William 

Penn and George Fox documents the development o f the meeting system in Ireland and in 

turn shows how these epistles served as a template for discipline in the meeting system.

The role of women Friends in the meeting system in Ireland is outlined in the next 

two chapters. Chapter six shows how Fox reinterpreted key verses from St. Paul’s letters to 

the Corinthians to support women preaching and how leading Irish Quakers supported his 

stance on this issue and the existence of separate women’s meetings. Chapter seven 

discusses the interaction between women in Ireland and England through advisory epistles -

' Ian McBride in a discussion during the session on Ulster and the New British Histories: an 
historiographical overview, at the Irish-Scottish Academic Initiative conference on Ireland (Ulster)
Scotland: concepts, contexts, comparisons, Queen’s University, Belfast, 21 September 2002.
 ̂ Richard Greaves, G od’s other children: Protestant nonconformists and the emergence o f  denominational 

churches in Ireland, 75(50-/700 (California, 1997), p. 270.
’ Isabel Grubb, ‘The settlement of church discipline among Irish Friends with special reference to George 
Fox’s visit, 1669’ in Journal o f  the Friends’s Historical Society, ili-ilv, (1941-45), pp 75-80.
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the peripheral communities in Ireland corresponded with important core communities of 

women’s meetings in England. Through these letters, discipline and guidance were 

imparted, just as the early Quaker preachers had used letters to control distant communities. 

The women’s meetings in Ireland ensured cohesiveness amongst their members and 

separateness from the wider world.

The final chapter examines the testimonies and journals of the Friends who worked 

as ministers for their communities. Friends who belonged to the first generation of Quakers 

in Ireland supported Fox and played a crucial role in maintaining unity by transmitting 

Quaker beliefs. Their testimonies about their struggle to spread the faith and the testimonies 

to them given by other Friends upon their deaths created continuity from the early history of 

the sect to the generations that followed. Indeed the history of the sect was recalled through 

the actions of long dead ministers; they were portrayed as upholders of discipline and unity.

This thesis therefore proposes that the sectarian elements of faith and behaviour 

were present in Quakerism throughout the late seventeenth centiuy and were promoted 

through the organisational force of the meeting system. The epistles and testimonies sent 

between leading Friends of Quaker meetings in England and Ireland shaped their 

communities’ religious identity and ensured discipline and cohesion.
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Chapter 1

Approaches to early Quaker history

‘I thought that the doctrine and history of such unusual people were worthy of the curiosity of

a reasonable man.’

Voltaire on the Quakers in Letters on England}

The above observation introduced Voltaire’s writings on the Religious Society of Friends; these 

were published, along wdth other descriptions of English life and culture, as the Letters 

concerning the English nation in England in 1733.  ̂ Voltaire, the French philosophe, was not 

merely curious about the Quakers; when his Letters were published in Rouen, France, as the 

Lettres philosophiques in 1734, they were banned because they were regarded as a critique of 

French institutions.  ̂Voltaire’s motive for his writings on Friends was to expose the difference 

between England and her tolerance and France with her mannered concern for status; the 

Quakers, in particular, epitomised the success of commerce, honesty and toleration in England. 

The Letters revealed Voltaire’s deist condemnation of France and the text was coloured by this 

agenda, ahhough it also provided an example of the curiosity and animosity that the Quaker 

mentality attracted.

' Voltaire, ‘Letter one: On the Quakers,’ in Letters on England, L. Tancock (ed.), (London, 1980), p. 23. 
Voltaire was the pen name of Fran9ois-Marie Arouet (1694-1778). He was a dramatist, poet, historian and 
philosopher; he wrote many works critical of the church and state in France. He spent three years in England 
between 1726 and 1728 after which time he returned to France. The 1980 Penguin edition of the Letters 
concerning the English nation is entitled Letters on England.
 ̂Graham Gargett argued that an English version of the Lettres appeared in London in 1733 the year before the 

French edition. There is still some debate about whether Voltaire may have originally composed some of his 
Letters in English, see Graham Gargett, ‘Voltaire’s Lettres Philosophiques in Eighteenth-century Ireland’ in 
Eighteenth-Century Ireland, xiv, (1999), pp 82-3 n 29. Gargett also noted that shortly after the English edition 
appeared, an Irish edition was printed in the same year, 1733, ‘indicating the evident eagerness of Irish literary 
circles to read Voltaire’. Gargett, ‘Voltaire’, pp 82-3.
 ̂The Rouen edition of 1734 was heavily condemned by the parlement of Paris and this prompted Voltaire to go 

into exile. See ibid., p. 82.
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In the first of his four letters, Voltaire described a meeting with a wealthy Quaker, 

Andrew Pitt, at his home and it was the initial greeting that made clear the difference between 

them/ The Quaker, Voltaire told us, was dressed simply:

Like all those o f his religion he was dressed in a coat with no pleats at the sides and no buttons on 

pockets or sleeves....he kept his hat on while receiving me and moved towards me without even the 

slightest bow, but there was more politeness in the frank, kindly expression on his fece than there is in 

the custom o f placing one leg behind the other and holding in one’s hand what is meant for covering 

one’s head.^

By contrast, Voltaire met his simple greeting with the elaborate ritual of the French court, 

‘bending my body and sliding one foot towards him as our custom is’, and requested that his 

curiosity about the Quaker faith be satisfied.^ Understanding Voltaire’s curiosity with the 

Quaker faith, Pitt recommended the work of Robert Barclay’ as a guide to his religion but in 

the course of the conversation he revealed that Friends did not accept baptism, communion or 

any other sacrament because they regarded these as a ‘human invention’.*

This religious abstention applied to speech and dress as well as theological rituals. Pitt 

remarked that he used thou instead of the plural you, a peculiarity that set Friends apart fi-om 

others socially. He gave this explanation for unusual Quaker clothes, their plain language and 

their reluctance to use the instruments of the state:

We also wear slightly different clothes from other men so that this may be a constant reminder not to 

resemble them. Others wear the badges o f their dignities, but we those o f  Christian humility. We

On the identity o f the Quaker Voltaire met, see Gargett, ‘Voltaire’, p. 86.
 ̂Voltaire, ‘Letter one’ in Letters on England, p. 23.
 ̂ ibid., p. 23.

’ Robert Barclay (1648-90) wrote his Apology fo r  the true Christian divinity, which was published in Latin in 
1676 and later in English in 1678. He was one o f the second generation o f Quaker leaders.
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eschew gatherings for pleasure, theatrical performances, gambling....we swear no oaths, not even in a 

court of law, for we think that the name of the Most High must not be prostituted in the miserable 

wranglings of men. When we have to appear before magistrates over the affeirs of others (for we never

9
go to law ourselves), we aflBrm the truth by a yea  or nay....

Throughout the first letter Voltaire was critical o f Parisian society but particularly in 

this opening passage: he was pointedly referring to the visual displays o f wealth and status on 

show at ‘gatherings for pleasure’ and the scheming and dissembling French courtiers who were 

trapped in a perpetual web of artifice. The court society constrained its adherents through fads 

o f dress, behaviour and status whereas the Religious Society of Friends bound its members to a 

life of austerity, plainness and equality.Each society had a motive for such behaviour -  for the 

court it was favour of the King and for Friends it was soteriology, the favour o f God.

Friends worshipped together in plain meetinghouses and in his second letter, Voltaire 

described his first experience of a gathering of Quakers when he visited a Quaker meeting with 

Pitt. The men wore their hats in the meeting house and all men and women were seated in 

silence and Voltaire wrote, ‘I went through the midst o f them without a single one looking up 

at me.’*' Here Voltaire chided the French court, which was dominated by display, as courtiers 

jostled to be noticed and gain favour; Friends were noticeably different, for while their beliefs 

showed through their clothing and manners this brought negative responses fi-om onlookers. 

The meeting intrigued Voltaire; he recorded that fifteen minutes had passed in silence until one 

man arose, removed his hat and gave a short speech which was ‘a rigmarole taken fi'om the 

Gospels.... I asked my fiiend why the wiser among them put up with such silliness. “We have

* Voltaire, ‘Letter one’ in Letters on England, p. 25.
’ Voltaire, ‘Letter one’ in Letters on England, p. 26.

For an examination of the French court in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Norbert Elias, The 
court society (Oxford, 1969).
”  Voltaire, ‘Letter two’ in Letters on England, p. 27.
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to tolerate it,” he said, “because we cannot tell whether a man who rises to speak will be 

inspired by the spirit or by folly.’”

Defending their lack of priests and their acceptance of women preachers, Pitt declared ‘and we 

are all the better for it.... we are the only people in the world who have no priests. Wouldst 

thou wish to deny us such a happy privilege?’ and thus the text revealed Voltaire’s 

anticlericalism.

Voltaire’s treatment of George Fox''', the sect’s charismatic founder, showed the 

contrast between the earnest behaviour of ecstatic believers in England and the court behaviour 

of flattery in France. Fox was persecuted along with others for answering those in authority in 

an egalitarian manner, using thee and thou and for refusing to remove his hat. Voltaire was 

using the Religious Society of Friends to draw a contrast with France where courtiers curried 

favour in order to reach the ear of the King. Friends did not revere status: Voltaire remarked 

that the dedicatory epistle of Barclay’s Apology was written to Charles II but that it ‘contains 

not fawning flatteries but daring truths and good advice.... What is more astonishing, this 

letter, written to a king by an obscure private person, had its effect and the persecution 

ceased.’'̂

The egalitarian nature of the sect was fiirther stressed in the fourth letter when Voltaire 

juxtaposed a high-ranking official of the English court. Sir William Perm, a favourite of Charles 

II, with his son, William, who was once privileged but became a Quaker.Penn greeted his 

father with his hat firmly on his head and could not be persuaded to abandon the peculiarities of

ibid., p. 27. Voltaire went on to suggest that the faith that Friends espoused was close to Deism.
Voltaire, ‘Letter two’ in Letters on England, p. 27.
George Fox (1624-91) was one of the first generation of Quaker prophets but his place as founding father of 

the movement developed over time.
Voltaire, ‘Letter three’ in Letters on England, pp 31-2.
Sir William Penn (1621-70) was an admiral and a close triend of the Duke of York who later became James 

II; his son William Penn (1644-1718) was one of the second generation to be convinced as a Quaker. He was 
granted ownership of Pennsylvania, which was named after him.
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Quakerism. Sir William Penn implored him to remove his hat and to refrain from using thee 

and thou if he was in the presence o f the King. Later in the fourth letter, Penn’s foundation o f  

the colony o f Pennsylvania was portrayed as creating a utopia where all were treated equally - 

native Indians and colonisers alike. The meeting o f  Penn and his father was a microcosm of 

Friends’s rejection o f the world; Sir William Penn was the embodiment o f the hierarchy o f court 

society in contrast with his son who had left that society for another. Indeed Penn’s rejection o f  

court gestures and garb for plainness was also reminiscent o f  Voltaire’s rejection o f France for 

England.

Voltaire’s discussion o f the Quakers, while intending to condemn France, also indicated 

that changes had taken place amongst Friends by 1733. The Letters also ensured that the 

changes in Quaker identity by the early eighteenth century were recognised by 

contemporaries.His ending o f his fourth letter gave his assessment o f their condition in 

England showing that the sect continually endured challenges to its beliefs through increasing

Eighteenth-century readers who examined Voltaire’s Letters were conscious of how Friends might perceive 
their portrayal. Abbe Prevost reported with some satisfaction, when Voltaire’s Letters were published in 
London, that

The four letters on the Quakers have pleased everyone; except perhaps the supporters of this religion, 
who can’t have suffered with equanimity the air of ridicule with which they are described. Some people 
have raised cries of impiety: but since the author has departed from neither truth nor propriety, their 
complaints have made little impression.

Gargett, ‘Voltaire’, p. 85.
The reaction of the Religious Society of Friends in Ireland to Voltaire’s assessment was resolute and indicated 
that the Abbe Prevost had anticipated correctly. Graham Gargett reported that

an indication of the extent to which the Letters had affected Irish public opinion is provided by the fact 
that in September 1748 the Ireland Half Yearly meeting of the Society of Friends seriously considered 
subsidising a reprint of William Penn’s No cross no crown and Josiah Martin’s A letter from  one o f  the 
people called Quakers to Francis de Voltaire, occasioned by his remarks on that people, in his Letters 
concerning the English nation.

He also noted that Quaker meetings in Cork and Lisburn in 1748 expressed interest in obtaining several copies 
of Martin’s Letter. Gargett, ‘Voltaire’, p. 85. Voltaire’s view of Quaker identity had reached a wide audience 
and left a lasting impression. The Letters clearly struck a chord with the community in Ireland so that they 
sought to counteract his viewpoint through the press. The Quakers were almost a century in Ireland by 1748 and 
had statutory toleration.
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affluence and the assimilation of its children as members by virtue o f birth rather than 

convincement.'*

I see that it is steadily languishing in London....Quakers cannot be Members o f Parliament nor hold 

any office because it would mean taking an oath, and they will not swear. They are reduced to the 

necessity o f earning money through commerce, and their children, made wealthy by their fathers’ 

industry, want to enjoy things, have honours, buttons and cuffe; they are ashamed o f being called 

Quakers and become Protestants to be in the feshion.’’

What was clear from Voltaire’s Letters was that those who spoke ‘inspired by the spirit 

or by folly’ at meetings and those were corrupted by wealth posed particular problems for 

leading Friends. Although Friends had no ordained ministry, individuals became leading figures 

through preaching and leadership and they played an ongoing role in directing and inspiring 

their communities. In Quaker texts, these individuals were called ‘weighty Friends’, a term 

which sought to emphasise their spiritual experience and importance in the community.

Voltaire’s approach to the Religious Society of Friends was an early example of the 

history of mentalities because his treatment of them concentrated on their beliefs, manners and 

the approach of their leaders. Voltaire’s Essay on manners (1751) and his Age o f  Louis XIV  

(1756) were cited as early examples o f the history of culture by Peter Burke who described 

these as ‘manifestos for a new kind of history which would give less space to war and politics 

and more to “the progress of the human mind’” .̂ ° Burke traced the history of mentalities fi'om 

earlier disciplines of the history of language, literature, art, music, religious doctrine, science,

'* Convincement is the Quaker term for the spiritual journey that culminates in an individual being assured that 
he or she has experienced the working o f the spirit in the soul. Richard Bauman defined convincement as ‘the 
culmination o f the rhetorical process in religious discourse with non-Friends.’, see Richard Bauman, Let your 
words be few: symbolism o f  speaking and silence among seventeenth-century Quakers (Cambridge, 1983), p. 
28.

Voltaire, ‘Letter four’ in Letters on England, pp 35-6.
Peter Burke, Varieties o f  cultural history (Cambridge, 1997), p. 17.
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learning and culture.^' He noted that, in general, by the nineteenth century, historians were 

writing narrative histories concerned with documents and with political rather than cultural 

themes; however, his subsequent description of the development of the history of mentalities in 

the twentieth century demonstrated its interdisciplinary nature.^^ Burke pointed out that the 

history of mentalities filled the gap between social history and the history of ideas allowing for a 

‘social history of ideas’ that recognised the place of ideas in the everyday life of a group.^^

Efforts to approach history in a way that did not concentrate on the social and political 

emerged in France through the Annales journal founded in 1929 by Marc Bloch and Lucien 

Febvre. These historians became interested in the systems of thought or mentalities that 

manifested themselves from age to age. The Annales movement was concerned with the study 

of history in an analytical problem-oriented manner rather than a narrative of events; the 

individual actor and the individual acts ceased to be the central points for historical explanation; 

instead structural forces rather than political forces took precedence.This movement analysed 

a large range of human endeavour and thought but in order to achieve the aims outlined above, 

the Annales historians took an interdisciplinary approach and collaborated with other 

disciplines such as sociology, psychology, economics, geography, anthropology and linguistics.

The French term mentalite had broader connotations than its equivalent in English - 

mentality: it referred to mental shifts in societies over very long periods of time whereas 

‘mentality’ could be confined to world-views of a particular community over a short time 

span.^  ̂ For example, Philippe Aries’ study of attitudes towards death from medieval times to 

the nineteenth century showing the change in mentalite towards death, dying and mortality over

ibid., pp 1-22.
ibid., pp 21-22.
ibid., p. 165.
Peter Burke, The French historical revolution: the Annales school, 1929-89 (Cambridge, 1990), p. 2.
The two terms, mentalite and mentality, are sometimes used interchangeably.
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this period was typical of the history of mentalities o f the Annales school.^^ However, the 

approach in this thesis to Quaker community in England and Ireland will be a study of their 

ideas, beliefs, culture, customs and perceptions over a fifty year period between 1650 and 1700. 

This will be a history of their mentality as a religious group undergoing sociological change, 

using the English term rather than the French mentalite.

In his discussion of popular culture in the early modem period Peter Burke categorised 

thieves and beggars as part o f a counter culture rather than a subculture because they not only 

differed fi'om the world around them but also rejected it. Likewise he felt that this term could 

be applied to certain Christian sects, such as the Anabaptists, Huguenots and in particular the 

Quakers who termed themselves “‘a peculiar people’” and whose counter culture was 

particularly obvious, since it affected their use o f language and dress’.̂ ’ He cited the Quakers 

as an example o f the importance of gesture because they refused to raise their hats in the 

presence of social superiors, a gesture, also noted by Voltaire, which they termed ‘hat 

honour’.̂ * The difference in the mentality of seventeenth-century Friends fi’om other groups in 

seventeenth-century society was immediately evident because they were prone to defining 

themselves by negatives and to distancing themselves from other religious groups. Burke drew 

attention to the challenges that early modem mentalities hold for the historian: ‘If a specific 

seventeenth-century attitude strikes us as odd, we have to remember that it was part o f a belief 

system in which the different parts supported one another, making the central propositions 

virtually unfalsifiable.’̂ ^

As a historian of early modem Italy, Peter Burke turned to sociolinguistics to provide a 

framework for his study of Italy: he considered the change in communication, such as forms of

Philippe Aries, The hour o f  our death, Helen Weaver (trans.), (Harmondsworth, 1983).
Peter Burke, Popular culture in early modern Europe (London , 1984 ), p. 48.
Burke, Cultural history, p. 61.
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address and swearing, in Italy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. He sought to answer 

the following questions: ‘who says what to whom, for what purposes, in what situations, 

through what channels, and in what codes?’ and ‘how were the messages interpreted by their 

recipients?’̂ ® Writing on Burke’s work as a historian, Richard Bauman asserted that the 

important historical question was how these codes and situations changed over periods of 

time.^' Bauman’s study of the Quakers linked the ethnography of speaking with social history 

and the sociology of religion. Assessing the relevance of his branch of linguistics for social 

historians, Bauman stated

Though rooted in part in earlier ideas [Lucien Febvre], the current appeal to language is still largely in

a problematic phase, seeking language-centred analytical perspectives developed in other disciplines

that may prove productive in the attempts of social historians to gain access to the experiential wforld of

the common people of bygone eras....The new goal is to reconstruct the frameworks of thought,

perception, and meaning by which ordinary people comprehended their world and the ideologies that

guided their actions. Whether framed in relatively neutral terms such as ‘mental landscape,’ ‘mental

32universe’ or ‘categories of thought’,..

The emphasis of the history of mentalities was upon collective attitudes rather than 

individual ones and, in particular, upon the attitudes of ordinary people rather than of educated 

groups. In tracing the beliefs of a group the historian would take into account how the 

mentality was expressed through symbols and metaphors. Burke, in his analysis of social 

memory, referred to the oral tradition and written records and to memoirs of individuals and 

their group. Burke reminded the reader that the term ‘record’ was related to the Italian

ibid., p. 169.
Cited in Bauman, Let your words be few, p. 14. 
Bauman, Let your words be few, p. 14. 
ibid., pp 13-14.
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ricordare to remember.^^ Written sources were not simply memories but were attempts to 

place a particular point of view on the record and that memory was transformed through its 

commitment to paper.

Although the manuscripts relating to the Quaker meetings in Ireland occasionally have a 

line scribbled out, this usually occurred because many of the meeting records were transcribed 

carelessly rather than an attempt to obscure the truth. However, manuscripts relating to the life 

of a seventeenth-century Dublin Friend, Anthony Sharp, were transcribed by Sharp’s brother- 

in-law, John Crabb. He admitted to abbreviating names to initials concerning inopportune 

cases, such as leading Dublin Friend, Samuel Claridge,

...he [Samuel Claridge] met with many opposers among themselves in his public testimony against the

grand wickedness...with his own servant maid...which actions and transactions about the same being

within the compasses of my memory. I am not willing to let it pass but the transgressor being dead, I

34am only to write the nature of the action and not the name of the person.

Of course, the historian can only interpret the evidence that time has bequeathed and it 

was the individuals who organised or led the Quaker sect who tended to have their views 

placed on record. The problems which surround the use of later Quaker writings concerning the 

lives of deceased Friends have been noted.^^ The more political writings of Quaker pioneers in 

the 1650s were often reissued in the later part of the seventeenth century and were, as Kate 

Peters stated, ‘highly selected and edited’.H isto rians have long expressed concern about the 

historical accuracy of George Fox’s Journal. It was compiled from several manuscripts dictated 

to Thomas Lower, Fox’s son-in-law, edited in 1694 by Thomas EUwood and its content

Burke, Cultural history, p. 47.
John Crabb, Preface to Anthony Sharp’s letters (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, SI, f. 148).
Kate Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship, 1652-1656’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The 

emergence o f Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 7.
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showed that even Fox’s memory was selective.^^ However, it is one of the major sources of 

information about his experiences and historians still use it, albeit with caution. Thomas 

O’Malley’s article on the censorship of Quaker publications in the 1670s and 1680s fiirther 

showed that Fox was responsible for the introduction of meetings set up specifically for this 

purpose.^* A sect such as the Religious Society of Friends could reconstruct the past through 

selective editing.

In addition to social memory, Peter Burke discussed its opposite, social amnesia, 

wherein a group or society chooses to forget or exclude events or people from their history. In 

terms of Quaker history in the seventeenth century, social amnesia can be applied to the case of 

James Nayler, who will be discussed in chapter two in relation to his leading role, along with 

Fox, in the early Quaker movement as a prophet and writer. Yet his fall from grace in Bristol 

through his re-enactment of Christ’s entry to Jerusalem caused his relegation from the forefront 

of Quaker history and Fox assumed the mantle o f leader. Burke pointed to the role o f the 

historian in reminding readers about those who were forgotten or excluded.^^

The interdisciplinary nature of the history of mentalities encourages the use of literary 

techniques which have unearthed interesting material on the use of printed materials that, in 

conjunction with social history, help the historian to gain a deeper understanding of the 

Religious Society of Friends. Ann Hughes, in her ‘Historian’s afterword’ to the collection of 

essays on literature entitled The emergence o f  Quaker writings, argued that the study of 

Quaker texts could produce fruitful insights into Friends’s history. Her view was that historians

Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship’, p. 7.
For a discussion of this aspect of the Journal, see Thomas Corns, ‘“No man’s copy”: the critical problem of 

Fox’s Journal’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f Quaker writing: dissenting 
literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), pp 99-111 and chapter seven in John Knott, 
Discourses o f martyrdom in English literature, 1563-1694 (Cambridge, 1993), pp 216-55.

Thomas O’Malley, ‘Defying the powers and tempering the spirit.’ A review of Quaker control over their 
publications 1672-1689’ \n Journal o f Ecclesiastical History, xxxiii, no. 1 (January 1982), pp 72-88.

Burke, Cultural history, p. 59.
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could use these documents ‘in a more sophisticated way’, that is beyond the task of laying out 

the social fabric o f the Quaker community/'’ Her criticism of historical work on seventeenth- 

century radicalism in the 1980s was that little attention was given to the literary content of the 

tracts and related issues such as intended audiences, publishing strategies and literary devices. 

Instead, Quaker writings were used simply to document belief and to chart the geographical 

spread of the movement and the status o f those attracted to the faith.

One of the major assets for the historian of Quakerism was the movement’s willingness 

to place on record its views through religious writings and the meeting minutes; these revealed 

Quaker belief and the structure of the meeting system. The historian has a range of Quaker 

primary sources on which to draw: meeting minutes, polemical tracts, writing on sufferings, 

journals, epistles, theological works, correspondence and polemic by Quaker schismatics. Other 

sources from outside the Quaker community illustrate how others perceived the sect, for 

example, State papers, letters, court records. Condemnations, both private and public, by 

Quaker opponents are also useful but must be qualified. Kate Peters described how Quaker 

texts were used, deliberately, as a way of developing the self-identity of the movement; her 

work on the early organisation of the sect and its reliance on printing to promote cohesiveness 

will be discussed in the second chapter.H ughes remarked that Peters’ work on publication 

patterns showed that ‘from the start, Quakers tried to control both their contemporary identity 

and their historical reputation.’'*̂

The overall historical approach to the Religious Society o f Friends has been to assess 

their relationship with high politics and with other religious groups and to uncover the socio

economic and organisational structures of this religious group. The approach of historians

Ann Hughes, ‘A historian’s afterword’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f  
Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 144.

Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship’, pp 6-24.
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towards this sect in Ireland has tended towards social history studies, ever since Kenneth 

Carroll’s work on the &st Quaker preachers in Cromwellian Ireland. As a study in history of 

mentalities, this thesis will draw on evidence from Ireland concerning ministering Friends and 

their interaction with those to whom they ministered; the latter appeared in the meeting minutes 

by virtue of their actions or misdemeanours. However, in recent years, the Quaker community 

in Ireland has been placed in the context o f the wider history of non-conformity, which has 

itself received extensive examination.

The history of religious dissent in Ireland, as a field o f research, has been enriched by 

the publication of the proceedings from an annual conference on this subject. The Irish 

dissenting tradition, 1650-1750 and The religion o f Irish dissent, 1650-1800 highlighted many 

facets of nonconformist religion from political concerns to religiosity. Toby Barnard 

commented on dissenter identities and their evolution in seventeenth-century Ireland: ‘...it is 

worth considering how different religious groups either regarded themselves or were regarded 

by others; from whom they recruited; and how they sought to preserve their distinctiveness.

He cited the research of D. W. Miller whose work on Anglican, Presbyterian and 

Roman Catholic communities suggested that each group tended to their adherents as a ‘pre

assigned community’ rather than as a sect seeking new members. He noted that Aidan Clarke’s 

work on the Church of Ireland in the century after its foundation found that it tended to acquire 

adherents through immigration; concentrating on its existing members instead of seeking new 

converts by coercion or persuasion. Barnard argued that the success and survival of non

conformist groups depended on the number of settlers and their socio-economic buoyancy 

together with the pattern of sect to denomination development: ‘Certainly by the eighteenth

Hughes, ‘A historian’s afterword’, p. 144.
Toby Barnard, ‘Identities, ethnicity and tradition among Irish dissenters, c. 1650-1750’ in Kevin Herlihy 

(ed.). The Irish dissenting tradition, 1650-1750 (Dublin, 1995), p. 29.
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century, nonconformist chvirches in Ireland succeeded when they took on these features; those 

which vanished lacked strong theological traditions, precise identities or a secure financial and 

institutional fi-amework.’'*''

In another essay, Raymond Gillespie traced the reception of the dissenters and the level 

of tolerance bestowed upon them; he remarked on the de facto toleration that existed given that 

the English Conventicle Acts and the Test Act of 1673 did not apply to Ireland and therefore 

that nonconformist meetings were not banned/* The inept and inconsistent response by 

authorities to dissenter meetings was not enough to permanently disable communities. As 

Gillespie pointed out, these communities were so ‘tightly bonded together’ it was impossible to 

disband them; his example of the response from the Duke of Ormond in 1683 on the closure of 

dissenter meeting houses illustrated this point perfectly, ‘[It] is no better than scattering a flock 

of crows that will soon assemble again, and possibly it were better to leave them alone than to 

let them see the impotence of the government upon which they will presume’/*

Gillespie’s book. Devoted people: belief and religion in early modern Ireland (Dublin, 

1997), investigated the religiosity among the peoples o f Ireland in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. His view was that the work of historians on the various religious groups tended to 

emphasise their institutional histories and that the treatment of the dissenting churches was 

preoccupied with their relationships with one another and other established churches and with 

the development of their congregations. Moving towards the history of popular religion, 

Gillespie was concerned with the religiosity of the laity and their interaction with the clergy, 

building a portrait of how men and women in early modem Ireland worshipped God and

^  Barnard, ‘Identities, ethnicity and tradition among Irish dissenters’, p. 30.
Raymond Gillespie, ‘Dissenters and nonconformists, 1661-1700’ in Kevin Herlihy (ed.), The Irish dissenting 

tradition, 1650-1750 (Dah\m, 1995), p. 13.
Gillespie, ‘Dissenters and nonconformists’, p. 14.
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concentrating on experience and belief rather than institutional concerns/’ In terms o f new 

approaches to the Quakers in their Irish context it is worth quoting Raymond Gillespie on 

recent work on dissenters and new avenues to study their beliefs:

Historians who have examined the religion of Irish non-conformists in the later seventeenth century 

have chosen to approach their subject through its institutional manifestations. There have been a 

number of studies of individual nonconformist groups from the point of view of their membership. 

There have also been studies of internal debates over theology and discipline and the usually fractious 

relations between nonconformist churches and the established church. Yet, behind the picture revealed 

by these studies there lies another problem. The ideas and sources of authority which validated these 

institutions and which were sufficiently convincing for the laity to submit to their discipline and to 

contribute financially to their maintenance, have been little studied."**

Within this series, the Quaker community has been treated in general terms in the essays 

o f Richard S. Harrison.'*  ̂ One essay was a history o f the origins o f the Quaker movement in 

Ireland and mapped a general overview o f their evolution.^” The other was an interpretation o f  

their theology and the community cohesion that developed.^' Harrison maintained an interest in 

Quakerism in Cork and the history o f the community in Ireland in general; his biographical 

dictionary o f Quakers in Ireland from the seventeenth century to the twentieth was written in 

part to encourage readers to use the Dublin Friends’s Historical Library and to provide a quick

Raymond Gillespie, Devoted people: belief and religion in early modern Ireland (Dublin, 1997). See also 
Raymond Gillespie, ‘Popular and unpopular religion: a view from early modem Ireland’ in James Dormelly, Jr. 
and Kerby Miller (eds), Irish popular culture, 1650-1850 (Dublin, 1998), pp 30-50.

Raymond Gillespie, ‘“Into another intensity”: prayer in Irish nonconformity, 1650-1700’ in Kevin Herlihy 
(ed.), 77/e religion o f  Irish dissent, 1650-1800 (Dublin, 1996), p. 31.

The other two publications in this series on Irish dissent do not address the Quakers in Ireland but do 
examine other non-conformists: Kevin Herlihy (ed.) Propagating the word o f  Irish dissent, 1650-1800 (Dublin, 
1998) and Kevin Herlihy (ed.) The politics o f Irish dissent, 1650-1800 (Dublin, 1997).

Richard Harrison, “‘As a garden enclosed”: the emergence of Irish Quakers, 1650-1750’ in Kevin Herlihy 
ied.) The Irish dissenting tradition, 1650-1750 (Dublin, 1995), pp 81-95.

Richard Harrison ‘Spiritual perception and the evolution of the Irish Quakers’ in Kevin Herlihy (ed.). The 
religion o f Irish dissent, 1650-1800 (Dublin, 1996), pp 68-82.
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overview of the lives of influential Friends/^ It suggested a wide range of archival material to 

consult and was the fruit of considerable collecting.

While these collections of scholarship have provided a synthesis of research on a wide 

range of dissenter history, other historians have contributed to the field by producing detailed 

studies of one or more religious groups. With regard to the Irish Quaker community, the 

historian Richard Vann and the sociologist David Eversley traced the demographic changes in 

Irish and English Quakerism from the seventeenth century until the nineteenth century.^  ̂ Irish 

Quaker historian and archivist, Olive Goodbody, wrote a guide to Irish Quaker sources and 

contributed to the Journal o f the Friends’s Historical Society on Irish Quaker history.̂ '*

Phil Kilroy has written an essay emphasising the status of women in the Religious 

Society of Friends.^  ̂ In a separate essay on radical religion, she has remarked on the'rise of the 

Quakers and the Baptists through their influence in the army and the initial freedoms which 

Fleetwood allowed them, particularly the Baptists. The Quakers, Kilroy noted, ‘had moved 

beyond and outside the traditional frame of reference which made them a threat to both the 

state and all other religious groups.’̂ * The disagreements between Quakers and Baptists caused 

concern for the Lord Deputy Henry Cromwell, who tried to temper the radicals through the 

work of the Presbyterian Cork association although this was met with reservations from the 

Quaker community. The increasing political instability in England and the departure of Henry

Richard Harrison, A biographical dictionary o f  Irish Quakers (DubUn, 1997).
Richard Vann and David Eversley, Friends in life and death: the British and Irish Quakers in the 

demographic transition, 7650-7900 (Cambridge, 1992).
Olive Goodbody, Guide to Irish Quaker records, 1654-1860 (Dublin, 1967); Olive Goodbody, ‘Anthony 

Sharp, wool merchant, 1643-1707, and the Quaker community in Ehiblin’ in Journal o f  the Friends’s Historical 
Society, xliv, no. 1 (1956), pp 38-50.

Phil Kilroy, ‘Quaker women in Ireland, 1660-1714’ in Irish Journal o f  Feminist Studies, ii, no. 2 (December 
1997), pp 1-33.

Phil Kilroy, ‘Radical religion in Ireland, 1641-60’ in Jane Ohlmeyer (ed.), Ireland from  independence to 
occupation, 7647-60 (Cambridge, 1995), p. 213.
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Cromwell in June 1659 meant that the work of the 1658 convention on religious divisions 

ceased; the re-establishment of the Church of Ireland following the Restoration led to the 

marginalisation of other dissenters/^ Yet Kilroy pointed to the changed religious landscape by 

1660:

However, with the introduction of the Independents, the English Presbyterians, the Baptists and the 

Quakers, and the re-establishment of the Scottish Presbyterians, old religious paradigms had changed 

radically. It took the established church over a century to grasp that...they could not conform to the 

Restoration church settlement.^*

Kilroy’s major study of Quaker tracts and other dissenter works during the seventeenth 

century, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland, 1660-1714 (Cork, 1994) delineated the 

controversies between Friends and other religious groups.^^ Looking at the Independents, 

Scottish and English Presbyterians as well as the Quakers, Kilroy dealt with each individually to 

give a historical overview before examining the issues that raised ire between these dissenting 

groups. Their relationship with the establishment, in both church and state, was also discussed, 

thus placing the theological and behavioural differences o f the dissenters in the context of their 

milieu. Quaker tracts defined their faith in terms of negatives, distancing Friends fi'om the ways 

of other dissenters and the established church in the world.

As meetings became established in Ireland, it fell to settled Friends such as William 

Edmondson of Lurgan and Anthony Sharp of Dublin to become adept leaders and skilful 

adjudicators of Quaker differences both within the commimity and in the wider world. Richard 

Greaves’s book about Anthony Sharp, entitled Dublin’s merchant-Quaker: Anthony Sharp and 

the community o f  Friends, 1643-1707, provided insight into his socio-economic milieu and that

”  ibid., p. 217. 
ibid., p. 217.
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of the Quaker community.^” In his treatment of Sharp as a major figure amongst Friends in 

Ireland, Greaves also revealed much about the activity within the Dublin Quaker community at 

this time. This work was a combination of biography and social history. Sharp’s life as a 

merchant, guild member and alderman were all discussed. Demonstrating Sharp’s capable 

negotiation of public life and investigating the history of guild culture in Dublin in the late 

seventeenth century, his portrait showed Sharp’s capacity to maintain his Quaker principles 

while serving his community in the world. Sharp’s role as a serviceable member of the Dublin 

Monthly meeting and as a representative at the Leinster and Yearly meetings was also 

considered at length. Friends sought an egalitarian community in keeping with their beliefs but 

in practice some, such as Sharp, became ‘weighty Friends’ and were accepted as natural 

organisers. Greaves compiled a comprehensive and detailed account of Sharp's life and 

provided a valuable introduction to this largely under-used collection of Irish Quaker 

manuscripts.

Greaves also examined the status of non-conformist groups in Ireland, dealing with both 

the Quakers and the Presbyterians, in God's other children: protestant non-conformists and the 

emergence o f denominational churches in Ireland. He disagreed explicitly with Phil Kilroy, 

preferring to place more emphasis on the importance of organisation:

Phil Kilroy, whose study of theological controversy in late Stuart Ireland is invaluable, errs in averring 

that nonconformists survived because of firm leadership and the loyalties of families which originated 

in Ireland during the Interregnum or immigrated after 1660. Although both of these factors contributed 

to nonconformist survival, neither would have mattered had the Scottish Presbyterians and Friends not

Phil Kilroy, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland, 1660-1714 (Cork, 1994).
^  Richard Greaves, Dublin’s merchant-Quaker: Anthony Sharp and the community o f  Friends, 1643-1707 
(California, 1998).
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developed effective organisational structures and a pronounced sense of their historic identity and the 

importance of their traditions.^'

He then examined their system of organisation and their distinctive lifestyle in order to 

demonstrate their evolution by the turn of the century. He argued that Friends were a sect at 

the time of the Restoration but had developed into a proto-denomination by 1700.“  He used 

the terms ‘protodenomination’ and ‘denominational church’ interchangeably to describe an 

unalterable and imminent linear path for the Quakers in Ireland towards the status of a 

denomination.

For Greaves, Friends’s concern for the retention of their sectarian characteristics, such 

as plain dress, in the last decades of the seventeenth century was ‘a rearguard action’ or a 

defence mechanism against their transformation into a denominational church.

The Irish Quakers’ unmistakable attempt to preserve their distinctive identity was in fact a deliberate 

effort to retain what sociologists would call their sectarian status in the face of their evolution into a 

denominational church. The Friends’s virtually obsessive behaviour with respect to simple dress and 

home fimiishings was a rearguard action -  a protest against what Armand Mauss and Philip Barlow 

have described as the ‘transition from high tension to low tension with the host society.’*̂

This was, he claimed, ‘in reaction to their emergence as an institutional church and their 

growing acceptance - socially and economically but not theologically or ecclesiologically - by 

other groups in Ireland.G reaves’s argument, that Friends accentuated their differences as 

they moved into a ‘low tension’ state with the wider society, served to undermine his theory

Richard Greaves, God’s other children: protestant nonconformists and the emergence o f denominational 
churches in Ireland, 7660-7700 (California, 1997), pp 6-7. 

ibid., p. 5. However, Greaves does not define what he means by this term.
Greaves, God’s other children, p. 3.

^  ibid., p. 3.
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rather than illustrate it.̂  ̂ Clearly, for Greaves and Kilroy, those Friends who were ministers 

played a pivotal role in the sectarian development o f this religious group.

Historians have become interested in the changes in belief and behaviour in religious 

groups and the reasons for sect evolution. Sociologist Bryan Wilson has commented that the 

study of sectarian development was ‘pursued randomly by sociologists, historians, and, as their 

own traditional field has dried up, even by some anthropologists who recognise in these 

relatively well-bounded groups entities in some ways analogous to tribes.’®̂ He noted that the 

historical study of sects received remarkable interest fi-om historians ‘perhaps because the 

influence of religion, and even of religious dissent, is readily - and perhaps rightly - assumed to 

have been so much greater in past times.

Part of the process of ascertaining a typology is the establishment of the exact meaning 

of the terms sect and denomination. Confusion often arises over the etymology of the word 

sect: it is derived fi-om the Latin word sequi to follow rather than secare to cut. The former 

explanation suggests that a sect originates when adherents follow the beliefs o f a charismatic 

leader rather than the latter root, which suggests that a schism is the primary cause of a sect.^* 

The word ‘denomination’ in the twenty-first century is often used in place of the word ‘sect’ 

because it has none of the latter’s negative connotations. To denominate suggests to name and 

the term denomination, when applied to a religious group, suggests that one group, 

denominated by name, belongs to a group of similar others with toleration and mutual 

understanding.^^

ibid., p. 3. Greaves, here, draws on the work of Armand Mauss and Philip Barlow.
“  Bryan Wilson, The social dimensions o f  sectarianism: sects in new religious movements in contemporary 
society (Oxford, 1990), p. 4. 

ibid., p. 5.
M. Eliade (ed.). Encyclopaedia o f  religion (London, 1987), iv, p. 154.
Eliade, Encyclopaedia o f  religion, xiii, p. 292.
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The debate about the application of these terms to religious groups stemmed from the 

work of Emile Durkheim, Max Weber and Ernst Troeltsch, three men who formed the basis for 

modem sociology. Religion, and in particular the dynamics of religious groups, was central to 

their research. Durkheim’s work centred on the nature of religious belief; he felt that religious 

belief classified all things into two opposing groups, those things that were sacred (sacre) and 

those that were profane {profane). Things that were sacred included Gods and spirits but also 

objects, such as a house or a piece of wood, which had come to represent religious or mythic 

belief™ The attitude of a group towards the supernatural was Durkheim’s main point of 

interest and it was the attitude or mentality towards the sacred which demarcated the sacred 

from the profane.’'

Durkheim postulated that religion was social and that manifestations of religion, such as 

rites, were collective and served to ‘take rise in the midst of the assembled groups and ... are 

destined to excite, maintain or recreate certain mental states in these groups.’’  ̂Religious beliefs 

were always common to a determined group and that group organised the adherence to the 

beliefs and the practice of the rites associated with them.’  ̂ Each individual in the group 

received belief but it belonged to the group as a whole and formed its unity.Durkheim held 

that ‘a society whose members are united by the fact that they think in the same way in regard 

to the sacred world and its relations with the profane world, and by the fact that they translate 

these common ideas into common practices, is what is called a church.’’^

The dichotomy between a church and another religious movement type, the sect, was 

first explored by Max Weber in his essay. The protestant ethic and the spirit o f capitalism.

™ Emile Durkheim, ‘The elementary forms of the religious life’ in J. Milton Yinger (ed.), Religion, society and 
the individual (New York, 1957), p. 345.

Michael Hill (ed.), A sociology o f  religion (London, 1973), p. 38.
Durkheim, ‘Elementary forms of religious life’, p. 344. 
ibid., p. 345.
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Weber was primarily interested in the link between Calvinism and economics but he saw 

another form of ‘protestant asceticism’ in the Quakers, whom he considered an example of a 

believers’ church/® His work indicated the basic difference between a church (a religious 

institution including the just and imjust) and a believers’ church or sect (a community o f only 

those who were reborn believers)/’ He considered the principle of membership to be the 

crucial element because the sect would not accept an unbeliever or sinner amongst its flock and 

he recognised that the sect sought to be separate from the world/* Weber wrote about the role 

of the prophet which he viewed as the manifestation of charismatic leadership; he explained that 

the ‘charisma’ or religious impulse within a religious group could wane through the routine of 

simply existing and dealing with daily organisational problems/^

Unlike Weber, who extended his research to world religions, Ernst Troeltsch, his pupil, 

concentrated on the organisation of Christian churches, particularly late medieval Christianity. 

His view of the church-sect paradigm was shaped by his analysis o f growing individualism 

outside these types, which eventually formed a third type, namely mysticism. Troeltsch found 

that in the church type asceticism was a means of becoming virtuous and of showing a degree 

of religious achievement whereas in the sect type it delineated the disassociation of the 

believers from the world and its institutions.Usually the church-sect typology was perceived 

by sociologists as being rigid and static, however, within the work of Weber and Troeltsch was 

the idea that organisational change could occur in a religious group and that this 

metamorphosis came from within. Troeltsch suggested a dichotomy between church and sect

ibid., p. 345.
Durkheim, ‘Elementary forms of religious life’, p. 345.
Max Weber, The protestant ethic and the spirit o f  capitalism (London, 1997), p. 144.
ibid., p. 145.
ibid., p. 145.

”  J. Milton Yinger, ‘Religious change and social change’, in J. Milton Yinger (ed.). Religion, society and the 
individual (New York, 1957), pp 304-5 and Hill, A sociology o f  religion, p. 57.
“  Hill, A sociology o f  religion, p. 54.
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with the third religious form, mysticism, arising from the dialectical opposition of the church 

and the sect.*' In turn, Weber suggested a paradigm of sect to church development whereupon 

the original charisma that had shaped the sect became ‘routinised’, that is less ecstatic and 

hence the sect evolved.

In 1929, H. Richard Niebuhr formulated the thesis that sects become denominations in 

the second generation.*^ Influenced by Weber, Niebuhr felt that religious life was so interwoven 

with the social, economic and political circumstances of the religious group in question that the 

development of the group’s theology was conditioned by these factors.*  ̂ Using the Religious 

Society of Friends as an example, Niebuhr suggested three reasons for the evolution of sects 

into denominations: persecution, the inheritance of religious belief by the second generation in 

contrast with the fervour of religious belief of the first generation, and economic success, the 

last of these being drawn from Weber’s thesis. His view was that change takes place because, 

‘By its very nature the sectarian type of organisation is valid only for one generation.... Rarely 

does a second generation hold the convictions it had inherited with a fervour equal to that of its 

fathers...’®'* This together with increasing wealth caused a sect to lose its isolation from the 

world.

Within the sociology of religion, Niebuhr’s thesis led to the denomination being 

regarded as an advanced stage in the development of the sect.*  ̂ Niebuhr’s wider thesis 

concerned the growth of denominations in America by 1929. Yet the circumstances of religious 

groups in America differed from those in Europe; there was no state church and 

denominationalism became linked with the economic and social progress of those religious

*' Hill, A sociology o f  religion, p. 55.
H.R. Niebuhr, The social sources o f  denominationalism (New York, 1975), p. 54.
Niebuhr, Social sources o f  denominationalism, p. 16.
ibid., pp 19-20.
D.A. Martin, ‘The denomination’, in British Journal o f  Sociology, xiii, no. 13 (March 1962), p. 1.
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groups. Michael Hill remonstrated that Niebuhr concentrated on American examples but he 

did concede that some denominations were examined through their English origins, Methodism 

being one example.*  ̂Bryan Wilson also maintained that Niebuhr ‘overlooked the uniqueness of 

the American context’ and added that he placed too much emphasis on ‘first’ and ‘second’ 

generations of adherents, suggesting that there was a rigid generational structure.*’ Wilson 

argued that new members could join a sect at any given time whereas Niebuhr’s thesis did not 

adequately reflect the dynamics of sect membership; Wilson’s view was that not all sects 

became denominations.**

David Martin concurred with WUson that Niebuhr’s thesis had more relevance to

89America and he saw this thesis as atypical of most sects but applicable in part to the Quakers. 

According to Martin, Friends did endure the generational shift but they maintained their 

sectarian tendencies through this time and the denominational tendencies found in later 

Quakerism were in fact there in the beginning rather than acquired.’*’ Citing the work of 

Wilson, Martin proposed that, in general, most sects succeeded in maintaining their sectarian 

character and that most denominations had aspects of their denominational character from the 

beginning.^’ In other words, Niebuhr’s thesis held for America but most sects did not become 

denominations, they remained as sects or died out.

Martin arrived at this stance by examining later denominations; his conclusion was that 

many had not exhibited signs of an early sectarian phase. It was his view that even the English 

Baptists of the 1650s were not sectarian, that their associations with the Fifth Monarchists was 

‘a temporary digression, and a standard history of the Baptists comments that the majority of

** Hill, A sociology o f  religion, p. 60.
Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 108.

** ibid., p. 108.
Martin, ‘The denomination’, p. 1.

^  ibid., pp 1-2.
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them “held aloof’....While some Baptists were associated with the political democracy of the 

Levellers, none were associated with the Communism of the D iggers.M artin ’s unusual 

categorisation of sect and denomination is clearly unsatisfactory but some conclusions can be 

determined from this debate: the arrival of the second generation of Friends in the seventeenth 

century must be examined as must, secondly, the contention that sects do not necessarily 

become denominations.

J. Milton Yinger, who defined types of churches and types of sects, improved upon the 

church-sect dichotomy of Troeltsch. He determined sbc classifications of church-sect type: the 

Universal Church (for example thirteenth-century Roman Catholicism), the ecclesia (a church 

that fails to achieve universality such as Lutheranism), the Class church or denomination, the 

sect, the established sect and the cult. His approach to establishing the category of the sect was 

to discover the original reason for protest. In doing so, he found that a sect that emphasised 

concerns about sin tended to develop into a denomination and that a sect that emphasised the 

evil of the world developed into an established sect.^  ̂ As two examples, Yinger gave 

Methodism, which he believed began as a sect and developed into a denomination, and 

Quakerism which had retained aspects of its sectarianism and was therefore an established sect.

Bryan Wilson has carried out the most thorough research on the extent to which sects 

retained their sectarian characteristics. He considered that the sect’s attitude to the outside 

world was the most important key to categorising them. He defined the sect as ‘a self

consciously and deliberately separated religious minority which espouses a faith divergent from 

that of other religious bodies’ and the separation often occurred in protest against existing

Martin, ‘The denomination’, p. 2. 
ibid., p. 3.

”  J. Milton Yinger, ‘Religion and variation among societies’ in J. Milton Yinger (ed.). Religion, society and the 
individual (New York, 1957), pp 148-155.
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religious or political authority.^'' Sects were usually minority faiths but many dominant 

denominations could be minority faiths in other societies without being considered sects; for 

example Roman Catholicism was the dominant faith in Ireland in the seventeenth century and 

yet was a minority faith in England.

A sect was characterised by the belief that evil could be avoided by withdrawal into the 

religious community and that membership was incompatible with any other religious body; 

joining the sect usually involved a conversion experience. Membership of the sect depended on 

the religious experience that preceded joining and the willingness of the adherent to accept 

discipline within the sect community. The sect was strongly concerned with the discipline of its 

members and would suspend members who did not live according to the expectations of the 

group.

Wilson stated that a significant trait in the development of a religious movement was the 

change in these sectarian characteristics. However, there was no typical pattern of development 

for a sect and Wilson was particularly interested in finding a way to associate and define many 

different sects fi'om Christian and non-Christian traditions. He valued the contribution made to 

the sociology of religion by theologians but argued that theological considerations did not help 

to clarify the typologies of sects. Using theological classification alone limited the sociologist 

when comparing sects fi-om different traditions; this method tended to be normative and failed 

to address matters relating to the organisation and structure of religious groups.^^ Wilson 

maintained that doctrine could remain unchanged while the social organisation and direction of 

a sect had altered. It was also possible that the sect’s relationship with the outside world could 

change, rendering a particular typology more likely at one point in history rather than at

Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 47.
Bryan Wilson, ‘A typology of sects’ in Roland Robertson (ed.), A sociology o f religion (Middlesex, 1969), p. 

363.
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another.^® Once a typology (or many typologies over time) was decided upon, however, it 

would be permissible to trace doctrinal changes in a group using the typology as a framework.

Crucially, the early formulations of the sect-denomination theory suggested that sect 

growth was a teleological phenomenon and that the sectarian characteristics would disappear as 

the sect grew towards denominationalism. However, sects did resist such growth and this may 

rest on the sect’s original religious stance, traits that Wilson termed ‘insulating factors’ These 

factors included the belief that God would soon act in worldly affairs, thus rendering impossible 

any sectarian’s accommodation to the world, and the belief that evil could be avoided through 

withdrawing from the world. Wilson saw these traits as delineating a revolutionary sect type 

and an introversionist sect type respectively and later applied them to the Religious Society of 

Friends.^* It was Wilson’s contention that sects passed through processes of change, which 

might not include the process of denominationalisation.^^

Charismatic leadership of a sect, particularly with prophecy, was also characteristic of 

sectarian movements, although some groups such as the Quakers or the Baptists had a 

collective leadership that protected against the failings of individual leaders .The  organisation 

of a religious movement was based upon the theological precepts on which the sect was 

founded. In some sects, an ordained ministry was excluded from its tenets yet a group of 

administrators (often with ministering duties) evolved in the sect. Often there was a tension 

between the corporate sect members and those who were administrators, as will be discussed in 

chapter four in relation to Quaker church government. As Wilson wrote, ‘serving the church

ibid., p. 363.
Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 109. 

’*ibid.,p. III.
^  Wilson, ‘A typology o f sects’, p 372.

Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 111.
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may replace serving the faith’; administrators often disapproved of those who stressed divisive 

concerns over religious spontaneity instead of busying themselves with practical concerns.

Some patterns can be determined to allow the sociologist to place sects into amilogous 

groups. Bryan Wilson argued that the following issues must be examined; the sect’s teachings 

and the original reasons for its protest; the transmission of leadership or ministry; the source of 

its appeal and methods of recruitment and conversion; the incorporation and control of the 

subsequent generations; its economic structure, its relationship with the wider society and the 

capacity of the sect to motivate its members.'®  ̂ Wilson’s premises yielded seven typological 

terms for a sect, each based on a group’s reaction to the world; conversionist, revolutionary, 

introversionist, manipulationist, thaumaturgical, reformist and utopian.'”̂

The first category, the conversionist sect, had an intensely emotional approach to 

religion with signs of a spiritual baptism with the Holy Spirit and an emphasis on a loving God; 

the Pentecostal sects were an example. The revolutionary sects had biblical prophecy rather 

than an emotional conversion as their main belief, for example the Anabaptists. Introversionists 

placed isolation from the world as the centre-point of their salvation, an example of which was 

the Amish. Manipulationist sects were not concerned with a community of believers but were 

instead like-minded individuals who wished to cope with or manipulate the world in order to 

realise goals such as good health or success. Examples of this were Christian Science and 

Church of Scientology. Thaumaturgical sects sought proofs from miracles and wonders in 

order to reassure followers: Spiritualists were considered an example. Reformist sects, of which 

the Methodists were an example, sought social reform as an extension of their religious beliefs

ibid., p. 117.
Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 106.
Bryan Wilson, Religious sects (London, 1970), pp 36-47 and Wilson, ‘A typology of sects’, pp 361-81.
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and ethics. Utopian sects pursued a perfect community as a model for the world and as a sign 

of salvation; an example was the Shakers.

Wilson’s model of sectarian development for the Religious Society of Friends 

maintained they were initially a revolutionary sect and evolved slowly into their second stage as 

an introversionist sect, one in which adherents withdrew as much as possible from the world in 

order to accentuate and increase the holiness o f the community.'”'* His last sectarian model 

related to the eighteenth centuiy when Friends’s response to the world was to seek changes to 

the wider society outside their community as a reformist sect intent on social reform.*'*^

Bryan Wilson’s categorisation of sects allowed only one classification to be applied to a 

sect at any given time and he stipulated that it must be based on the main response of the 

religious group to the outside world. In addition his view of sectarian development, in 

particular Quaker development, was based on long term analysis not over a period of fifty years 

but over the long duree. With regard to the sect in Ireland, Richard Greaves’s argument that 

the Irish Quaker community was a protodenomination by 1700 was developed using Wilson’s 

typology but Greaves did not adhere to these criteria. He applied two basic sect types from 

Wilson’s categories, thaumaturgical and revolutionary, to the Quakers:

the thaumaturgical, because of their profound emphasis on the experiential workings of the indwelling 

spirit, and the revolutionary, because o f their hostility to the contemporaneous social order and their 

belief in rapid conversion. After the Restoration, the Quakers slowly changed, retaining their 

thaumaturgical traits but damping their revolutionary fervour. Still, they were a long way from 

becoming an introversionist sect in the eighteenth century, as described by Wilson, when he avers, they 

withdrew from the world to emphasise personal holiness and became indiiferent to social reform.'®*

Wilson, ‘A typology of sects’, p. 369.
ibid., p. 373.
Greaves, God’s other children, p. 2.
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Wilson defined thaumaturgical sects as having an emotional approach to religion 

whereupon supernatural events were highly regarded, his example being the modem spiritualist 

churches. In relation to early Quakerism Wilson chose only one term, ‘revolutionary sect’, to 

describe Friends because this typology referred to the eschatological aim that God would 

institute a revolution on Earth. As the Religious Society o f Friends evolved this typology 

changed and Wilson’s conclusion was that Friends were a revolutionary sect in the beginning, 

then an isolationist sect in the eighteenth century and then a reformist sect at a later stage.

The sectarian tendencies that Wilson termed insulating factors, such as plain dress, 

endogamy, and sufferings through their refusal to pay tithes or take oaths, were an integral part 

of the group identity. That they were increasingly concerned with behaviour and dress was a 

sign that sectarian behaviour was still part of Quaker mentality by 1700. This behaviour must 

not be viewed as a rearguard action in response to impending denominationalism as Greaves 

argued.D enom inational characteristics such as the evolution of a body of administrators (in 

sects with no formal ministry), a reduction in distance fi-om other Christians and the lessening 

of dissent began to become more pronounced as Quaker evolution progressed.

Wilson’s paradigm related well to the findings of other scholars. Richard Bauman 

concurred with Wilson that, ‘the period ...fi'om the early 1650s to 1689, saw the development 

o f Quakerism from an essentially inchoate charismatic movement to an institutionalised and

Greaves, God’s other children, p. 3.
Greaves pointed out, correctly, that ecumenism could not be expected in the seventeenth century, ‘...the 

development of culturally pluralist traditions is a later historical occurrence, and we cannot therefore expect to 
find such a shift in outlook in late seventeenth-century Ireland. We can appropriately speak of the emergence of 
protodenominations by 1700 while simultaneously recognising that denominational churches underwent 
additional changes, some of them substantive, as they continued to evolve in subsequent centuries. The concept 
of denomination is not static but fluid.’ Greaves, God’s other children, p. 5. However ecumenism, the mutual 
acceptance and respect among religious groups for each other’s beliefs, was fundamental to the process of 
becoming a denomination and if this was not present in the early history of a sect it suggests strongly that the 
sect would not become a denomination until a later point in its history. The criteria for a religious typology 
cannot be adapted and it must be applied over a long period of time.
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routinised introversionist sect.’'”’ Yinger’s typology for sects held that those sects concerned 

with sin became denominations while those concerned with renouncing the world became 

established sects; Friends’s emphasis on their isolation from the outside world marked them as 

an established sect. This was also the conclusion reached by Catherine Wilcox (independently 

of Yinger) in her work on the early theology of Friends: ‘by the close of the seventeenth 

century Quakerism had developed from the radical enthusiastic movement o f the 1650s into an 

established sect.’" ”

In an article published in the British Journal o f Sociology for 1964, Elizabeth AUo 

Isichei examined the changes in English Quakerism in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries."' She foimd that some aspects of eighteenth-century Quakerism did appear to fit the 

hypothesis that sects develop into denominations. For example, by the early eighteenth century 

Quakerism had developed a practice of listing those in the ministry (although they were not 

paid) and Quaker membership increased due to birthright membership (introduced for the 

children of Friends in 1737), rather than conversions. Furthermore, Isichei stated that the 

‘wealth and length of Quaker descent became sources of status’."^ While in theory all could 

speak at the meetings, she argued that this delineation provided a psychological barrier that was 

accentuated by the physical arrangement of the meeting house which by then included a 

ministers’ bench.''  ̂

Bauman, Let your worck be few , p. 18.
Catherine Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry in seventeenth-century English Quakerism: handmaids o f  

the Lord, (New York, 1995), p. 119.
'"  Elizabeth Alio Isichei, ‘From sect to denomination in English Quakerism, with special reference to the 
nineteenth century’, in British Journal o f  Sociology, xv, no. 3 (Sept. 1964), pp 207-22. She defined a sect as a 
totalitarian group because its members had to give total allegiance and the sect’s exclusive claim to the truth 
mobilised its members either to convert others or to regress from the world. By contrast, the denomination 
identified more strongly with the outside world and it was often regarded as the end-point o f the sectarian 
evolution. It was usually characterised by increased wealth, less theological rigour and a professional ministry.

Isichei, ‘From sect to denomination in English Quakerism’, p. 208.
ibid., p. 212. See Hubert Lidbetter, ‘Quaker meeting houses, 1670-1850’ in Architectural Review, (April, 

1946), pp 99-108.
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Despite the evidence that eighteenth-century Quaker communities displayed some 

denominational aspects, Isichei rejected the hypothesis that the second generation was the point 

of transition from a sect to a denomination. She argued that, even with increasing prosperity 

and the passage of time, a sect did not necessarily change into a denomination. She observed: 

‘If one checks the sect to denomination hypothesis against the sociological development of 

English Quakerism, one is left with the impression that the implied belief in linear progression is 

seriously suspect.’**'* Sectarian and denominational aspects of Quakerism collided because, as 

the sect evolved, it became clear that there was a tension between the behaviour of the 

individual believer and the actions of the corporate body:

Yet, because like many other sects Quakerism stresses the priesthood of all believers, there arises a 

poignant and perpetual dialectic between the liberty of the individual and the mandates of the group. 

This ambiguity seldom received conscious formulation, for it was obscured by the mechanism of 

Quaker democracy, which gave an illusory appearance of individual participation in group decisions."* 

This is in line with the work of Bryan Wilson, who has acknowledged that in some religious 

groups there is a tension between sectarian and denominational factions with both parties 

existing in an ‘uneasy fellowship’."* Isichei concluded that English Quakerism remained 

‘profoundly sectarian until the middle of the nineteenth century. Its attitude was that of a select 

body isolated from a corrupting environment and Quaker literature is ftill of references to “the 

world” in the pejorative (and scriptural) sense of the term.’*’’

This thesis argues that the Religious Society of Friends was an established sect at 1700 

and that sectarian and seemingly denominational elements of the faith and structure of this sect 

were held in tension. In particular, this thesis demonstrates that organised meetings and church

Isichei, ‘From sect to denomination in English Quakerism’, p. 208.
ibid., p. 217.
Wilson, Social dimensions o f  sectarianism, p. 109.
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government, usually considered denominational factors, served to preserve the sectarian 

identity of Friends.

Isichei, ‘From sect to denomination in English Quaicerism’, pp 208-9.
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Chapter 2

The emergence of Quakerism as a revolutionary sect, 1650-1660.

The tendency amongst Interregnum dissenters to forge a unique and personal relationship with 

God can be traced back to the protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century. The Lutheran 

Reformation questioned the traditional role o f the priest as mediator between the layman and 

God; each individual was encouraged to read the Scriptures with the guidance of his 

conscience, although informed by the sermons of his local pastor. However, the radical 

reformation went further, centring on the leadings o f men who claimed divine guidance for 

their prophetic interpretation of Christianity. Many different Anabaptist sects proliferated and 

they all shared the same sectarian tendencies.' Besides rejecting infant baptism, they also 

distrusted external authority and their church model was the early Christian church. Norman 

Cohn wrote of these sects that

Within each group, there was great solidarity; but the attitude to society at large tended to be one of 

rejection.... These people regarded themselves as the only Elect and their communities as being alone 

under the immediate guidance o f God: small islands o f  righteousness in an ocean o f iniquity.... The 

practice o f rebaptism, from which Anabaptism received its name, was above all a means of expressing 

symbolically this voluntary separation from the unredeemed world.^

Anabaptism was for the most part pacifist but within its tradition a more militant 

millenarian wing arose. The most notorious event associated with this was at Munster in 

Westphalia in 1534 when a large part o f the population accepted and followed the millenarian 

ideas of their preacher Bernard Rothmann. Rothmarm had initially steered the town towards

' Anabaptism is a term derived from the Greek word for ‘rebaptiser’, and is used to refer to the believers in the 
radical wing o f the Reformation who accepted adult baptism in place o f infant baptism, which they considered 
non-Scriptural. In particular they insisted that only adults who made a public profession o f feith should be 
baptised.
 ̂Norman Cohn, The pursuit o f  the millennium (London, 1970), p. 253.

37



Lutheranism in 1531, when he found support for this move from the guilds and the patrician 

merchants. By 1533, Munster was officially a Lutheran town but it began accepting refugee 

Anabaptists from the Netherlands; Rothmann abandoned Lutheranism, calling on his flock to 

hold all property in common and to live like early Christians. Dutch Anabaptists such as Jan 

Mattijs and later Jan Beukelsz behaved as prophets to the town. Beukelsz was a militant and 

the initial pacifist tone disappeared as the town expelled those who had not become 

Anabaptist. Besieged from February 1534 until January 1535, the town was eventually 

subdued but, in the intervening time, it had witnessed an appalling display of terror, religious 

hysteria and death. The excesses of this Anabaptist utopia, dedicated to the establishment of 

Munster as the New Jerusalem, became infamous and were frequently recalled years later as 

an example of a sectarian outrage.

Euan Cameron assessed the significance of these events

The violent end of the Melchiorite extremists at Munster was a watershed for all Anabaptism, even 

though Munster itself only involved a tiny minority. Beukelsz’s reputation turned states against all 

Anabaptists. Protestantism settled into the civic and political fabric, and established its distinctness from 

the radical vision. As the sectarians realised that the second coming was not imminent, they faced three 

options: they could compromise with the world like protestant churches, and aspire to ‘respectability’; 

stay separate in remote and tolerant places; or sit tight and worship in secret. As volimtary ‘elect’ 

communities they faced two threats (apart from persecution): discontoit leading to schism, or apathy 

leading to extinction. ^

The religious enthusiasm of a sect faced a dilemma during its evolution between its ideals and 

its survival and this was usually resolved by either the sect’s demise or the introduction of 

discipline.

 ̂ Euan Cameron, The European Reformation (Oxford, 1992), p. 326. ‘Melchiorite’ refers to the Anabaptist 
Melchior Hoffinatm who believed the Millennium would dawn in Strasbourg, the town in which he was arrested
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The legacy o f the sects of the radical Reformation was the fear in the wider community 

o f uncontrollable religious fervour. Seventeenth-century contemporaries o f Quakerism, such 

as Claudius Gilbert, who wrote The libertine schooled (1657), saw parallels between Friends 

and the German Anabaptists."* Modem commentators have also recognised the eschatological 

background of Quakerism: Max Weber, in The protestant ethic and the spirit o f capitalism, 

suggested that the silent meetings of the Quaker movement and the quiet waiting for spiritual 

leading masked an earlier outpouring of prophecy and eschatological hopes similar to those 

‘that actually happened in the movement that went to pieces in Munster.

However, the Friends were not Anabaptist (they rejected all forms o f baptism) 

although they shared some similarities in terms of their outlook with the Reformation sects. 

Regarding themselves as elect, they distanced themselves from a world that they considered 

corrupt while awaiting Christ’s Second Coming. When Friends emerged in the 1640s, they 

were a radical religious group that espoused eschatological and millenarian views. 

Eschatology is derived from the Greek term ta eschata meaning ‘the last things’ and can be 

defined as the theology associated with ideas o f resurrection, hell and eternal life.* 

Millenarianism was the belief that Christ would reign over the earth during his Second 

Coming, which was regarded by believers as imminent.

Quakerism was an ecstatic movement whose name derived from their habit of 

trembling or quaking as an outward sign of the inward working of the spirit.’ Other aspects of 

Quaker behaviour also set this sect apart from the wider society: Friends found biblical 

precedents for plain speech and clothes. Their outward distinctiveness enhanced their

and placed in a cage by town officials for his views. He was a pacifist but served as the theological inspiration for 
Jan Matthys, a militant Anabaptist who came to MiinstCT in 1534.
'' Phil Kilroy, Protestant dissent and controversy in Ireland, 1660-1714 (Ccffk, 1994), p. 214.
 ̂Max Weber, The protestant ethic and the spirit o f  capitalism  (London, 1997), p. 149.
 ̂Alister McGrath, Christian theology: an introduction (Oxford, 1997), p. 541.

’ Barry Reay, ‘Quakerism and society’ in Barry Reay and J. F. McGregor (eds). Radical religion in the English 
Revolution {LonAan, 1984), p. 147.
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cohesiveness as a sect but also provoked adverse responses from the state and from other 

religious groups. During the Interregnum, the Religious Society of Friends was composed of 

prophetic men and women who risked their lives to preach and to provoke their listeners; their 

language was often coloured with apocalyptic warnings as they encouraged listeners to join 

with them as an elect chosen group. Friends used the early Christian church as their model and 

the Quaker prophets travelled widely in order to spread the faith; eventually a network of 

Quaker followers became established in England, although it remained centred in the north.* 

In terms of their sectarian development, the challenge for Friends was the maintenance of their 

distinctive beliefs in the midst of disagreement or apathy within the group when their 

millenarian radicalism retreated.

The nineteenth-centxuy Quaker historian, Robert Barclay investigated a variety of 

religious sects in an effort to trace the origins of Quakerism.’ His work on the mystic Jacob 

Boehme proved influential for Rufus Jones who emphasised the link between Quakerism and 

the reformers in the radical Reformation: figures including Caspar Schwenckfeld, Hans Denck, 

Sebastian Franck and later mystics such as Boehme.'®

Tracing Boehme’s influence in England, Jones stated that there was no way of proving 

that Fox had read Boehme but he remarked that ‘...there are ideas expressed and experiences 

described in the Journal which look strangely like memories, conscious or subconscious, of

* See Hugh Barbour, The Quakers in puritan England (Yale, 1964) for a discussion by a historian who traced 
Quaker origins to English puritanism.
’ See Robert Barclay, The inner life o f  the religious societies o f  the Commonwealth (London, 1876).

Melvin Endy, ‘The interpretaticHi o f  Quakerism: Rufiis Jones and his critics’ in Quaker History dxx, no. 1 
(1981), pp 3-21. For a discussion o f the Spiritual movement in the radical Reformation, see Bernard Reardon, 
Religious thought in the Reformation (New York, 1986), p. 223. Caspar Schwenckfeld (1489-1561) led the 
Reformation in Silesia and, although inspired by Luther, he soon diverged from Lutheran teachings, especially on 
the Eucharist. He spent time in Strasbourg in the 1530s with other sectaries including Hans Denck. Denck 
(c. 1500-27) came under the influence o f Thomas Miinzter and, although he became an Anabaptist, he espoused 
views that stressed the importance o f the inner revelation o f the spirit. Sebastian Franck (1499-1542) was 
originally Lutheran but developed Anabaptist sympathies. According to Jones, Jacob Boehme and George Fox 
drew inspiration from them.
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ideas and experiences to be found in the Boehme writings.’" The similarities were even 

noticed by contemporaries; the puritan divine Richard Baxter described a sect o f Boehme’s 

followers as follows,

The fifth sect are (he Behmaiists whose opinions go much toward the way of the former [the QuakCTs] 

for the sufficiency of the light of nature, inward light, the salvation of the heathen as well as Christians 

and a dependence on revelations. But they are fewer in number and seem to have attained to greater 

meekness and conquest of passions than any of the rest. Their doctrines are to be seen in Jacob 

Behmen’s books, by him that has nothing else to do than to bestow a great deal of time to understand 

him that was not willing to be easily understood.’̂

Although Christopher Hill maintained that Boehme was not translated into English 

until 1649, Jones differed on this matter, pointing out that Boehme’s Two theosophical 

epistles, Englished was published in English in 1645.'^ Richard Bauman stated that there was 

no definite evidence that Fox took his ideas directly from Boehme although he also noted that 

Fox’s insistence on personal revelation and spiritual leadings meant that he was unlikely to 

acknowledge any influence other than the spirit. However, Hugh Ormsby-Lennon was sure 

of the influence of Boehme on Friends, ‘for Boehme transformed alchemical complexities and 

an abstruse Christian cabala into a theosophy which, if not without its own vagaries of style 

and doctrine, was experiential not discursive, spiritual not intellectual.” ’ Ormsby-Lennon 

fiirther suggested a link between Quaker insistence on plain language and the tradition of 

mysticism in Europe, citing Boehme’s writings on the lingua adamica as an influence. He also

"Rufus Jones, Spiritual reformers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Massachusetts, 1971), p. 220.
Cited in ibid., p. 227.
Christopher Hill, The English bible and the seventeenth-century revolution (Londrai, 1994), p. 14 and Jones, 

Spiritual reformers, p. 208. The year previously, in 1644, a small biography of Boehme had been circulated in 
English. Englishmen John Sparrow and John Ellistone translated all of Boehme’s works into English between 
1647 and 1661. Jones, Spiritual reformers, p. 213.

Richard Bauman, Let your words be few: symbolism o f  speaking and silence among seventeenth-century 
Quakers (Cambridge, 1983), p. 4.
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drew parallels between Boehme’s spiritual openings in 1600, ‘paradise is in the world if our 

eyes were opened we should see it’, and Fox’s experiences in 1648, ‘and the Lord’s power 

brake forth and I had great openings and prophecies’.'* One Quaker who had certainly read 

Boehme was Francis Ellington, who published a work entitled Christian information 

concerning these last times in 1664 in which he drew parallels in Boehme’s prophecies with 

the Quaker movement.

Rufus Jones distinguished between the Quaker personal and mystical experience of 

God and the puritan experience, which relied on the Scriptures; he considered mysticism and 

puritanism to be opposing religious experiences. The emergence of protestantism was 

accompanied by the removal of symbols and rituals leaving the emphasis on the individual and 

the word; the Quakers exemplified the protestant tendency to the extreme.'* The radical 

Reformation placed an emphasis on the inwardness of true religion and the guidance of the 

spirit; an individual could know Christ only through the spirit. Unlike other protestant groups, 

including the puritans, Friends did not place the Bible as the centre of the revelation of God’s 

will; instead, the spirit was the interpreter of the Word. The role of scripture was to confirm 

and articulate convictions held through spiritual revelation rather than to initiate them.

Melvin Endy’s assessment of Jones’s contribution to Quaker history also investigated 

the views of other historians who thought that puritanism and the Quaker faith formed a 

‘broad spectrum...as one continuous whole’.H istorians such as Geoffrey Nuttall and Hugh 

Barboxir viewed the Quakers as having a puritan background because the common 

denominators for both Quakers and puritans were personal religious experience and the Holy

Hugh Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse: Quaker speechways during the puritan revolution’ in 
P. Burke and R. Porter (eds). Language, self and society: a social history o f  language, (Cambridge, 1991), p. 87.

ibid., p. 87.
Jones, Spiritual reformers, p. 221.

'* Bauman, Let your words be few, p. 29.
”  Cited in Endy, ‘The interpretation of Quakerism’, pp 3-21.
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Spirit.^® Endy also remarked on the ecumenical outlook of Quaker historians in the 1950s and 

1960s, which influenced their motivation to argue for puritanism, ‘and hence mainstream 

Christian roots’, '̂ as the basis of their faith. Endy wrote that ‘Quaker scholarship of the last 

thirty years [1950-80] has represented itself as an antagonist of the liberal interpretation of 

Quakerism that had become widespread by the 1930s, especially under the impact o f Rufiis 

Jones.’^̂

Endy did not fully accept Jones’s thesis about the influence of early mystics on 

Quakerism but he agreed with Jones’s basic premise that there were theological differences 

between Friends and puritans and that Friends shared elements with the radical Reformation 

and English radical groups such as the Ranters and the Seekers: ‘it is the similarity of situation 

and thought that Jones stressed and that is his important l e g a c y . T h e  process of religious 

seeking in the 1650s saw individuals convert from Presbyterianism or Anglicanism to more 

radical forms of protestantism. Therefore, Endy suggested a middle ground whereby Friends 

sprang from a puritan background but absorbed aspects o f belief from other radical 

protestants.

Indeed, it does seem absurd to contend that one or the other factor had to be uniquely 

responsible for the fashioning of Quaker thought when both had an influence. Fox’s religious 

convictions came to the fore during private reflections, public encounters with other 

enthusiasts and ‘extensive, though unacknowledged, reading of both continental and English 

mystics and radicals, [moving him] far to the left of the orthodox puritanism of ‘righteous 

Christer’, his father, and his ‘stock of the martyrs’ mother.’ "̂* Modem historians of Quakerism

Geoffrey Nuttall, The Holy Spirit in puritan faith and experience (Oxford, 1947) and Hugh Barbour, The 
Quakers in puritan England (Ccmnecticut, 1964).

Endy, ‘The interpretation of Quakerism’, p. 14.
ibid., p. 4.
ibid., p. 19.
David Boulton, ‘Public policy and politics in Fox’s thought: the unmilitant tendaicy in early Quakerism’ in 

Michael Mullett (ed.). New light on George Fox, 1624-J 69 J: a collection o f  essays (York, 1991), p. 145.
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have recognised the unpact of several religious influences on the evolution of Quakerism. 

Barry Reay wrote that ‘many Quakers began as Presbyterians and then, influenced by radical 

puritan doctrine, Familist ideas, and the translated works of continental mystics, progressed to 

sectarianism’; a view echoed by Maryarm Feola who noted that the ‘sectaries...[had] radical 

notions derived from mystical and puritan traditions’.̂ ^

The tracts of early Friends do show a degree of variance of expression and content. 

Ormsby-Lennon remarked on the fluidity of Quaker beliefs before 1660:

Critical to the Friends’s success was their strategy for distinguishing their own message from the din of 

rival sectarian claims and counterclaims. Quako-s rendered thanselves immediately identifiable by their 

speechways (passionately espoused and defended) rather than by their doctrines, which did not approach 

any fixity o f definition until well after Charles II was restored in 1660.̂ ®

The social origins of the Quaker movement can be dated to 1643, when George Fox, 

who became the first Quaker prophet, left his family and became a religious seeker. He 

travelled for the next four years, meeting initially with various ministers. However, he 

eventually became convinced that a professional minister did not have a unique right to preach 

and he was increasingly drawn to dissenting religious groups. By 1647, Fox had had a series 

o f ‘openings’, his term for spiritual visions, and the evolution of Quaker theology began. He 

rejected predestinarian theology and focussed instead on seeking the light within. He met and 

encouraged other religious seekers and in 1647-8 former Baptists, amongst others, in Leicester 

and Nottinghamshire felt drawn to his beliefs.

Early twentieth-century Quaker historian Rufus Jones, and William Braitewaite before 

him, postulated that the Quaker movement evolved from groups of Seekers in northern 

England in the 1640s and that their cohesion into one group was established by a singular

Reay, ‘Quakerism and society’ p. 143 and Maryann Feola, George Bishop: seventeenth-century soldier turned 
Quaker (York, 1996), p. 4.
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leader, in this case, George Fox.^  ̂A Seeker can be defined as an individual who had left one 

of the puritan churches in search of a faith that was charismatic as well as having claims to be 

the true church from the time of the Apostles; Seekers rejected all church rituals, accepting 

instead the immediacy of God’s grace through a relationship with the spirit. J. F. McGregor 

had reservations about calling the Seekers a sect, ‘there was no sect of Seekers in 

revolutionary England’; he preferred to term them a movement. He argued that the nature of 

enthusiastic views and religious searching prevalent in the Interregnum was usually 

incompatible with the discipline associated with a church or sect.^* The Seekers were therefore 

unlikely to have been an organised sect but rather a movement of liminal religious souls 

seeking their place. The terming of these radical groups as sects by their contemporaries was a 

resuk of the assumption that Seeker doctrines needed a sect to propagate them.^’

McGregor also mentioned that there survived no statement of faith or pronovmcements 

on the Seeker spiritual life and he stressed that Quaker accounts of their early spiritual seeking 

before finding their faith could not be taken as evidence of having been Seekers: ‘these are 

judgements of hindsight; professions of faith in the Quaker l i g h t .M os t  of the evidence for 

these assertions came from Friends’s spiritual autobiographies which were written towards the 

end of the seventeenth century and some Quakers were previously in religious groups which 

resembled Seekers but were in fact theologically closer to the Quaker sect.^* Barry Reay felt 

that some communities were on the brink of what could be termed Quaker beliefs and Friends 

•consolidated this when they arrived to preach; he also stated that some communities were

Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 74.
J. F. McGregor, ‘Seekers and Ranters’ in Barry Reay and J.F. McGregor (eds), Radical religion in the English 

Revolution (Oxford, 1984), p. 128. See Jones, Spiritual reformers, pp 340-1 and William Braitewaite, The 
beginnings o f  Quakerism (York, 1981) pp 26-7.

VlcGregor, ‘Seekers and Ranters’, p. 129. 
bid., p. 121. 
bid., p. 129. 
bid., p. 128.
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targeted by Friends for their sectarian beliefs as they were already primed for the Quaker 

message.^^

However, the historical debate which queried the existence of an organised sect in the 

case of the Seekers also focussed on the Ranters, another civil war group. Religious radicals 

often crossed paths; the first Quakers encountered the Ranters and although some Quakers 

were critical of them, some historians considered the Quakers and the Ranters to be linked: 

Norman Cohn was certain that Quakerism absorbed many Ranters into its ranks.^^

In the 1650s, Friends distanced themselves from the wider society using prophetic 

language as a way of waging war against the world. It has been noted that there were 

parallels between George Fox’s tract To all that would know the way to the kingdom (1654) 

and Abiezer Coppe’s A fiery flying roll (1649) because both used apocalyptic language based 

on James 5:1-3, warning of ‘dreadful day of judgement’ and of levelling.” John Bunyan 

mentioned his views on the Ranters and Quakers; in 1657, he saw a link between the two 

groups: ‘The opinions that are held at this day by the Quakers are the same that long ago were 

held by the Ranters. Only the Ranters had made them threadbare at an ale-house and the 

Quakers have set a new gloss upon them again, by an outward legal holiness or 

righteousness.’̂  ̂Edward Burrough, a prominent English Friend, replied to Bunyan’s criticism 

of Friends and distanced the sect from the Ranters.^^

While both the Ranters and the Quakers rejected traditional sources of biblical 

authority and the sacraments, McGregor argued that they had different views on sin and

Reay, ‘Quakerism and society’, p. 152.
Cohn, Pursuit o f  the millennium, p. 289.
David Loewenstein, ‘The war of the Lamb: George Fox and ttie apocalyptic discourse of revolutionary 

Quakerism’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds), The emergence o f  Quaker writing: dissenting 
literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 26. Loewenstein used tracts from George Fox’s 
Gospel-truth demonstrated {1706), which was a later compilation of Fox’s tracts.
”  ibid., p. 28.

Cited in Christopher Hill, A turbulent, seditious, and factious people: John Bunyan and his church, 1628-1688 
(Oxford, 1988), p. 81.
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redemption/* The behaviour of the Ranters, particularly their sexual licentiousness and their 

rejection of the concept of sin, added to wider social concern about them. Abiezer Coppe’s A 

fiery flying roll (1649) demonstrated the urgency and apocalyptic nature of Ranter writings: 

‘The eternal God, the mighty leveller is coming, yea come, even at the door; and what will you 

do 5n that day. Repent, repent, repent, bow down, bow down, bow, or howl, resign, or be 

damned; Bow down, bow down, you sturdy oaks and cedars, bow down.’̂ ®

Coppe was arrested after the publication of this tract, and concern was so great that the 

Blasphemy Act was passed in 1650 to deal with persons who proclaimed

him or herself or any other mere creature, to be very God...to be the same with the true God...or the 

Eternal majesty dwells in the creature....that these acts o f denying and blaspheming God....or [daiying 

that] the acts o f  murder, adultery, incest, fornication, uncleanness, sodomy, drunkenness, filthy and 

lascivious speaking are not tilings in themselves shameful, wicked, sinful, impious, abominable and 

destestable in any person...

In a later tract, Copp[e]’s return to the ways o f truth (1651), Coppe denied the authorship of/I 

fiery flying roll and many of the actions associated with the Ranters such as the denial that sin 

exists and ‘the community of wives’."*' It was thought that the leadership of the Ranters was 

not cohesive, that Abiezer Coppe, Jacob Bauthumley and Laurence Clarkson were connected 

but not organised. McGregor doubted that either the Seekers or the Ranters formed organised, 

coherent movements in appreciable numbers.'*^

Hill, A turbulent, seditious, and factious people, p. 82.
J. F. McGregor, ‘Ranterism and the development o f early Quakerism’ in Journal o f  Religious History, ix, 

(1976-7), p. 350.
Abiezer Coppe, A fiery  flying roll (1649) in Andrew Hopton (ed.), Abiezer Coppe: selected writings (Londrai, 

1987), pp 25-6.
Hopton, Abiezer Coppe, p. 6.
Abiezer Coppe, C opp[e]’s return to the way o f  truth (1651) in Hopton (ed.), Abiezer Coppe, pp 64-95. 
McGregor, ‘Seekers and Ranters’, p. 122.
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McGregor argued that on the fringes o f sectarian behaviour were individuals who 

behaved excessively and, in an attempt to form an opposition to such behaviour, 

commentators coalesced individuals into recognisable groups:

The disparate range of enthusiastic doctrines, not obviously tied to any model of ecclesiastical 

discipline, created and continues to pose considerable problems of interpretation....this mass of 

enthusiastic sentiment was collected by hostile observers from printed tracts and disputes with 

individual enthusiasts and reduced to a system of heretical sects said to be sprouting like weeds in the 

chaotic climate of the civil wars....An examination of the source and context of the types of surviving 

evidence for the two sects [Seekers and Ranters] suggests that they are largely artificial products of the 

puritan heresiographers’ methodology; convenient categories in which to dispose of some of the 

bewildering variety of enthusiastic speculation.“̂

McGregor suggested that the most certain use of Ranter and Seeker sources was to 

demonstrate the mentality of the religious groups who condemned them.'*'* Thus the writing of 

Quaker history after the Restoration, which condemned these sects, reflected the changes 

occurring amongst the Quakers and the unease amongst some Friends with aspects of Quaker 

history. McGregor reminded the reader that ‘the evidence of Quaker sources after 1660, 

journals and spiritual autobiographies, is less passionate and polemical than the early 

itinerants’ accounts of their contacts with Ranterism but no more objective.’'*̂

Taking a similar stance, J. C. Davis in Fear, myth and history: the Ranters and the 

historians, asserted that Ranters were invented by alarmist seventeenth-century commentators 

and that this fabrication was consolidated in the twentieth century by historians who failed to 

distinguish between obscure terms of abuse and a sect.'*  ̂ For Davis, the term Ranter defined

McGregor, ‘Seekers and Ranters’, pp 121-2.
“■’ ibid., p. 138. 

ibid., p. 136.
J. C. Davies, Fear, myth and history: the Ranters and the historians (Cambridge, 1987), p. 87.

48



anyone who had ‘an anti-social manifestation of the light within’/^  He was also concerned 

that some historians had borne in mind their own ideological agenda when considering the 

evidence. Christopher Hill took exception to this because he was considered one of these 

historians.

Hill disagreed with Davis and his argument that the Ranters, as historians had painted 

them, did not exist. Davis did not believe that the Ranters comprised a cohesive band of 

followers and he held that the leaders did not always agree with each other in providing a 

coherent set of principles. Hill coimtered that other sects, including the Quakers, had 

considerable variation in views across their membership and that the Ranters did not have a 

chance to organise because they were quickly suppressed. Early Quaker tracts, according to 

Hill, were sympathetic to the Ranter movement although sometunes wary of their behaviour. '** 

Hill noted, as McGregor did, that later accounts of Quaker-Ranter encounters were much less 

cordial. For example, Fox’s agreement with the Ranter Jacob Bauthumley, revealed in Fox’s 

tract written with James Nayler, A word from the Lord (1654), was very different from the 

account of the meeting in Fox’s Journal which Hill maintained ‘has no doubt been

, 49rewnten .

After the 1650-1 governmental crackdown on the Ranters, Hill concluded that many 

jouiec the Quakers who were enthusiastic millenarians at this point. However, a Quaker 

blasphemy case in 1656, that of James Nayler, prompted George Fox to distance his group 

from the Ranters and Hill saw a difference in Quaker attitude towards the Ranters from 1657 

onwa-ds. While he agreed with J. F. McGregor’s argument that after the Restoration the 

Quakers used ‘Ranter’ as a term of abuse, rather than referring to a religious group, he felt that 

this vas an example of Quaker practice long after the Ranters had been suppressed between

DaMes, Fear, myth and history, p. 91.
Chrstopher Hill, A nation of change and novelty (London, 1990), pp 158-9.
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1649-51 and could not be used as evidence for those early years.’® The term as a smear had 

originated from somewhere and Hill argued that ‘there would have been no pouit in this sort of 

namie-calling if there had never been any Ranters.’ *̂ He also turned to the issue of Ranter 

writing, ‘if no Ranters, how can there be Ranter prose?’

The issue of Ranter publication was examined by Ann Hughes who considered J. C. 

Davis’ treatment of the Ranters. According to her, Davis concentrated on the publishing 

strategies of alarmed conservatives who he suggested constructed the Ranter myth. Crucially, 

he did not give as much attention to the strategies of the Ranters themselves, failing to 

question why they chose to put their thought into print.’̂  Hughes felt that this was an 

important factor in the definition and elimination of the Ranter sect and she eisserted that the 

enthusiastic production of pamphlets by the movement and its copious meeting records had 

ensured that historians have not been able to explain away the movement as a ‘projection of 

conservative anxieties.’ "̂* Nigel Smith asserted that ‘if the Ranters were a fiction, they were 

one of their own as well as others’ making. It is the connections which can be made between 

those called Ranters and other radical puritans which are significant’.̂ ^

These debates on the Seekers and the Ranters highlight the degree of fluidity between 

neligious enthusiasts in the Interregnum. The Seekers were a religious movement comprised of 

like-minded persons dissatisfied with their religious faith whereas the Ranters were a sect 

comprised of different leaders capable of producing provocative texts but ultimately unable to 

organise and sustain the sect. Seventeenth-century Quaker social history was dominated by

Hill, A nation o f  change and novelty, p. 159, n. 19. 
ibid., p. 165. 
ibid., p. 166. 
ibid., p. 181.
Hughes, ‘A historian’s afterword’ in Thomas Ccms and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f  Quaker 

writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995) p. 143. 
ibid., p. 143.
Nigel Smith, Perfection proclaimed: language and literature in English radical religion, 1640-1660 (Oxford, 

11989), pp 8-9.
50



George Fox’s leadership and his organisation of the sect, often to the detriment of the 

contribution of other capable Friends. Yet, Fox’s pivotal role before and after the Restoration, 

in adjusting the sect to difficult circumstances, did allow Quaker communities to flourish.

The recent biography of George Fox by Larry Ingle has provided an authoritative and 

impressive account of Fox’s organisation of Friends and his persona.’* Ingle portrayed him as 

an exceptionally difficult man, someone who could not admit to error and who was 

controlling. However, Fox had charisma, in both the Weberian and in the modem sense of this 

word; the strong spiritual understanding possessed by Fox and his single-mindedness and 

decisiveness ensured that adherents were drawn to him and the unity of the movement was 

maintained. Another biography by Richard Bailey tried to interpret the mystical beliefs of Fox, 

particularly those that caused non-Quakers to recoil: his claims to have God within him or to 

be God.’’ However, others have given a more plausible explanation of these jarring aspects of 

Quaker theology.’*

Rosemary Moore contended that Fox’s Journal gave a reasonable picture of the 

evolution of Quakerism in the 1640s although most information on this period was sketchy. 

She wrote on the first expansion of Quakerism before 1655 and traced the influence of these 

Quakers and the early organisation of the movement.^’ In the east midlands in 1646 or 1647, 

Fox encountered a shattered Baptist group and a woman called Elizabeth Hooton who was 

supportive of his work, opening her house to him and eventually devoting her life to Quaker 

ministry. By the early 1650s, Fox and his message became more widely known: Richard 

Farnsworth, who became a leading Quaker minister, was about twenty years old and 

experiencing religious doubt when he heard of Fox and wrote to him. Fox travelled to Balby,

H. Larry Ingle, First among Friends: George Fox and the creation o f  Quakerism (New York, 1994).
Richard Bailey, New light on George Fox and early Quakerism: the making and unmaking o f  a God (San 

Francisco, 1992).
See my discussion o f Catherine Wilcox on Quaker theology in chapter three.
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Yorkshire, to meet with Farnsworth and others with similar leadings who were led by Thomas 

Aldam. This pattern repeated itself when Fox moved to the Wakefield area where there was 

another group established. Here he met William Dewsbury, a former soldier, and James 

Nayler, who had been a member of the independent church at Wakefield. Both had been in the 

army although Dewsbury had rapidly become pacifist.

Fox made a preaching tour of Yorkshire in the winter of 1651-2 and it was after this 

that his converts from 1651, Farnsworth, Aldam, Dewsbury and Nayler, joined him to preach. 

Aldam was imprisoned in York with Elizabeth Hooton but Dewsbury headed to Yorkshire to 

consolidate Fox’s previous visit. Nayler and Farnsworth went with Fox to the north-west of 

England. There, Fox converted two preachers at Separatist churches, Francis Howgill and 

John Audland, who may have brought their congregations with them. It was on this preaching 

mission that Fox was invited to stay at Swarthmore Hall and, as Rosemary Moore remarked, 

‘the resulting “convincement”, to use the Quaker term, of the mistress of the house Margaret 

Fell, changed the course of the movement.’*®

Fell’s husband, Thomas Fell, was not convinced but remained supportive of his wife 

and of the movement. He was a wealthy landowner. Judge of Assize and Member of 

Parliament and he provided the sect with help and protection. Fox had earlier convinced 

Colonel Gervase Benson, a Justice of the Peace, who gave Friends the benefit of his 

knowledge of the law until his death in 1679. However Fell herself became pivotal in the 

movement, not least for her organisational capabilities and her leadership of the meeting that 

developed at Swarthmore, headed by Margaret Fell and her daughters.^ *

Rosemary Moore, ‘Leaders of the primitive Quaker movement’ in Quaker History, Ixxxiv, no. l(Spring 1996), 
pp 29-40.
^%bid„ p. 31.

Bonnelyn Kunze used the account books from SwarthmOTe to illustrate the organisation of the meeting. See 
Bonnelyn Kunze, Margaret Fell and the rise o f Quakerism (London, 1994).
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As new members entered, so there were more enthusiasts to prophesise. In 1652, many 

more leading Quakers were brought into the fold: John Camm, Edward Burrough, Richard 

Hubberthome, George Whitehead and Christopher Atkinson. The last of these, like James 

Nayler, was written out of Quaker history, for although Atkinson was a inspirmg minister to 

Norwich between 1652 and 1655 he was disowned for sexual impropriety and, despite his 

contribution to Quaker literature at the time, he has been largely forgotten. In 1653, Anthony 

Pearson was convinced; Pearson was a justice of the peace who tried James Nayler for 

blasphemy but was subsequently drawn to the faith. His legal knowledge and cormections 

served Friends until his conversion to the Church of England after 1660. Another ally of the 

early Quaker movement was Giles Calvert, a printer and bookseller in London, who through 

the 1640s and 1650s published many radical pamphlets. He did not join the sect but allowed 

them to use his shop as a contact address and acted as their banker.

Letters between early Friends were collected at Swarthmore; Rosemary Moore and 

another scholar, Kate Peters, have used them to demonstrate the interrelationship between 

several influential Friends in 1652-3, not just George Fox, but also Aldam, Famworth, Fell 

and Nayler. Moore indicated that the sources showed that Swarthmore functioned as the home 

of ‘a central organisation of a kind and several letters of 1654 indicate the position of Fox and 

Fell as advisors and organisers. Consultation concerning the direction of the mission and the 

fitness of ministers went on, and there was some form of accreditation.’*̂

Kate Peters’ work on early Quaker publications has suggested that early Quaker 

writings were not confined to expressing spiritual outpourings but were in fact a form of 

cohesiveness for the embryonic Quaker movement. However, she noted that the political tracts 

of the 1650s have usually been studied in their collected works, which she reminded the reader 

were well edited and selected by other Friends, often with posthumous testimonies to that
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Quaker’s life.“ From her study o f Quaker authorship between 1652 and 1656, Peters 

concluded that Friends wrote tracts with many different intentions. Some works were accounts 

of sufferings, others were spiritual and, in the early phase, many were political. Between 1652 

and 1656, just over one hundred Quaker authors wrote and published approximately 300 

tracts. A small pool o f men and women wrote these works with 75% o f the authors writing 

fewer than three tracts. By 1660 Peters estimated there were 40,000 Friends convinced yet the 

experience o f being convinced did not compel them to leave a published record o f their 

testimony which prompted Peters to conclude, ‘Individual religious experience did not move 

all o f them to leave a written record o f it. Writing w£is not an inherent part o f being a 

Quaker.’̂

Nigel Smith commented on the function o f Quaker writing in expressing their 

particular prophetic and enthusiastic beliefs:

...for the Quakers, discourse not only showed the workings of the inner light but also embodied them. In 

the general case of radical religion, prophecy stands most centrally as the literary feature linking the 

world of the text and the world of events and bodies. Since so much early Quaker protest depended upon 

bodily as well as verbal gesture, body and language were inextricably linked as the sites in which the 

workings of the inner light were known. And yet Quaker pamphlets and letters, for all their power, stand 

as the “writing degree zero” on the radical spectrum, for they display none of the extravagant traits of 

prophetic personality that we see in Ranter pamphlets, and those of associated prophets, or the schemes 

for reorganising the world that we see in Digger writing. But it was in this apparently “flat style” that the 

most astonishing revelatiwis of Quaker identity and vision in this period were embedded.*’

“  ^vla)re, ‘Leaders of the primitive Quaker movement’, p. 38.
Kae Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship, 1652-1656’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The 

eimerience o f Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 7.
^  iibi<., p. 8.

Ni{el Smith, ‘Hidden things brought to light: enthusiasm and Quakw discourse’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel 
Lotewenstein (eds). The emergence o f Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century England 
(London, 1995), pp 57-8.
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Smith maintained that Quaker pamphlets had nothing in common with the developments in 

public discourse that emerged in the 1640s and 1650s such as newsbooks, ‘in this way, Quaker 

discourse wanted absolutely no part in the “revolution in the public sphere’” .®* He argued that 

other radicals such as the Levellers exploited these methods whereas early Friends 

demonstrated a dislike for newsbooks because they were regularly misrepresented.*^

Peters’ thesis pointed to the reasons for publishing in the 1650s and in particular ‘the 

historical circumstances which gave rise to the phenomenon of Quaker publishing.’®* She 

maintained that Quaker publications revealed an effective leadership, which aimed to unify its 

new membership through print. The tracts tended to submerge the identity of the author 

behind the identity of being Quaker, so that texts were said to be written ‘by one in scorn 

called a Quaker’ who was known to ‘the world’ by another name.®’ Peters further asserted that, 

‘...one of the most important features which has emerged from recent exchanges between 

historians, literary scholars and cultural theorists is that establishing the context of historical 

texts is fiindamental to their significance.”® Seventeenth-century religious texts usually 

concerned controversies and Peters argued that by looking at the function of the published 

tracts instead of their content, it was possible to see how the ministry evolved.

The concept of the ministry was problematic because, as Peters suggested, ‘religious 

sociologists identify as a constant characteristic of Quakerism that formal ministry has no part 

to play in its worship.’ '̂ Yet, there was a group of men and women in the 1650s who operated 

as an effective leadership and who referred to themselves as the ‘ministry’.’̂  Estimated at 

between seventy and 240, these travelling preachers were responsible for the spread of the

Smith, ‘Hidden things brought to light: enthusiasm and Quaka- discourse’, p. 58. 
ibid., p. 58.
Peters, ‘Patterns o f Quaker authorship’, p. 8. 
ibid., p. 8.

™ ibid., p. 9. 
ibid., p. 9. 
ibid., p. 9.
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Quaker faith. They included Fox, Nayler, Edward Burrough and William Dewsbury. Early 

Friends spoke spontaneously in their meetings for worship although silence often prevailed for 

long periods since it was necessary to prepare for God’s opening to speak. However, Richard 

Bauman remarked on a 1670 tract by George Keith:

In a later retrospective stocktaking, Keith attributed the early predominance of silence in the meetings to 

the circumstance that ‘thwe were but few who were then attrained unto that soundness and clearness of 

condition, in their own particulars in the word, life, power and wisdom of God, to minister to othCTs’. By 

the time of Keith’s writing, however, in 1670, ‘few meetings but have some or other, to whom a 

ministry in words is given more or less, so that seldom or rarely meetings are under a necessity to be 

wholly silent’. So unusual had the purely silent meeting become by 1678 that Friaids in Bristol, 

remembering ‘the benefit of such meetings in the time of our first gathaing’, actually made a formal 

proposal to re-establish it on a trial basis...Nevertheless, despite the historical trend toward more and 

more speaking in the meetings for worship, all meetings were to begin in a state of spiritual silence. That 

principle did not change.”

The trend towards speaking indicated that a separation was occurring within the congregation 

between those willing to speak and those who listened. In other words, some Friends proved to 

be natural leaders both in meetings for worship and the meetings for business and a distinction 

between non-ordained leader and congregation began to develop.

Quaker writing was the work of the early leadership and it was a tool for that 

leadership. The authority o f the early ministers was re-enforced by the sending of letters from 

ministers to meetings.’'' It was Quaker practice to copy epistles and to forward them to other 

Friends, and so these epistles communicated religious belief not just for a single meeting but 

for that generation and subsequent generations o f Friends. As N. H. Keeble illustrated, Friends 

were able to maintain contacts between communities: Sir Francis Cobb reported in 1661 that

Bauman, Let your words be few, p. 125.
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In searching for arms thwe was found at Risum [Rise?] in Holdemesse in a Quaker’s house diverse 

papers wherein it does appear that they have constant meeting and intelligence all over the kingdom and 

contributions for to carry on their horrid designs, though masked under the specious pretmce of religion 

and piety...they also keep registCTs of all the affronts and injuries that is done to any of them, when, 

where and by whom. Tho-efore it does appear they are an active subtle people.’’

Rosemary Moore stated that ‘the evidence for the relationships between the first 

Quakers indicated that there was a network of laterally linked Friends, all with their own 

functions, but all linked to Margaret Fell at Swarthmore, who was the source of finance and 

administration [and] all looking for spiritual and practical leadership to George Fox.”* Peters 

discussed letters written in 1652 when Fox and his companions were travelling throughout 

northern England. The significance of the emergence of Quaker writing at this point lay in the 

diffuse nature of the leadership and their need to establish authority in their absence.

Arnold Lloyd mentioned epistles o f importance that were issued in 1653. William 

Dewsbury wrote the first which suggested that one or two Friends ‘who are most grown in the 

power and life, in the pure discerning in the truth’ should be chosen to have pastoral care of 

other Friends.’’ This included cautioning those who strayed and ensuring that meetings were 

held for worship once a week with business meetings every fortnight.’* A second epistle came 

from a meeting in Skipton and recommended that lists o f sufferings should be sent to general 

meetings with responsibility for a region. Records were to be kept for births, deaths and 

marriages and for funds collected for poor Friends. It also stated that disagreements were to be 

settled by local meetings with the general meeting only adjudicating if this failed.

Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship’, p. 11.
N. H. Keeble, The literary culture o f non-conformity in later seventeenth-century England (Leicester, 1987), p. 

81.
Moore, ‘Leaders of the primitive Quaker movement’, p. 40.

”  Arnold Lloyd, Quaker social history, 1669-1738 (London, 1950) p. 2.
’* ibid., p. 2.
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Interestingly, in the light of the evolution of specialist meetmgs in the 1670s, this epistle, 

according to Lloyd, also required that Friends who wrote books were to submit them to 

Friends ‘any as be in the power and wisdom of God, lest they should slip any word’.’’

Richard Famworth sent letters to other meetings including one to James Nayler, at a 

meeting thirty miles away, to exhort Nayler to ‘watch over the weak ones and improve thy 

talent to thy master’s use in faithfulness....[Friends are to] meet often together and stir up that 

which is pure in one another.’*® As Famworth travelled through Yorkshire, Westmoreland and 

Lancashire, his letters reflected his concern to maintain links with Quaker communities. His 

letters to Margaret Fell at Swarthmore Hall in Lancashire suggested that she circulate his texts 

to others, ‘to Friends abroad...to be read at their meetings’.*' Famworth’s correspondence with 

Margaret Fell included a consignment o f books with a covering letter for various meetings and 

yet he also included a private letter for Fell and other letters for specific Friends including 

Gervase Benson.*^

Swartmore Hall had a scribal service to promote the dissemination of Quaker letters: 

the scribe, George Taylor, remarked in 1654 that a paper from Margaret Fell was copied for 

distribution, ‘we have copied one for the bottom of Westmoreland and another for 

Cumberland and sent them away this day, we shall sent another for Bishoprick [Durham] as 

speedily as may be’.*̂  Thomas Aldam was instrumental to the printing of Quaker tracts. He 

sent Quaker writings to London to be printed and ensured the distribution of the printed texts 

across northern England, sometimes paying for publication himself However, the Kendal 

fund, founded in 1654 by Margaret Fell, collected money from the local Quaker meetings in

Lloyl, Quaker social history, p. 2.
Citec in Peters, ‘Patterns o f Quaker authorship’, p. 11.

*' Cite< in ibid., p. 11.
Cite< in ibid., p. 12.
Cite< in ibid., p. 12.
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Cumberland, Lancashire and Westmoreland which was set aside in the accounts to fund the 

printing and distribution of books and the journeys undertaken by the ministers

In the summer months o f 1654, Quaker ministers set out for the south of England 

taking different routes so that by the end of the year many counties had been visited by 

Friends. This mission showed signs o f tactical planning in terms of the pairing and distribution 

of ministers but there is no evidence of how the planning procedures took place.** The 

evidence for the importance of printing for this venture is compelling: in 1654, sixty-four 

Quaker titles were published, rising to 101 in 1655. Books were held at York and Kendal for 

ministering journeys and sometimes some were collected from the printer Giles Calvert on 

arrival in London. Tracts were circulated in London in the summer of 1654, before the influx 

of ministers, as if to prime the population, but when ministers arrived in an area the 

subsequent publications reflected the concerns of the local milieu.

For example, Richard Famworth engaged in disputes with local ministers at 

Swannington in Leicestershire in 1654 and one himdred tracts concerning these debates were 

later published and distributed in the area complete with the names of all concerned. The 

reason for these publications was, according to Famworth, ‘to clear the truth of many 

aspersions and false accusations as in the reading thou will clearly see the differences betwixt 

truth and error as thou read with an understanding.’** Peters suggested that the huge increase in 

the Quaker publication rate from 1654 onwards was due to the publication patterns of 

ministers establishing the faith in localities through the use o f specific controversial tracts 

tailored for the indigenous community.*’ The convinced would then propagate the printed and 

the preached word long after the minister had moved on and he would in turn write epistles

*“' Peters, ‘PattCTns of Quaker authorship’, p. 16.
** Moore, ‘Leaders of the primitive Quaker movement’, p. 38.
** Cited in Peters, ‘Patterns of Quaker authorship’, p. 19.
*’ ibid., p. 19.
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encouraging the community. Yet, after 1654 the same body o f early ministers wrote half of all 

Qiiaker tracts.** Peters asserted that ‘such publications inevitably elided the functions of 

Quaker sufferings, public prophecy and religious disputation.’*’

An epistle circulated in northern England in 1656, which originated in Balby, laid out 

in twenty paragraphs the responsibilities of Quaker membership and provided a system of 

organisation using local elders and travelling ministers. The latter would support the local 

meetings using epistles during the times that they were imprisoned or were elsewhere as 

missionaries.’®

The events surrounding James Nayler in Bristol, in 1656, demonstrated the dangers 

such travelling ministers ran in spreading the faith. It also brought to the fore the wider 

society’s concerns about the instability and enthusiasm of Friends.’' Nayler rode into the town 

on a horse surrounded by followers who placed garments before him while chanting ‘Holy, 

Holy, Holy Hosannah’. This imitation of Christ’s entry into Jerusalem, interpreted by some as 

Nayler proclaiming himself to be Christ, brought Quakerism and Nayler in particular under the 

scrutiny of the 1656 Parliament.’  ̂ The Quaker, George Bishop was outraged that Nayler had 

proceeded with his entry to Bristol despite being forewarned about his behaviour.’  ̂ When 

Nayler was examined after arrest, the magistrates found a letter from Fox warning him to stay 

clear from his eccentric disciples, ‘many did not expect that you would have been an 

encourager of such as do cry against the power and life of truth, but would have been a 

nourisher of truth, and not have trained up a company against it’.’“ A previous meeting

** This group comprised Fox, Nayler, Famworth, Pamel, Hubberthome, Dewsbury, Burrough and Howgill.
*’ Peters, ‘Patterns o f Quaker authorship, 1652-1656’, p. 19.

Lloyd, Quaker social history, p. 3.
”  For further discussion of Nayler, see William Bittle, James Nayler, 1618-1660: the Quaker indicted by 
Parliament (York, 1986).

Maryann Feola, ‘“Warringe with ye world”; Fox’s relationship with Nayler’ in Michael Mullett (ed.). New 
light on George Fox, 1624-1691: a collection o f essays (Y ork, 1994), p. 102.

Feola, George Bishop, p. 86.
Cited in Feola, ‘“Warringe with ye world’”, p. 107.
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between the two in 1656 had seen Nayler refuse to remove his hat during prayer which 

sparked Fox to write later, ‘So after I had been warring with the world, now there was a 

wicked spirit risen up amongst Friends to war against’.®’

Christopher Hill commented that ‘Nayler timed his demonstration badly, when a 

Parliament bent on ending religious toleration had just met. They seized the opportunity to 

make an example of him as a declaration of hostility to the government’s policy of 

toleration’.®* Barry Reay noted that the outburst against Nayler showed the real concern at the 

increase in Quaker nimibers although Maryann Feola suggested that the Quaker movement 

had sought to improve how they were perceived before Nayler’s actions rather than 

afterwards.^’ Fox wrote to Cromwell and the Parliament during the debate on Nayler’s 

blasphemy and punishment, criticising Nayler’s actions as blasphemous ‘...if the seed of the 

serpent speak and say he is Christ, that is the liar and the blasphemy, and the ground of all 

blasphemy... [and] the seed of the serpent [which] is to be bruised... [since it] is the cause of 

all enmity, strife, and debate....”*

However, Hill postulated that Quakerism changed not only because of the case of 

James Nayler but because of the collapse of the army and the Restoration.’’ Ann Loades noted 

that ‘The phenomenon of “quaking” coupled with the enthusiast’s claim that it was a direct 

experience of Christ or the spirit and that Quakers were authorised to proclaim divine 

judgement, was deeply disturbing in a society in search of political and religious stability. 

Hill remarked that the only explanation of hostility towards Quakers in the 1650s was

Cited in Feola, ‘“Warringe with ye world’”, p. 107.
^  Christopher Hill, The experience o f defeat: Milton and some contemporaries (London, 1984), p. 142.

Reay, ‘Quakerism and Society’, p. 158 and Feola, ‘“Warringe with ye world’” , p.l02 and p. 105.
Cited in Feola, “‘Warringe with ye world’”, p. 108.
Hill, The experience o f  defeat, p. 129.

Ann Loades in a foreword to Catherine Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry in seventeenth-century 
English Quakerism: handmaids o f the Lord (New York, 1995), iii.
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political.'* '̂ Maryann Feola discussed the life of George Bishop before and after his conversion

to Quakerism and found that ‘the experience of George Bishop also illustrates how the shift to

•  •  102 sectarian religion became an outlet for the political disenchantment of some radicals.’ Many

of the early Quaker leaders had been in the army; Bishop was a captain in the New Model

Army and had worked closely with Parliamentary soldiers and statesmen when he was the

secretary to the committee for examinations. The Quaker movement was one of political and

social issues as well as religious protest although it did not initially have any organised

political philosophy.

However, by 1659, the Quakers had moved towards ‘a militant revolutionary position’ 

and were endeavouring to influence the religious policy of the Rump ParUament.*®* In an 

article tracing the momentum within Quakerism, James Maclear revealed the transition within 

the sect. He considered their customs of hat honour and theeing and thouing to be indicative of 

their concern for egalitarianism. Contemporaries also linked Friends with the Levellers. 

Friends felt that the disorder in the world indicated that it was approaching the end of its time 

and that a renewal would take place righting many of society’s wrongs but, as Maclear was at 

pains to point out, there was little benevolence attached to their vision because divine 

judgement would attend the millennial changes.

Edward Burrough was the most politically active of Friends and acted as their 

spokesman on these matters. Burrough was in correspondence throughout the summer of 1659 

with Sir Henry Vane who acted as a link between the Rump government and the Quakers. 

Given Vane had a history of dalliance with religious sects, and particularly with Friends, 

throughout the 1650s, he was thought to be sympathetic to their position. His interaction with

Hill, World turned upside down, p. 233.
Feola, George Bishop, p. 2.
ibid., pp 28-53.
Reay, ‘Quakerism and society’, p. 141.
Alan Cole cited in Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution (London, 1985), p. 83.
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Friends in 1656 in order to form an opposition to Cromwell from amongst the sects did not go 

unnoticed, for Vane ‘had many meetings with them [Friends] concerning their opinions but 

whether he were taken with their principles or they with his I know not.’'®’ Maclear suggested 

that he may well have had a friendship with Anthony Pearson and he had certainly heard 

James Nayler preach.'®* A disagreement with Fox in 1658 soured things but Vane continued to 

be mindful of the Quaker sect so that by 1659, with Vane’s position in the Rump Parliament 

secured, it was likely that Friends had an opportunity to put forward political ideas.

Friends had previously called on the Protectorate to release imprisoned Friends without 

success, but another paper on suffering was received well by the Rump and a committee on 

the issue was set up under the chairmanship of Vane. Reay asserted that ‘the Rump’s radical 

image was a distortion, for the majority of its members were not religious revolutionaries. It 

simply “fell between two stools”, pursuing a policy o f conciliation of all, satisfying none; 

terrifying Presbyterians, while merely whetting radical appetites.”®’ The committee heard 

testimonies from imprisoned Friends who were subsequently freed in some cases and took 

evidence chronicling Quaker persecution and addressing issues such as hat honour. This really 

was a case of whetting sectarian appetites for greater freedoms to come: George Bishop 

pointed out that the release of tithe sufferers was an inherent recognition of the unjustness of 

tithes.”®

Maclear considered other evidence for the Rump Parliament’s apparent sympathy for 

the Quaker cause; an offer from Parliament through the initiative of Vane for Friends to 

propose candidates sympathetic to dissenters as magistrates.'*’ Barry Reay put this episode a

'®* J. F. Maclear, ‘Quakerism at the end of the Interregnum’ in Church History, xix, (1950), p. 243.
'®̂ ibid., p. 249.
'®* ibid., p. 249.
'®̂ Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, p. 85.
"® ibid., p. 85.
'"  Maclear referred to John Taylor’s tract as the source of the infcMination that Parliament favoured Quaker 
participation in the choosing of magistrates: A loving and friendly invitation to all sinners to repent and a
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little differently; ‘In May [1659], Quakers sent lists of suitable and unsuitable justices, 

claiming later that they had been requested by the Parliament.’"  ̂ The significance of this 

census of magistrates and possible Quaker replacements lay in the political stance which it 

revealed; commonwealth men were praised and Friends reacted to the survey with positive 

suggestions while cautioning that they would not take oaths.

Somersetshire reacted by suggesting representative advice which was typical of 

Quaker organisation; they wondered if ‘it be not convenient to have one Friend out of each 

county with you to advise with all for the better and more speedy carrying one of things of 

public concernment.” '̂  A petition against tithes was circulated to be signed and Anthony 

Pearson and Thomas Aldam along with other Friends presented the document to Parliament. 

The close co-operation between the Quakers and the government was noted by the French 

ambassador when he recounted the influence of the sects, ‘even of the Quakers, who up to this 

time had affected to seek nought but peace with liberty of conscience. The spirit of God, by 

which they are ruled, now permits them to take part in the affairs of this world, and the 

Parliament seems inclined to make use of them.’*'"* However, the religious policy revealed by 

the Rump in May 1659 was short of the expectations of the radicals; it protected those who 

acknowledged the Scriptures as the revealed Word of God, who accepted the doctrine of the 

Trinity and who did not disturb religious services."’

warning to all backsliders to return unto the Lord (1683). Maclear, ‘Quakerism at the end o f the Interregnum’, p. 
256.
' Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, p. 85.
' Maclear, ‘Quakerism at the end o f the Intaregnum’, p. 257. 

ibid., p. 259.
' Reay, The Quakers and the English revolution, p. 85.
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Burrough’s broadside To the Parliament o f  the Commonwealth was written at some 

time between 7 May and 27 June 1659 and it demonstrated the radical and political nature of 

Friends’s thought.”*

And for as much as this people over whom you are set to rule are divers in their judgements concerning 

government and also in their profession of religion and seeing that this nation consists of men of divers 

kinds of spirits being at a great strife among themselves, some crying for such a way of govemmait and 

others for another manna- of govemmait, and yet all these are free bom of the nation, and ought all to 

be preserved and defended in their just rights and liberties by you and ought not to be destroyed one of 

another; neither ought some of them to be made slaves, and othCTs be made free by you but by the law of 

God all ought to live in freedom and to possess b  peace (and without oppression from you and one 

another) their privilege in the nation both as [moi?]**’ and as Christians, which your selves have 

promised to us and which we look to enjoy."*

In June, the Rump had voted that tithe payments should continue until another form of  

payment could be instituted; this happened on the same day that Friends presented the House 

with an anti-tithe petition o f over 15,000 signatures."’ By July 1659, the House had set up a 

committee to look at the laws concerning the disturbance o f ministers, a move which Barry 

Reay termed as ‘an action clearly aimed against the Quakers’.'̂ ® The alliance between the 

Rump and its supporters in the army had begun to unravel and the setback on tithes had

Barry Reay has suggested these dates. This broadside was one in the Rawlinson MS in the Bodleian library, 
Oxford. It was undated and not in Burrough’s hand but Reay was convinced of its authenticity even though there 
were no copies at the Friends Library in Londffli. Reay suggested that the broadside may have been written for 
circulation as a manuscript or solely for delivery to the Parliament. Two other tracts by Burrough with the same 
title exist, one written on l l*  September and the other on 6* October 1659. See Barry Reay, ‘The Quakers and 
1659: two newly discovered broadsides by Edward Burrough’ in Journal o f  the Friends’s Historical Society, liv, 
no. 2 (1977), pp 103-5.

Reay stated that an arrow indicated an insertion here but none was added. He suggested ‘men’, see ibid., p. 
107.
"* Edward Burrough, To the Parliament o f  the Commonwealth o f England sitting in Westminister n.d. n.l. in 
ibid., p. 107.

Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, p. 85. See also the petition from women in 1659. 
ibid., p. 85.
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disappointed the Quaker community. At some time in 1659, possibly early August, Burrough 

sent a tract to the Rump that appeared to offer Quaker collaboration with Parliament.'^'

... For we have been cast out of the place of justice, and out of the army in which we would have been of 

service to you and our country; and have been exposed to all wrong and injustice that could be, even 

through some of you. And our sufferings, our false impriscmmait, and the spoiling of om- goods, and our 

blood shed, and all the violence that has been acted upcm us, we lay upon some of you....how can we 

come between you and your enemies to defend you and establish you in power to oppress us and our 

brethren, which we see you go in the very way thereof while you establish tithes, and cry up a forced 

compelled maintenance to your godly ministCTS as you call them....you must act by another spirit before 

we can own you, and we must see justice done by you, and the prison doors set open for our Friends to 

have their liberty, and tithes voted down again and all forced maintenance to the ministry to be utterly 

renounced by you, before we can lift up a hand for you... and all our Frioids that have been turned out of 

the Commission of peace and out of their places of trust, and all the officers and soldiers ...you keep 

them out....

Wherefore we your Friends as pitiers of you, and lamentters for you, and not as upbraiders of 

you for your Apostasy; we do say unto you, you have yet an inch of time to do good....let not the 

servants of the Lord suffer unjustly as they have done but proclaim liberty, and freedom to the 

oppressed...

The case of James Nayler’s behaviour in Bristol was rekindled when Parliament released him 

in September 1659, prompting one observer to comment on the sect’s ‘prevalency’.'̂ ’ 

Questions were raised amongst Friends about the dichotomy between godly rule on 

earth through politics and the previous path o f waiting for Christ while enduring political

Edward Burrough, To the Parliament and army (in general) o f the Commonwealth o f England n.d.n.l. Reay 
admitted that the tone of urgency at the end of this tract and the references to the ‘army (in general)’ might 
suggest a dating of early 1660. However, he suggested that the beginning of the tract surveyed the Protectorate as 
might be expected when the Rump was first restored. He suggested a date after 7 July 1659 when the Militia Act 
named Friaids as commissioners. Some passages suggested that Booth’s rebellion was in progress and Reay 
settled for early August 1659 as the likeliest date. See Reay, ‘The Quakers and 1659: two newly discovered 
broadsides by Edward Burrough’, pp 104-5.

ibid.,pp 109-11.
Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, p. 84.
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judgements, although, as Maclear admitted, the evidence was meagre. He quoted John 

Harwood, an opponent of Fox, on the nominations for the magistracy which

was in direct opposition to the doctrine of William Dewsbury, who said publicly in many assemblies, 

that he had a command for God to declare and publish among friends (as many were witnesses) that 

there should not be a man in Israel to rule one over another, but that the rule and authority of man should 

be overturned, and Christ alone rule in the hearts and spirits of his people.* '̂'

Fox’s writings after 1660 gave the impression that Friends avoided all political entanglements 

and he was reported to be out of London when these events happened: his Journal provided 

very little detail for the happenings of 1659.* ’̂ However, it is hard to envisage the development 

o f these policies without his knowledge: Robert Rich wondered ‘who of the Quakers owned 

by G[eorge] F[ox] should act in such a thing without his good liking?” *̂ The reconvening of 

the Rump in December 1659 allowed Fox to present a tract, To the parliament o f the 

Commonwealth o f  England, fifty-nine particulars laid down fo r  the regulating things and the 

taking away o f oppressing laws and oppressors and to ease the oppressed, which was a vision 

o f the reform of England centring on his protest against the persecution of Friends. It also 

called for provision for the poor as a national obligation through the confiscation of land from 

the wealthy.'^’

When this instrument of politics was no longer available to them and when the 

monarchy was restored in 1660, the Quakers withdrew from politics and moved towards 

pacifist principles; their eschatological vision ended. Some Friends were slow to accept this 

ideal, and while much less involved in politics than they had been before the Restoration, they

' Maclear, ‘Quakerism at the end of the Intoregnum’, pp 260-1.
George Fox, Journal, Nigel Smith (ed.) (London, 1998), pp 266-72.
Maclear, ‘Quakerism at the end of the Intaregnum’, p. 261.

' Maclear dated the composition of this tract from May 1659 until before Fox’s depression in August of that 
year. Ingle discussed this tract after his treatment of Fox’s illness and is not clear on its date of publication but
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developed survival skills in the form of lobbying for toleration and change.'^® A letter was 

issued by leading Friends in 1661, which later became known as the ‘Peace testimony’. 

Formulated by Fox and Hubberthome the statement stated that Christ’s kingdom lay beyond 

the world and that Friends would not use carnal outward weapons. It was signed by Francis 

Howgill and Gerrard Roberts but not by Edward Burrough, Thomas Curtis or any woman 

Quaker.'^’ Feola noted George Bishop’s reaction: ‘The imminent return of the king, Bishop 

knew, boded disaster for the sectaries and for the future o f reUgious reform. Consequently, the 

passing of the Republic would root him more securely into the kingdom of Christ.” ®̂

By the mid-1660s many of the first generation of preachers had died and those 

remaining were often imprisoned which Wilcox suggested destroyed the way in which the sect 

held itself together. Fox, George Whitehead and William Dewsbury were left as the remaining 

influential Quakers fi-om the 1650s. Hill remarked that neither Whitehead nor Dewsbury were 

in a position to rival Fox for the leadership and that upcoming leaders such as Barclay, Penn 

and Isaac Pennington were of higher social rank which. Hill felt, made them more accepting of 

organisation.’ '̂ H. Larry Ingle assessed the situation after the Restoration:

After 1660, Friends -  seldom billing themselves as ‘Children of light’ anymore -  evolved into a sect 

markedly different from the creative, exuberant, and confrontational company of the turbulent and 

exciting 1650s. Leaving behind their enthusiastic and ecstatic escapades, they gradually withdrew from 

confrontations with society at large and became concerned with their intmial problems. To a large 

degree, they separated themselves from the outside world. In truth, the Restoration raised the curtain on 

a sober second act for Fox’s movement...and George Fox, whose spiritual experiences had done so 

much to form and shape the movement, oversaw and directed the second act. During the 1650s he had

suggests that the Rump Parliament may have considered the tract during its session between December 1659 and 
March 1660.

Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, pp 106-111.
Ingle, First among Friends, pp 194-5.
Feola, George Bishop, p. 105.
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had to share the spot-light with a cast of other luminaries, such as James Nayler, but now he held centre 

stage alone, with the light focused solely on him, until he married Margaret Fell in 1669 and thCTeafter 

brought her to centre stage with him.‘̂ ^

Christopher Hill mentioned observations from W. A. Cole that pages o f documents in 

the manuscript collection at Friends’s House in London, particularly those relating to the year 

1659, ‘have either been lost or removed’ probably since the seventeenth century.'^^ For Friends 

the historical record displayed imcomfortable evidence; Alexander Parker wrote to George 

Fox in August 1660 saying ‘better had it been if all had been kept still and quiet in those times, 

for because of the forwardness, and want o f wisdom in some is one great cause of our present 

sufferings’.B a r r y  Reay concluded that even sporadic political stands by some Friends in the 

Northern Plot of 1663 and the Monmouth rebellion of 1685 were not evidence of continuing 

radicalism ‘as the evidence stands [post 1660], it seems unlikely that the Quakers were 

significant carriers o f radical ideas. By and large, the militant edge of Quakerism was blunted 

after the Revolution.” ”

This pattern o f Quaker development was mirrored in its Irish outpost. Prior to the 

Restoration, Friends in Ireland had conveyed their beliefs through Quaker missionaries who 

concentrated on military garrisons; small groups of Quaker prophets travelled to Ireland in 

1654 but Kenneth Carroll recorded that little was known about their missionary work or their 

contacts amongst the Cromwellian army.‘̂  ̂A more concerted effort took place in 1655 when 

Francis Howgill and Edward Burrough came from England to convince the garrison towns of

Hill, The experience o f defeat, p. 166.
Ingle, First among Friends, p. 190.
Hill, The experience o f defeat, p. 169.
Reay, The Quakers and the English Revolution, p. 100.
ibid., p. 110.
Kenneth Carroll, ‘Quakerism and the Cromwellian army in Ireland’, in Journal o f Friends’s Historical 

Society, liv, no. 3 (1978), p. 137. See this article for a detailed discussion of Quaker prophets in the 1650s. For a 
general discussion of the attitude of Interregnum radicals towards Ireland, see Christopher Hill, ‘Seventeenth- 
century English radicals and Ireland’ in Radicals, rebels and establishments: Historical Studies, xv, (1985), pp 
33-49.
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Dublin, Cork and Waterford. Burrough was intensely political; his efforts in 1659 to further 

the Quaker cause politically placed him at the forefront of the movement. Howgill and 

Burrough relied on letters to maintain the sense of community that they had fostered in person: 

in 1656, Howgill had written from Bristol to Friends in Cork recommending that there be

unity amongst Friends and requested that his letter should be copied and forwarded to other

Quaker meetings in Munster and Leinster.'^’

Amongst those convinced by Burrough in 1655 was John Perrot who was a Baptist 

living in Waterford. Burrough described Perrot’s service in Ireland as a minister in 1656 as 

I ‘eminent in the nation’ for his ability to debate with ministers.'^* Writing to Henry Cromwell 

while in a Dublin gaol Perrot elaborated on the difficulties facing his ministry

I
...my share of suffering and pCTsecution I have and do under go as well by beatings, threatenings and 

cruel mockings and scofSngs as by imprisonment and trials and haulings before rulers and magistrates 

but all being for the Lord’s sake and for his ever lasting truth’s sake I bear with content...'^’

The use of epistles to communicate with the wider Quaker community, noted by Kate Peters, 

was evident in the ministry o f John Perrot. Carroll too noted this:

This aspect of his work also shows up in his early letters -  when an epistle had to substitute for the 

leader now in jail. Like Paul, Perrot felt the need to communicate with those from whom he was 

separated and to remind them of his deep affection for them:

I, your Friend and brother the prisoner of the Lord, toward you all am moved, in bowels of

everlasting unspeakable love, hCTeby to signify unto you my remembrance of you all by this

token of my indeed (sic), yea with you the truly begotten seed of God my heart is affected; for 

when I heard of the comeliness of your growth for joy thereof my soul was even rainshed (sic)

Richard Greaves, God's other children: protestant non-cortformists and the emergence o f denominational 
churches in Ireland (California, 1997), p.32.

Ingle, First among Friends, p. 198.
Kenneth Carroll, John Perrot, early Quaker schismatic (London, 1971), p. 2.
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and now in the midst o f  my sufferings it would also abound to my refreshment to hear how you 

stand diligent and faithful in the work o f the Lord which is begun in you;...

Kenneth Carroll noted that little was known about Perrot’s evangelism in Ireland 

between 1655-6 but he observed from surviving evidence that:

...Perrot is clearly a deeply religious man wiio feels the divine presence so strongly that he is able to use 

the anciait formula of the prophets and o f Paul. He is also one who is caught up in the apocalyptic 

dreams, hopes and expectations o f  early Quakerism -  feeling that the Kingdom o f God is truly at 

hand.*'"

Friends endured continuing persecution in Ireland during the 1650s. Kenneth Carroll 

argued that the initial success of Quaker prophets in convincing the army in 1655-6 was not 

destined to continue: Henry Cromwell opposed Friends for their threat to stability, the army 

was reduced in size to approximately 14,000 men by 1658 and there was antagonism o f the 

higher officers towards Friends.'"'^ However, the convinced Friends who were still in the army 

by 1658 were faced with a peace testimony which was developing in Ireland, according to 

Carroll, by 1656. He cited the example o f Robert Evans who wrote to Henry Cromwell asking 

for his back pay and a discharge from the army, feeling that he could no longer serve the 

Commonwealth as a soldier. Later he appeared in Irish Quaker records.''*^

In the 1650s, Quakers came to Ireland having been converted by the first English 

Quaker preachers. However, the majority was converted by travelling preachers while living 

in Ireland, particularly those who were originally Independents and B ap tis ts .T h ere  were 

very few Quaker converts from the native Irish community. Those Friends who immigrated 

into southern Ireland from England came from communities in Bristol, Cumberland,

Carroll, John Perrot, p. 6. 
ibid., p. 8.
Carroll, ‘Quakerism and the Cromwellian army in Ireland’, pp 152-3. 
ibid., p. 154.
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Westmoreland, Lancashire, Northimiberland and Yorkshire with the rest coming from south

western England. The exception was Friends who moved to the north of Ireland, who 

generally came from south-west Scotland.'''* The cohesiveness within these Irish Quaker 

communities was in part due to the pattern of Quaker marriages in Ireland, which usually 

involved two individuals from the Irish Quaker communities or intermarriage between an Irish 

Quaker and a Quaker from England.'"**

Phil Kilroy has postulated that the success o f the Quaker community in material and 

religious terms was due to a ‘combination of personal convictions lived out in a closed group, 

coupled with a strong social and business sense, which enabled the Quakers first to survive 

and then to thrive as a small, coherent and cohesive community in Ireland.” '*’ The Irish 

Quakers were usually employed in agriculture and in trade as merchants, with many moving 

into the linen trade when it expanded in the 1680s. Their success as merchants brought 

increasing wealth which, at times, caused conflict with the Quaker tenet o f plainness and 

simplicity in dress and fiirnishings. In addition, Quaker tailors were cautioned against making 

ornate clothing.

In the sphere of business, however, Quakers usually retained their separateness from 

‘the world’ without capitulating their beliefs. At times they adapted to facilitate their work in 

the wider community; for example in 1688, Friends were accepted as aldermen in Dublin 

provided that they gave an affirmation instead of swearing an oath (which would have been 

prohibited by their beliefs). Richard Vann and David Eversley, in their demographic study of 

Irish and English Quaker communities, concluded: ‘In summary, the Irish Quakers, from all 

the available historical background material, would appear to be a population as sharply

''*'* Richard Vann and David Eversley, Friends in life and death: the British and Irish Quakers in the 
demographic transition, 7650-7900 (Cambridge, 1992), p. 46 
'''̂  ibid., p. 59. 

ibid., p. 51.
Kilroy, Protestant dissent, p. 90.

72



distinguished from the rest of Irish society as they could have been without living in a separate 

territory with a self-sufficient economy.” ''*

The failure of the eschatological vision by 1659 £ind the visit by Fox to Ireland in 1669 

to strengthen the meeting system ensured the Quaker faith would endure within this carefiilly 

defined structure o f meetings. Yet, issues o f discipline permeated the histoiy of the Religious 

Society of Friends because the faith centred on the convinced voluntary member within a 

fellowship of other Friends. Each individual received leadings or guidance from the spirit that 

had to be balanced with the unity o f the group. Aji understanding of the development of 

Quaker theology in England in the seventeenth century is therefore crucial.

ibid., p. 51.
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Chapter 3

The evolution in Quaker theology, 1650-1700.

As Voltaire’s Letters on England demonstrated, many social and religious difiFerences 

marked Friends apart from other religious movements: women preachers, an emphasis on 

plain dress, the refusal to remove one’s hat when greeting, the use of thee and thou and the 

refusal to swear oaths or pay tithes. The evolution of Quaker theology will be examined in 

this chapter using George Fox’s Journal and tracts by Fox and James Nayler dated in the 

mid-1650s, which wiU be compared with texts by Robert Barclay and William Penn from 

the 1670s and 1690s.

The freedom for women to speak at Quaker meetings for worship was part of the 

tenet that any individual was welcome to speak as the spirit inspired.' In his Journal, Fox 

described one disputation in Leicester in 1648, at which many ministers of different 

denominations were present;

The meeting was in a steeplehouse; and thither was I moved by the Lord God to go, and be 

amongst them. And I heard their discourse and reasonings, some being in pews, and the priest in 

the pulpit, abundance of people being gathered together. At last one woman asked a question out of 

Peter....And the priest said to her, “I permit not a woman to speak in the church”, though he had 

before given liberty for any to speak. Whereupon I was rapt up, as in a rapture, in the Lord’s power 

and I stepped up in a place, and asked the priest: “Dost thou call this place a church? Or dost thou 

call this mixed muhitude a church?”, for the woman asking a question, he ought to have answered 

it, having given liberty for any to speak. But he did not answer me neither but asked me, what a 

church was? I told him, the Church was the pillar and ground of truth, made up of living stones, 

living members, a spiritual household which Christ was the head of....there were several convinced 

that day; and the woman, that asked the question aforesaid was convinced, and her family...^

' See chapters six and seven for an examination of the theology for women’s meetings and the women’s 
meeting system in Ireland.
 ̂George Fox, Journal, Nigel Smith (ed.) (London, 1998), pp 24-5.
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In this description of events. Fox referred to the ‘reasonings’ of those at the meeting: their 

use of reason contrasted with his calling by the spirit to attend ‘thither was I moved by the 

Lord to go’. His use of the word ‘steeplehouse’ was linked to his definition of a church as a 

gathering of members rather than a structure of stone and his reaction to the woman 

speaking confirmed his openness to women preachers and at the concept of the priesthood 

of all believers.

In his defence of the truth and of his church comprised of ‘living stones’, Fox 

rejected many aspects of social and religious life. He stood against taking oaths; Friends 

refused to take oaths of allegiance or judicial oaths. An examination of George Fox in 

Lancaster by Judge Twisden in 1664 demonstrated his view of oaths and swearing and his 

refusal to remove his hat as a sign of deference. Fox indicated that his respect for all men 

did not derive fi'om outward forms:

Judge. What? Do you come into the court with hat on?

Then the gaoler took it oif...

Judge. Will you take the Oath of Allegiance, George Fox?....

George Fox. My allegiance to the King lies not in oaths, but in truth and faithfulness, for 1 honour 

all men, much more the King, but Christ says I must not swear, the great prophet the saviour of the 

world, and the judge of the world; and thou say I must swear, whether must I obey Christ or thee, 

for it is in tenderness o f conscience that I do not swear, in obedience to the command o f Christ and 

the Apostle, and for his sake I suffer, and in obedience to his command do I stand this day...^ 

Quaker identity was also manifested through their speech, particularly through their 

insistence on using thee and thou. In the north of England, where Quakerism originated, 

thee and thou were still in use in the 1650s whereas in the midlands, where Fox had grown 

up, their use had begun to wane. According to Hugh Ormsby-Lennon linguists would now 

term thee and thou as ‘a social solidarity semantic’ and he argued that this was the context
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in which the term ‘Friend’ evolved as a form of Quaker address.'* By contrast, in the south 

of England thou could be used by a superior to an inferior or by two persons of equal rank.

When a person of inferior station addressed others using thee or thou, it was viewed 

as both rude and threatening by those outside the sect. Fox explained:

... when the Lord sent me forth into the world, he forbade me to put off my hat to any, high or low. 

And I was required to “thee” and “thou” all men and women, without any respect to rich or poor, 

great or small....But oh! The rage that then was in the priests, magistrates, professors, and people 

of all sorts; but especially in priests and professors. For though “thou” to a single person was 

according to their own learning, their accidence and grammar rules, and according to the Bible; yet 

they could not bear to hear it: and the hat honour, because I could not put off my hat to them, it set 

them all into a rage. But the Lord showed me....that it was an honour invented by men in the Fall, 

and in the alienation from God...^

Clergyman Thomas Fuller, in 1655, perceived that the refusal to accord customary 

politeness would eventually result in an objection to the wealth of others, ‘such who now 

quarrel at the honour, will hereafter question the wealth...such as now introduce thee and 

thou wiU, if they can, expel mine and thine, dissolving all property into coniusion,’*

However, it has been suggested that the Quakers’ real intent was to correct post- 

lapsarian pride and that levelling was only a secondary consequence; the honorific 

conventions of titles, hat honour, and luxurious goods and clothes obscured God and 

represented ‘the spiritual surrender to carnal lures set by the devil.’’ Fox railed against 

deceit, vanity and superfluity, calling on those in positions of authority in the community to 

act against these transgressions:

 ̂Fox, Journal, appendix iii, p. 496. Friends sought permission to take an affirmation instead of using yea or 
nay but this was not recognised until 1696 when the Affirmation act was passed.
“ Hugh Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse: Quaker speechways during the puritan revolution’ 
in P. Burke and R. Porter (eds). Language, self and society: a social history o f language (Cambridge, 
1991), p. 80.
 ̂Fox, Journal, p. 36.

® Cited in Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 75.
’ ibid., p. 77.
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In fairs also, and in markets I was made to declare against their deceitfiil merchandise, and 

cheating and cozening; warning all to deal justly, and to speak the truth, to let their “yea” be “yea” 

and their “nay” be “nay”; and to do unto others, as th ^  would have others do unto them; 

forewarning them of the great and terrible day of the Lord, which would come upon them all. I was 

also to cry against all sorts of music, against the mountebanks playing tricks on their stages; for 

they burdened the pure life and stirred up people’s minds to vanity. I was much exercised too, with 

schoolmasters and schoolmistresses, warning them to teach their children sobriety in the fear of the 

Lord; that they might not be nursed and trained up in lightness, vanity and wantonness. Likewise I 

was made to warn masters and mistresses, fathers and mothers in private families, to take care, that 

their children and servants might be trained up in the fear of the Lord; and that they themselves 

should be therein examples and patterns of sobriety and virtue to them. For I saw, that as the Jews 

were to teach their children the law of God, and the old covenant, and to train them up in it; and 

their servants...so all Christians, and all that made a profession of Christianity, ought to train up 

their children and servant in the new covenant of light, Christ Jesus....*

Thus, Fox called on his adherents to ensure that they lived sober lives and were 

examples to the young as part o f a new covenant with God, mirroring the old covenant. By 

implication, these lives o f virtue would stand against the profanity o f the wider community, 

indicating that God had chosen to reveal Himself to Friends in a spiritual Second Coming; 

Hugh Ormsby-Lennon commented that:

Quaker shibboleths thus represented the outward manifestation of an inner state in which the 

Second Coming had already occurred, spiritually not carnally, and in which the fallen world had 

arrived at its predestined end, the restoration within (and not without) of all things.’

Yet, as the second chapter has demonstrated, before 1659 Friends did anticipate that their 

millenarian expectations o f the Second Coming o f Christ would come to pass and thus, 

early Quaker tracts were prophetic, ecstatic and militant.

* Fox, Journal, pp 38-9.
® Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 86.
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George Fox’s tract. News coming up out o f the north (1654) was published in 

London during which time Fox was serving in the north of England as the ‘Lamb’s officer’, 

an allusion to the Lamb’s war from Revelation 17:14, as Quakerism spread south in 1654 

and 1655. In this tract, ‘the tone and language of Fox’s text is often fiercely apocalyptic as 

he addresses the contemporary generation of Cain and warns all England and the world that 

the mighty day of the Lord is c o m i n g . A n  examination of this pamphlet shows that it 

addressed many sections of society and it included political commentary directed at the 

Protectorate and at other earthly powers, warning them of the power of God. However 

when examining the tract for theological views, its tone is more persuasive than warning.

Fox assured his readers that man could be part of the ‘second birth’ or the new 

covenant wdth God and be bom again without the taint of sin. The call to ‘come out of time 

into time’ demonstrated that Friends drew the past, the present and the fixture together. Fox 

remarked on the ‘mystery’ of Quaker belief, going on to argue that its truths were revealed 

without the need for learned men. Earthly knowledge could not enlighten an individual to 

the true meaning of the Quaker’s spiritual mystery:

To all you who can witness the second birth and are bom again, which all the promises o f God are 

to, the seed, yea and amen, come out o f time into tim e....this faith is a mystery, he that can receive 

it let him and he that has an ear to hear let him hear what the spirit says.... And he that was o f the 

second birth, was taught alone o f God and needed no man to teach him and is come into the 

everlasting covenant and these are the second birth who are bom again o f the immortal seed by the 

will of God, not by the will o f  m en ..."

David Loewenstein, ‘The war o f the Lamb: George Fox and the apocalyptic discourse o f revolutionary 
Quakerism’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f  Quaker writing: dissenting 
literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 28.
" George Fox, News coming up out o f  the north sounding towards the south and so to f ly  abroad into the 
world: and a warning to all England and nations elsewhere, the terrible day o f  the Lord is appearing, that 
all your hearts must be ripped up and laid naked and open before the mighty God, before him where 
nothing can be hid, and that no hiding place will be found fo r  him (London, 1654), p. 17.
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In a part o f the tract directed ‘To all the world’, Fox sought to persuade others of 

the sanctifying nature of the light. It is noteworthy that he did not refer to the light as a 

principle or the inner light. Instead he stated that the light was Christ, drawing on Jn 8:12 to 

urge potential converts to ‘walk in it’ to be taught the way to salvation. The tone of the 

tract was coloured by the two possible actions of the light: to save or to condemn and this 

was further heightened by the immediacy of Christ coming in each individual’s heart and the 

imminent institution o f his kingdom on earth:

To that in everyone o f your consciences, I speak which is the light which shows you sin and evil 

and darkness which light is Christ, which will teach you i f  you love it and walk in it which light 

will condemn you i f  you hate it, there is your teacher and there is your condemnation. The mighty 

day o f the Lord is coming, woe and misery to the world: haste, haste by speedy repentance and put 

off the works of darkness to meet the Lord; for the mighty day o f the Lord is coming, which you 

shall receive everyone a reward according to your doings and works and God is no respecter o f  

persons and the books o f conscience shall be opened and all shall be judged out o f  it. Therefore 

now you have time, prize it; for this is the day o f your visitation and salvation.'^

This long tract by Fox was written in the early 1650s, as part of the progress south 

by Quaker prophets, and he wrote it to display the apocalyptic dread that would follow for 

individuals who did not embrace the spiritual victory that Quaker beliefs could bestow. This 

pointed to the complex web of covenant theology that Quakers had developed in the 1650s, 

merging scriptural happenings with the spiritual lives of Christians living in England during a 

period of religious and political upheaval. The key to interpreting Quaker theology was their 

eschatology; Catherine Wilcox has observed that ‘The earliest Quakers were prophets 

rather than theologians, and their exhortations and warnings do not fall readily into 

conventional theological frameworks. This is not to say that they lacked a coherent system

George Fox, “To all the world” in Fox, News coming up out o f  the north, p. 43.
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of thought, although they certainly lacked a concise expression o f it.’‘̂  She further argued 

that ‘the analysis o f early Quakerism in terms o f their eschatology is at odds with the 

assumption that Quakerism was essentially a religion o f mystical “inner light”.

Central to the Quaker faith was their conception o f Christ and His eschatological 

role in restoring His people to their pre-lapsarian state. Accordingly, early Friends viewed 

history in terms o f three ages: creation, fall and restoration.'^ Perfection was possible 

through Christ working within individuals because His reappearance in their hearts had 

ended sin, the soul being a microcosm o f the restoration o f creation. In early Quakerism, the 

light was mentioned in the context o f an eschatological language that heightened its 

radicalism. ‘Christ the light’ was often shortened to ‘the light’, although it remained a 

metaphor for the presence o f Christ who could restore a soul to a perfect state. Fox wrote, 

in 1648, o f the spirit returning him to the state o f creation;

Now was 1 come up in spirit through the flaming sword into the paradise of God. All things were 

new, and all the creation gave another smell unto me, than before beyond what words can utter. I 

knew nothing, but pureness, and innocency, and righteousness, being renewed up into the image of 

God by Christ Jesus; so that I say, I was come up to the state of Adam, which he was in before he 

fell. The creation was opened up to me: and it was showed to me, how all things had their names 

given them, according to their nature and virtue....And the Lord showed me, that such as were 

faithful to him in the power and light of Christ, should come up into that state, in which Adam was 

before he fell: in which the admirable works of the creation, and the virtues thereof may be known, 

through the openings of that divine word of wisdom and power, by which they were made.'*

Catherine Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry in seventeenth-century English Quakerism: 
handmaids o f  the Lord (New York, 1995), p. 19.
''' Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 7. Richard Bauman also noted this change in tone over time: 
‘Barclay, in his Apology, contrasts strongly in tone with [James] Pamel twenty years earlier. In place of 
Pamel’s ringing indictment of fleshly lust, oppression, and privilege, we get a cahn acceptance of 
inequality....’, Richard Bauman, Let your words be few: symbolism o f speaking and silence among 
seventeenth century Quakers (Cambridge, 1983), p. 57.

Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 17.
Fox, Journal, p. 28.
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Friends noted that despite Christ’s death on the cross many people lived in the fall 

and so they argued that a belief in the sacrifice o f the historical Christ was not suflBcient to 

save an individual.’’ That is not to say that Friends disregarded Christ’s sacrifice on the 

cross but rather that Christ the light, in the new covenant, worked to destroy sin in mankind 

after a long period of transgression. Wilcox argued that ‘speculation about the light as a 

philosophical concept or mystical experience unconnected with the historical Jesus was not 

part o f early Quaker thought. Whatever doubts later Quakers may have had about the 

relevance of the figure of Jesus to salvation these were not shared by the first Quakers.’'*

The Quaker metaphor of the light originated in the gospel of John and there were 

several Johannine verses that Friends used. These verses were interpreted by Friends and 

used in their literature to demonstrate how the Quakers were chosen to be saved: Every one 

that does evil hates the light, neither comes to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved 

but he that does truth comes to the light, lest his deeds may be made manifest, that they are 

wrought in God Jn 3: 20-1. In addition, verses fi’om John served to bind Friends into a 

fellowship and helped them to follow the light, rather than walking in the worldly ways of 

the wider society: Then spake Jesus again unto them saying, I  am the light o f  the world: he 

that follows me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light o f life, Jn 8:12. Christ 

the light revealed sin and destroyed it, allowing the believer to exist in a perfect state while 

awaiting the kingdom of God on earth.

Friends placed themselves in the present and imminent future using apocalyptic 

language to emphasise their role as prophets rather than ministers: ‘what remains arresting 

about Quaker eschatology is its sophisticated elision of scriptural time-fi'ames, which to the 

quotidian and unconvinced eye must seem incommensurable.’’̂  The process o f redemption 

occurred when the soul was led by revelation Irom the spirit through several biblical

Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 18.
ibid., p. 28.
Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 88.
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‘dispensations’ or ages into a state o f perfection .A n explanation o f this was recorded in 

¥ox’s Journal in 1648:

I saw also how people read the Scriptures without a right sense of them, and without duly applying 

them to their own states. For when they read, that death reigned from Adam to Moses and that the 

law and the prophets were until John; ...but they did not turn in to find the truth of these things in 

themselves. But as these things came to be opened in me, I saw, death reigned over them from 

Adam to Moses, from the entrance into transgression, till they came to the ministration of 

condemnation, which restrains people from sin, that brings death. Then when the ministration of 

Moses is passed through, the ministry of the prophets comes to be read and understood, which 

reaches through the figures, types and shadows unto John, the greatest prophet bom of a woman; 

whose ministration prepares the way of the Lord, by bringing down the exalted mountains, and 

making straight paths. And as this ministration is passed through, an entrance comes to be known 

into the everlasting kingdom.^'

Friends had a sense o f immediacy for they believed that they were the true Church 

re-emerging after a long period of apostasy; Quaker leaders looked to the early Christian 

church as a model to which they could aspire. This was evident in an entry in Fox’s Journal 

for the year 1652 where Fox mentioned the role o f epistles in revealing the truth:

And so I opened the prophets and the figiu-es and shadows and turned them to Christ the substance 

and then opened the parables of Christ and the things that had been hid from the beginning and 

showed them the estate of the Epistles how they was written to the elect and the state of Apostasy 

that had been since the Apostles’ days and how the priests has gotten the Scripture and are not in 

that spirit which gave them forth: who makes a trade of their words and have put them into chapter 

and verse...

As stated previously, the Quakers cast history into two stages, the old covenant and 

the new covenant. Friends used typology in their interpretation o f the relationship between

The dispensations were Adam till Moses, the Law, the Prophets, John the Baptist and Christ.
Fox, Journal, p. 31.
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the two covenants: the old covenant was a ‘type’ or a parallel to the new covenant. They 

believed that Christ would fulfil the old covenant allowing his people to partake in the new 

covenant.^^ Fox’s tract, A distinction between the old covenant or old testament and the 

new covenant or testament, explained the terms of the new covenant. Unlike its predecessor 

which was applicable to ‘outward Jews’, the new covenant applied to all men and women 

who became spiritual Jews, called out of their spiritual Egypt to be saved.̂ "* The emphasis 

on outward and natural things was replaced by a concern for inward and spiritual things, the 

priesthood of one tribe became the priesthood of aU believers, both male and female, while 

the swearing of oaths and the observance of days, months and feasts were abolished imder 

the new covenant.^^

As Christ was the only pathway to the new covenant, Quakers argued that the 

authority of the Scriptures and priests and the outward sacraments could not lead a soul to 

salvation. Christ existed before languages came into being, ‘For in the beginning was the 

word, which was before natural languages were’ and, because Friends were guided by 

Christ, knowledge of Hebrew or Greek was irrelevant to a closer understanding of 

Scripture.^® The mediation of the light allowed the Scriptures to be understood and

• • .  • ♦ 27preaching brought the individual to the point that they recognised Christ the light within. 

Friends regarded the Scriptures as records of the past and predictions for the future but they 

regarded themselves as experiencing events in the Bible spiritually. Their emphasis on 

history consisting of ages or dispensations meant that the individual had to experience these 

ages spiritually, in their hearts, before they could have a real understanding of Christ.^* 

Wilcox elaborated that ‘this meant that wherever the work of Christ [inwardly] was fully

ibid., p. 87.
Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 18.
ibid., p. 37.
ibid., p. 37.
Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 85.
Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 38.
ibid., p. 69.
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known, and the soul brought out of the fall and restored to God again, the message of the 

Scriptures was also k n o w n . T h e  corollary of this was that Christ could save those who 

had no knowledge of the Bible since His light was at work in all people.

The collapse of millenarian beliefs was the point of change for this seventeenth- 

century sect: in accordance with the shift in political and eschatological expectations after 

1659, the Quaker interpretation of the light was modified very gradually. The light became a 

principle or a guide in the conscience to reveal sin, the redefinition of the term over time 

meant that the failure of eschatology did not overtly affect the continuance of Quakerism as 

a belief system. A verse fi-om Jn 1:9, emphasising the universal nature of the light, became 

more prominent in Quaker teaching in the late seventeenth century: the true light which 

lights every man that comes into the world}'^ The Quaker message of the light was 

redefined so that it referred to a universal light rather than the appearance of Christ the light 

in the individual. The radical eschatology of the soul being led through the biblical 

dispensations to perfection through Christ the light disappeared:

Without the early eschatological dimension, the experience of Christ was not specific to the 

present, to the fulfilment of the old covenant in the Quaker movement of seventeenth-century 

England; for the “principle” had lightened all people in all ages alike, revealing the timeless truths 

of true spiritual religion to those willing to receive them.^'

In post-Restoration Quakerism, the early Quaker tenet, that the light was present in 

aU people and that they could be saved even while having no knowledge of the Scriptures, 

was modified. Thus, the divine principle of the light, which was universal, displaced the 

importance of the historical Christ’s sacrifice on the cross. By the end of the seventeenth 

century, Quaker theology no longer held that the tenet that perfection could be achieved by

Wilcox, Theology and women’s ministry, p. 71. 
“  ibid., pp 117-8. 

ibid., p. 117.
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all believers on earth.^^ Instead, salvation would become an ongoing concern. Friends 

moved from their consideration of Christ acting in all ages to an a-historical concern for the 

workings of the divine principle of the light.^^

In short, Quaker tracts had a change of tone and emphasis, markedly so with regard 

to 1650s tracts and those written in the 1670s, whereas those written in the 1690s differed 

little in tone and content to those of the 1670s. In the second chapter, James Nayler was 

discussed in the context of later Friends discarding his impact on the sect due to his radical 

actions in the name of his faith. An influential Quaker prophet in London during the 1650s, 

his theological views wall be here examined as another example of early Quaker 

eschatology. The fate of Nayler’s tracts illustrated the nature of the change in Quaker 

thought from the 1650s through to the end of the century.

Nayler’s tract, A lamentation by one o f  England’s prophets, written in 1653, called 

on religious seekers who sought religious refuge and truth but it hinted at political issues. 

The spiritual reformation suggested a reform of the temporal status of aU individuals:

Have thou looked for Reformation but all in vain! For as power has come into the hands of men, it 

has been turned into violence, and the will of men is brought forth instead of equity, and this they 

seek to establish by a law to which all must bow that are under them....their courts which should 

afford remedy against it, are wholly made up of iniquity and injustice and the law of God is made 

altogether void, and truth is trodden under foot and plainness is become odious to the proud and 

deceit set on high, and the proud are coimted happy and the rich are exalted above the poor.

Nayler discussed the problems of worshipping and witnessing as a Friend, caused, in 

particular, by the reaction of wider society to the belief in Christ the light acting within an

ibid., p. 84.
”  ibid., p. 117.

James Nayler, A lamentation by one o f England’s prophets, over the ruins o f  this oppressed nation, to be 
deeply laid to heart by Parliament and army, and all sorts o f  people, lest they be swept away with the 
besom o f destruction, in the day o f  the Lords fierce wrath and indignation, which is near at hand, written 
P"" month 1653 (York, 1653), p. 3.
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individual. This was construed as blasphemous by other religious believers who were aghast 

that Friends maintained that Christ was in them:

Others suffer because they cannot break the express commands of God, to give that worship to 

proud men, which God almighty has forbidden to give to any creature in heaven or earth but only 

to himself... .others suffer for confessing the name of Christ and witnessing him in them in their 

measure as they find him manifest in them to overcome sin, the world and the devil and reconcile 

them to God and this is called blasphemy and so proceeded against, though the saints have always 

witnessed the same....^^

Quaker belief meant that their behaviour was at odds with that o f the world and 

Nayler stated the eschatological belief that the individual entered the spiritual entity o f  

Christ the light to be enveloped and saved. Nayler also touched on the belief that Christ had 

abolished elements o f the old covenant so that Christ the oath rendered unnecessary the 

need to swear:

...others suffer for denying to swear at the commands of men after the customs of the world, when 

Christ says, swear not at all for what is more than yea or nay comes of evil; and the Apostles warn 

the saints above all things not to swear by any oath whatsoever, which all that have entered into 

Christ have denied for he is the oath and covenant of God forever...^*

Quaker concern with sin and the imminence o f the Lord’s coming was evident in this tract, 

as were the sacrifices that were made to bring their message to others:

Others suffer because they are moved of the Lord to go into the streets and markets to declare 

against all manner of sin which abounds there, and to call all to repentance and to declare the great 

day of the Lord at hand....Others when the Lord has called to leave houses and land, wives and

Nayler, A lamentation by one o f  England’s prophets, p. 5. 
ibid., pp 5-6.
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children, fathers and mothers and have in love to poor souls sent them out to declare his love to the 

world...

The sectarian nature of early Quakerism revealed itself in this tract because Friends 

were to be gathered from those who did not heed the Lord’s message. Those who were in a 

new covenant with God were to be separated from the heathens. Calling on potential 

followers, Nayler appealed to those who might have sympathies with the new movement:

...Now arise up out of all your earthly expectations and stand up to meet the Lord our 

righteousness, who is risen to deliver his people, the promised seed who is in covenant with him 

and to gather them from among the heathen....and now a word to the wise amongst you, for as 

much as the Lord has showed me that there is a seed amongst you, whose hearts are not wholly 

hardened nor have wilfully stopped your ears against the cry of the oppressed nor have been 

consenting to the cruelty that has been acted and is intended against the innocent...^*

The separation from others was necessary in order to heed the light and to place spiritual

distance between the sacred and the profane:

...take heed that you walk not by example of others but in the light of Christ which guides the 

conscience and that will keep you tender-hearted in bowels of mercy to all....but consider, could 

ever any of your cruel oppressors believe though God has always sent to warn them before the 

judgement come, that thereby he might leave them without excuse and be clear when he comes to 

take vengeance...^’

Elements of this tract foreshadowed advice written into minute books in Ireland in 

the 1670s, which will be examined in later chapters. Nayler called on Friends to avoid the 

world for worldly wisdom and reason stood in opposition to the leadings o f Friends who 

were guided not by reason but by the spirit: ‘...but that you may come to be guided in all

ibid., p. 6.
Nayler, A lamentation by one o f  England's prophets, p. 9. 
ibid., p. 10.
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things by the same spirit, kept out of aU the wisdom of the world, and the fear o f God be

,40amongst you.

However, Nayler’s tracts, written in the early period of Quakerism, were often 

adjusted in later published editions. Awkward phrases reflecting eschatological beliefs were 

cut or refined to lessen their impact. Nayler’s tract. The power and glory o f  the Lord, 

shining out o f the north was printed in 1653 but was reprinted in 1656 and later in a 

coUected edition of Nayler’s writings in 1715.'” The 1653 and 1656 editions had few 

paragraphs or capitalised words whereas the 1715 edition had corrected spellings but had 

omitted certain sentences. Amongst those sentences left out in the 1715 edition was one 

denoting Nayler as the author of the tract. In the other editions it stated: ‘By one whom the 

Lord has called out of this dark world, into the true light whom Ishmael’s brood calls a 

Quaker, whose name in the flesh is James Nayler’ This phrase had eschatological 

significance:

On the title and end pages of their many publications, Friends forcefiilly contrasted the new names 

which they had learned from the Lamb’s Book of Life with the old names by which they were 

known in the world....The world, the flesh and the devil still presided over those arbitrary and 

customary names which had been confirmed upon children during the pagan ceremony of baptism; 

but reintegration with the Word released Quakers from such post-lapsarian traditions.'*^

Certain lines had omissions in the 1715 edition (which are underlined here for 

clarity), ‘but the kingdom of God is within you and the way to the kingdom is within you 

and the light that guides into the way and keeps in the wav is wdthin.’'*'* An explanation for

ibid., p. 11.
James Nayler, The power and glory o f the Lord, shining out o f the north or the day o f  the Lord dawning: 

wherein the true light is holden forth, to all who desire to walk in the day, with a warning to the people o f 
England, o f all sorts, not to oppose Christ in his Kingdom, by one whom the Lord has called out o f this 
dark world, into the true light whom Ishmael’s brood calls a Quaker, whose name in the flesh is James 
Nayler (1653) in Emlyn Warren (ed.), James Nayler: works I (Oxford, 1996).

ibid., p. 1.
Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 93.

^  Nayler, The power and glory o f the Lord, shining out o f the north, p. 1.
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this was the change in the Quaker understanding of redemption. In the 1650s, Friends 

believed that sin was eradicated from each man and woman’s soul and could not return -  

perfection had been achieved. However, by the 1670s, Friends thought that the

reoccurrence of sin was possible. Therefore the 1715 edition of Nayler’s The power and

glory o f the Lord, shining out o f the north could not argue that the light ‘keeps in the way’ 

and it was omitted. In this tract very little was excised but some additions replaced lines that 

were problematic assertions at the end of the seventeenth century. The phrase, ‘Christ was 

not learned and the Apostles was not learned’, was replaced with ‘Few of the Apostles were 

learned’ even though the 1650s Quaker intention was merely to assert that the way to Christ 

did not require university learning.'*^

The power and glory o f the Lord, like Fox’s l<lews coming up out o f the north, was 

both a warning to England and a call to converts:

All people everywhere, who profess that you love God and have a desire to walk in his ways, and 

are in this dark world, wandering to and fro, enquiring the way, how you may come out of this 

great city, which is Sodom and Egypt, where filthiness and darkness rules..."**

Nayler emphasised the need to turn away from the world and its ‘out-side lights’ to allow

the light to identily sin in the form of pride and deceit.

Now all people, cease from your strange guides, and out-side lights, and return to the light of 

Christ in you, that which shows you sin and evil, and the deeds of darkness: for whatever makes 

manifest is light and this is that light which shines into the conscience, which tells you that lying, 

swearing, pride, envy, covetousness, backbiting and dissembling leads to condemnation, and this 

light checks you for sin, and would have you to do to all men, as you would be done to."*’

ibid., p. 5.
Nayler, The power and glory o f  the Lord, shining out o f  the north, p. 1. 
ibid., p. 2.
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Urging people to reject outward forms o f religion for the inward equivalent, Nayler 

said that turning away from his call would mean unbelievers would feel God’s judgement, 

which was imminent;

0  you people of England! How long will it be e’re you be obedient to the kingdom of Jesus Christ! 

How long will you profess him in words and forms, and yet will not own him in power....yet you 

cannot escape; for you shall be found guilty before the mighty Judge of Heaven and Earth, when he 

shall appear in flames of fire, to be avenged upon all deceit and unrighteousness of men...'**

Warning those who had political influence in England of the eschatological expectation of 

Christ’s kingdom, Nayler argued that God’s law re-established in his people would allow 

them to live as inheritors o f the early Christian church, as if history had come full circle:

And you that are in power, mind the promise of the Father, at the coming of Christ to his kingdom,

1 will overturn, overturn, till it come into his hand whose right it is, and upon his shoulders shall 

the government be established (He that has an ear to hear, let him hear)\\s&\dh 9: 6-7]....Oh that 

there were such a heart in you, to lay aside all your own wills and carnal consultations, and to take 

counsel at the spirit of the Lord and be guided by his pure light, shining in your conscience, which 

would bring you into the fear of the Lord, and to depart self-ends, interest and exaltations and to 

follow the Law of God in establishing laws for yourselves and others to walk by and that you may 

follow the practice of the saints left in scripture without wresting it that so you might come to have 

unity with them in the same spirit that gave them forth...'*’

This appeal was ignored and the failure o f  negotiations with the army in 1659 

ensured that Friends would retreat from their wider eschatological aims. After the 

Restoration o f Charles II in 1660, George Fox concentrated on extending the meeting 

system, which fostered the biblical laws by which Quakers lived their lives. Post-Restoration 

Quakerism brought different experiences for its adherents as communities were built and

ibid., pp 3-4.
Nayler, The power and glory o f  the Lord, shining out o f the north, p. H .
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children were bom into the sect. Instead of the Second Coming of Christ on earth. Friends 

witnessed Christ the light within their souls while they lived in the midst of the carnal world, 

from which they sought refuge as a separate saved group. They also endured increasing 

persecution: the Quaker Act of 1662 made it unlaw&l to refuse to take an oath or to 

assemble five or more persons to worship in a manner unauthorised by law. This act was 

extended to all non-conformists in 1664 as the First Conventicle Act; two justices were to 

preside over cases rather than a jury as the 1662 Act had stipulated. The Second 

Conventicle Act of 1670 required only one justice to convict and preaching at or harbouring 

illicit religious meetings were made offences.

The radical Quaker prophets were joined in the 1660s by converts who were 

markedly less enthusiastic, amongst whom were William Penn (1644-1718) and Robert 

Barclay (1648-1690).^° Penn, the son of a Navy Admiral, had been educated at a dissenting 

academy in France in the early 1660s but, by 1667, he had been convinced by a Quaker, 

Thomas Loe, in Ireland. Barclay, a Scottish Calvinist, had been educated in Paris at the 

Scots Theological CoUege, a Roman Catholic foundation, before he was convinced in 1666. 

In this and following chapters, their tracts will be examined to give insight into Quaker 

thought and organisation.

The Christian Quaker, and his divine testimony vindicated by Scripture, reason and 

authorities; against the injurious attempts, that have been lately made by several 

adversaries, with manifest design to render Him odiously inconsistent with Christianity 

and civil society (1674), written by Penn in response to attacks by Thomas Hicks, a Baptist, 

was an important statement of the new nature of Quaker thought.^’ William Penn wrote the 

first part of the tract, which dealt systematically with the issues o f salvation and the light.

The relationship between George Fox, Margaret Fell and Penn has been examined in order to shed light 
on the different social groups within Quakerism and to judge their interaction. See Bonnelyn Kunze, 
‘Religious authority and social status in seventeenth-century England: the friendship of Margaret Fell, 
George Fox and William Penn’ in Church History, Ivii (June 1988), pp 170-186.
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while, in part two, another leading Friend, George Whitehead, refuted Hicks phrase by 

phrase, which was the usual manner o f Quaker debate/^ In their joint introduction, Penn 

and Whitehead wrote o f the sufferings that the sect endured:

The sobriety of our lives, they call a cheat for custom; and our incessant preachings and holy 

living, a decoy to advance our party: if  we say nothing to them when they interrogate us, ‘tis 

sullenness or inability; if  we say something to them, it is impertinency or equivocation: we must 

not believe as we do believe, but as they would have us believe, which they are sure to make 

obnoxious enough, that they may the more securely bait us for it; Nor must our writings mean what 

we say we mean by them, but what they will have them to mean, lest they should want proofe for 

their charges...

In the 1674 edition o f  this work, there was a long preface describing Penn’s view o f  

protestant history:

Two centuries have not past as yet, since bold and honourable attempts were made against that 

apostate Church of Rome, which proved so successful, as to win many kingdoms from her tyranny: 

God certainly blest the endeavours of those conscientious persons, who spent their estate, time and 

blood in that truly Holy but passive war....T’was now that some appeared dissatisfied with such 

proceedings, decried that superstition and formality which had been unadvisedly detained by the 

English church as decent...they believed men’s lives were much corrupted, and laid the fault upon 

the pride, avarice, voluptuousness and ignorance of the clergy... these they called puritans.^“*

Penn suggested that the puritans did not carry their reforms far enough, leaving more 

radical Christians to take the lead.

Hugh Barbour (ed.), William Penn on religion and ethics: the emergence o f  liberal Quakerism (New 
York, 1991), i, p. 2.

George Whitehead and William Penn, The Christian Quaker, and his divine testimony vindicated by 
Scripture, reason and authorities: against the injurious attempts, that have been lately made by several 
adversaries, with manifest design to render Him odiously inconsistent with Christianity and civil society 
(1674) in Barbour (ed.), William Penn on religion and ethics, i, pp 287-8.
”  Whitehead and Penn, The Christian Quaker, p. 292. 

ibid., p. 294.
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...for these men forgetting their primitive tenderness, and that lowly spirit, which justly charged 

the English clergy with some degeneracy, as had done the Romish, were quickly reminded by the 

timely and honest zeal of those they call Independents and Anabaptists who having a clearer sight 

of things, as I believe, and more regard for reformation, at once charged them with neglect, and 

endeavoured to push things a step fiirther.’’

The principle of the light in Friends allowed them to obtain salvation.

That God therefore first appeared to, and empowered, and sent forth plain men, to declare the plain 

truth, to turn men from that darkness, which covered their hearts, notwithstanding their splendid 

profession, to the light that hath shined therein uncomprehended, which obeyed, was suflBcient to 

Salvation...’*

When the 1699 edition and the 1726 edition in Penn’s collected fVorks were printed this 

preface and the first three chapters of the 1674 edition were omitted. These chapters 

detailed Hick’s charges in his tract, A dialogue between a Christian and a Quaker (1672), 

and it is possible that the tract was being reissued as a didactic rather than polemic work. 

Penn sought to answer three queries: ‘What is that salvation, which the light leads to?. 

What is this light that leads to it? [1699 edition; and how does this light lead to it?] and who 

this He or they are, that obey this light, and in obeying, attain salvation?’ ’̂

Salvation was defined by Penn as ‘Christ’s making an end of sin, destroying the 

works of the devil, finishing of transgression...’ *̂ His description of the work of the light 

had additions in 1699 when the light was mentioned as in terms of watchfiilness and church 

discipline.

The light with which Christ enlightens [1699: lights] all men, manifests sin, as these words 

import; for everyone that does evil hates the light, neither comes to the light, lest his deeds should

ibid., p. 295. 
ibid., p. 302.
Whitehead and Penn, The Christian Quaker, p. 304. 
ibid., p. 305.
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be reproved; implying, that if  they would have brought their deeds to the light, the light would 

have detected them and tried them. [1699: which makes the light the touchstone, rule and judge of 

conversation and practice.]*’

Further evidence for the didactic nature of this work appeared later in the text, 

where references to Hicks were cut and general terms inserted, broadening the audience of 

the tract and hinting at an increased concern with discipline by 1700:

And if it be agreed, that blindness in men can be no argument against the light of the sun; neither 

is the light insufficient, because the people of any nation remain blind through their vain customs 

[1699; and evil practices]....Let T.[homas] Hicks, [1699: them that think so]...not longer maintain 

that position [that Scripture is sufficient to give men knowledge of God], that being admitted, 

would equally overturn his notion [1699; the authority] o f the Scriptures, v«thout belief [ 1699:as 

well as that] of the light wathin.“

Hugh Barbour suggested that this tract is possibly the earliest where the ‘light within’

became a set term.*'

Penn, in his 1674 edition, intended that the reader would understand that the light 

was a principle. However, in the 1699 edition, this w£is emphasised through the addition to 

the text that the light was present in the conscience, lest the meaning be misinterpreted to 

mean Christ the light:

Those who confidently believe in Christ, as he manifests himself a light [1699: in their 

consciences] to condemn sin in every man’s flesh...relinquishing the pleasures of sin, which last 

but for a season, and taking up the daily cross [1699: of their own lusts and wills] such shall most 

assuredly find that Divine principle, which in reference to the dark state of men, and that 

discerning and conviction it brings [1699: with it], is rightly denominated light, to have also power

ibid., p. 306.
“  ibid., pp 308-9. 

ibid., p. 309 n 33.
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and eflBcacy, to save from that which it manifests and condemns, and to bring [them] unto that 

Glory, [of] which it gives a true revelation [1699; and hope] of.*^

Penn listed the words Friends used from Scripture to denote various aspects of 

Qualcer theology, many of which had been used since the 1650s to describe Quaker belief:

Christ is called, the word, the light, the saviour, Emmanuel, a rock, a door, a vine, a shepherd, etc. 

A state of sin is sometimes called darkness, death, disobedience, barrenness, rebellion, stifF- 

neckedness, eating of sour grapes; and wicked men [are called] briars, thorns, thistles, tares, dead 

trees, wolves, goats, etc...

His discussion of Quaker terms gave an insight into the identity of the group created by 

these tracts. Friends were reminded of the redemption that the spirit afforded to the believer 

and of how their sense of commvmity was created through biblical terms used repeatedly to 

instil a sense of cohesiveness, but by the 1670s there was no apocalyptic fervour which had 

acted as a binding factor,

On the contrary, a state of conversion, is sometimes expressed, by such words, as, purged, refined, 

washed, cleansed, sanctified, justified, led by the spirit, baptised by one spirit into one body, 

regenerated, redeemed, saved, bought with a price etc. And persons so qualified [are called] the 

children of God, children of light, heirs of glory, lambs, sheep, wheat; And that by which they 

become or continue thus, light, spirit, fire, sword, hammer, power, grace, seed, truth, way, life, 

blood, water, bread, word, unction, that leads into all truth.

Penn emphasised the light as a principle that guided the conscience rather than an 

eschatological presence of Christ the light in each individual and this was re-emphasised in 

the 1699 edition.

To the second part of the objection; if the light in every man were Christ, how comes it that the 

Jews and the Greeks never called it so? I answer. We do not say that light [1699: strictly] in every

Whitehead and Penn, The Christian Quaker, pp 310-1.
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man is Christ, but of Christ; He is that fulhiess from whence all receive a measure of divine light 

and knowledge; but not that every individual had the whole of complete Christ in him.^

The publication of Robert Barclay’s Apology for the true Christian divinity was 

symptomatic of the replacement of experience with doctrine.^^ Published in 1676, the 

Apology was a positive statement of Quaker beliefs to be read by those outside the sect, as 

well as by Quakers. For this reason it was written in Latin, the language of high learning and 

traditional theology; a preface was written to the clergy ‘but more particularly to the 

doctors, professors and students of divinity in the universities and schools of Great Britain, 

whether prelatical, presbyterian or any other....unto you these following propositions are 

of fered. The Apology presented an orderly representation of positive Quaker doctrine 

thit Barclay had drawn from early Friends; before this, Quakers tended to define themselves 

b) negatives, rejecting beliefs accepted by other Christians. The tone was calmer and more 

persuasive than earlier tracts and, accordingly, earlier tenets were modified.

Barclay also made a plea for freedom of conscience but qualified this by stating that 

tte behaviour of those who claimed this must be within the bounds of acceptable action in 

scciety:

Since God has assumed to himself the power and dominion of the conscience, who alone can 

rightly instruct and govern it, therefore it is not lawful for any whatsoever, by virtue of any 

authority or principality they bear in the government of this world, to force the consciences of 

others; and therefore all killing, banishing, fining, imprisoning, and other such things, which men 

are afflicted with, for the alone exercise of their conscience, or difference in worship or opinion... is 

contrary to the truth; provided always, that no man, under the pretence of conscience, prejudice his

Whitehead and Penn, The Christian Quaker, p. 313.
^ ibid., p. 331.
*'Ormsby-Lennon, ‘From shibboleth to apocalypse’, p. 98.
^Robert Barclay, An apology for the true Christian Divinity (Glasgow, 1886), p. x.
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neighbour in his life or estate; or do anything destructive to, or inconsistent with human 

society...^’

The theological propositioas stated that the only way to God was through the spirit; 

Barclay quoted from Matthew 11: 27: ‘Seeing no man knows the Father but the Son, and he 

to whom the Son reveals him; and seeing the revelation of the Son, is in and by the spirit; 

therefore the testimony of the spirit is that alone by which true knowledge of God has been, 

is and can be only revealed.’̂ * Immediate revelation through the spirit did not contradict the 

Scriptures or ‘right or sound reason’; however, these revelations could not be tested by the 

Scriptures or by man’s reason.

Barclay explained that the filrst Adam, or earthly man, was fallen and incapable of 

comprehending the seed of God within him.®̂  Man was totally corrupt; as Barclay argued, 

‘Man, therefore, as he is in this state, can know nothing aright; yea, his thoughts and 

conceptions concerning God and things spiritual, until he be disjoined from the evil seed and 

united to the divine light, are unprofitable both to himself and others.’™ He went on to state 

that God gave His only son to the world, and He enlightened every man and woman, in 

order to save them, ‘for as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive’.

Noteworthy was the reference to the ‘divine light’, which demonstrated that the 

theological emphasis regarding the light had changed. Barclay was open to the possibility 

that all could be saved and he referred to the light as a principle rather than as the esoteric 

tenet of Christ the light inhabiting the individual as would have been the emphasis in early 

Quakerism. As Barclay wrote, ‘...there is an evangelical and saving light and grace in all, 

the universality of the love and mercy of God towards mankind (both in the death of his 

beloved Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the manifestation of the light in the heart) is

Barclay, Apology, p. 8. 
ibid., p. 1. 
ibid., p. 3.

™ ibid., p. 3.
Barclay, Apology, p. 3.
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established....’’  ̂ Describing the work of the light in sanctifying and justifying Quakers, 

Barclay recognised that it facilitated the ‘holy birth’ of Christ and his works within the 

individual but he did not imply a radical birth rather a process:

As many as resist not this light, but receive the same, in them is produced a holy, pure, and 

spiritual birth, bringing forth holiness, ri^teousness, purity, and all these other blessed fruits 

which are acceptable to God; by which holy birth (to wit, Jesus Christ formed within us, and 

working his works in us), as we are sanctified, so we are justified in the sight of God...^^

Barclay maintained that, through the light, perfection was attainable and ‘the body 

of death and sin comes to be crucified and removed.’ However, he remarked that ‘this 

perfection [does] still admit of a growth and there remains a possibility of sinning, where the 

mind does not most diligently and watchfully attend unto the Lord.’’'* This was a change 

from the earlier theology, which held that Christ the light erased sin amongst all. Echoing 

the words of earlier Friends who spoke of God’s condemnation of those who failed to

accept His light, Barclay displayed a less harsh tone and emphasis:

Although this gift and inward grace of God, be sufficient to work out salvation, yet in those in 

whom it is resisted, it both may and does become their condemnation. Moreover, in whom it has 

wrought in part, to purify and sanctify them, in order to their ftjrther perfection, by disobedience 

such may fall from it, and turn it to wantonness, making shipwreck of faith...’*

Therefore, Barclay viewed perfection as an ongoing goal and this meant that watchfulness

became part o f Quaker identity, in order to prevent stumbling.

The proposition on the ministry suggested that leading Quakers had an authority to 

be ministers to the Quaker communities. Barclay wrote o f the possibility that the light could 

call any individual to preach, but he qualified that they were ‘ordained’ and ‘prepared’ by

ibid., p. 4.
ibid., p. 5.
Barclay, Apology, p. 5.
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the light for the work in the ministry. He stated that those who were prepared as ministers 

had therefore ‘authority’ from the light. They did not need to be ordained outwardly, 

although, Barclay made provision for their upkeep while discharging their duties. Barclay’s 

proposition on the Quaker ministry suggested that the initial Weberian charisma had become 

part o f a hierarchical structure:

As by this gift, or light of God, all true knowledge in things spiritual is received and revealed; so 

by the same, as it is manifested and received in the heart, by the strength and power thereof, every 

true minister of the gospel is ordained, prepared and supplied in the work of the 

ministry....Moreover, those who have this authority may and ought to preach the gospel, though 

without human commission or literature; as on the other hand, those who want the authority of this 

divine gift, however learned or authorised by the commissions of men and churches, are to be 

esteemed but as deceivers, and not true ministers of the gospel. Also those who have received this 

holy and unspotted gift, as they have freely received, so are they freely to give, without hire or 

bargaining, far less to use it as a trade to get money by it: yet if  God has called any from their 

employments, or trades, by which they acquire their livelihood, it may be lawful for such 

(according to the liberty which they feel given them in the Lord) to receive such temporals (to wit, 

what may be needful to them for meat and clothing,) as are freely given them by those to whom 

they have communicated spirituals.’*

While the ministers were called to guide other Friends, there were no sacraments to 

aivolve minister and community. Both baptism and communion were rejected because both 

traditions were made obsolete by the spirit’s power,

as there is one Lord, and one faith, so there is one baptism; which is not the putting away of the 

filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience before God, by the resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. And this baptism is a pure and spiritual thing, to wit, the baptism of the spirit and fire, by 

which we are buried with him, that being washed and purged from our sins, we may walk in

”  ibid., p. 5.
Barclay, Apology,, p. 6
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newness of life....As to the baptism of infants, it is a mere human tradition, for which neither 

precept nor practice is to be found in all the scripture.’’

Communion was replaced by a spiritual communion that did not require a human mediator:

The communion of the body and blood of Christ is inward and spiritual... by which the inward man 

is daily nourished in the hearts of those in whom Christ dwells; of which things the breaking of 

bread by Christ with his disciples was a figure, which they even used in the church for a time....yet 

seeing that they are but shadows of better things, they cease in such as have obtained the 

substance.’*

The emphasis on inward spiritual sustenance was balanced by concern for plainness 

in outward things. Hat honour and superfluities were rejected because they led the believer 

away from the light and towards the excesses o f the wider community:

Seeing the chief end of all religion is to redeem man from the spirit and vain conversation of this 

world, and to lead into inward communion with God...therefore all vain customs and habits 

thereof, both in word and deed, are to be rejected and forsaken... such as the taking off the hat to a 

man, bowings and cringings of the body, and such other salutations of that kind, with all the 

foolish and superstitious formalities attending them; all which man had invented in his degenerate 

state, to feed his pride in the vain pomp and glory of this world; as also the unprofitable plays, 

frivolous recreations, sportings and gamings, which are invented to pass away the precious time, 

and divert the mind from the witness of God in the heart....which leads into sobriety, gravity, and 

godly fear....’®

In the 1660s and 1670s, the issue o f hat honour became contentious in the Quaker 

community because it was central to dissent over discipline and church government. The 

tracts of William Penn and Robert Barclay in this chapter have shown clearly a change in 

emphasis in doctrine concerning the light and salvation. In the following chapter, their tracts

”  ibid., p. 7.
Barclay, Apology, p. 7.

”  ibid., p. 8.
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defending church government will demonstrate how and why discipline and control was 

introduced to the sect.
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Chapter 4

Dissent concerning the issue of church government, 1660-1680

The transformation of the Quaker understanding of the term ‘the light’ was a sign of the 

‘rouitinisation of charisma’, proposed by Max Weber. This transformation manifested itself 

in the 1660s when Fox sought to curb millenarian enthusiasm in the sect; he consolidated 

discipline through an extensive meeting system and he linked those who leaned too much 

towards individual freedoms with Ranterism. This chapter will examine the reasons for and 

the consequences of the consolidation of the Quaker meeting system in England.

As a matter of belief, Quakers refused to use honorific gestures such as titles or the 

removal of one’s hat as a gesture of deference. Friends did remove their hats during prayer 

to God but replaced them when a member wished to share his spiritual leadings. This issue 

became contentious when some Quakers insisted on wearing their hats during prayer. The 

symbolic practice o f keeping one’s hat on during prayer originated with the Ranters and 

continued with the behaviour of James Nayler who refiised to remove his hat while Fox 

prayed.' An epistle dealing with this issue was written by Fox in 1661; he connected the 

Ranters with James Nayler and with another Quaker prophet, John Perrot, who was 

convinced in Ireland: ‘The first that go up in this posture of keeping on their hats in prayer 

against Friends were the Ranters. The next was J.[ames] N.[ayler] but he quickly, by the 

power o f the Lord, saw it and judged it; and the next was Jo[hn] P e r ro t , . . .F o x  realised 

that the issue o f wearing a hat was a problem relating to the whole o f church government, 

‘This dark sophistical, earthly spirit, thus has judged these practices o f the people o f God 

aforementioned to be but a form which are done in the power o f God, it being out of the 

power itself and the fellowship and unity o f it.’  ̂ Dissenting Friends insisted that the gesture

' Richard Bauman, Let your words be few: symbolism o f  speaking and silence among seventeenth-century 
Quakers (Cambridge, 1983), p. 140.
 ̂ George Fox, A collection o f  many select and Christian epistles o f  George Fox, Thomas Ellwood (ed.), 

(London, 1698), epistle 214, p. 175.
 ̂ ibid., p. 176.
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of hat removal during prayer was a form or a ritual and therefore contrary to their beliefs 

which were drawn from early Quakerism.

Although not a supporter o f James Nayler, John Perrot believed that God had 

commanded him to bear witness against the tradition of hat honour during prayer, a matter 

that he considered to be one of individual conscience.'* In addition, he questioned all forms 

of traditional worship including all pre-arrangements for worship and religious life: he saw 

them as indicative o f a decline in the spiritual life of the sect and simultaneously as a demand 

for conformity and discipline. Defending his stance on hat honour, Perrot cited St. Paul’s 

advice to the Corinthians that women should keep their heads covered in prayer and argued 

that St. Paul intended that the verses also applied to men.^ Larry Ingle noted that Fox’s 

attempt to argue against Perrot produced confused and contradictory statements in his 

epistles: Fox’s refusal to apply St. Paul’s advice on head coverings to both men and women 

led him to suggest that the issue was irrelevant; a stance which played directly into Perrot’s 

view that to wear or not to wear the hat in prayer was a matter o f conscience.^ Ingle argued 

that Fox’s garbled attempts to contain Perrot were less about the significance of hat honour 

in the sect and more about defending Fox’s authority.^ It has been noted that John Perrot’s

“ For a discussion o f non-conformity and the link between discourse and action in relation to John Perrot’s 
prophetic poetry, see Nigel Smith, ‘Exporting enthusiasm; John Perrot and the Quaker epic’ in Thomas 
Healey and Jonathan Sawday (eds), Literature and the English civil war (Cambridge, 1990), pp 248-62. 
While Perrot did not support Nayler’s actions in 1656, other dissident Friends made connections about their 
stances, see John Harwood, The life o f  innocency vindicated that was manifested in two famous ministers in 
their day, viz J. Nayler and J. [ohn] P.[errot]I2'^ month (January 1667) 1666. [British Museum Library, 
unprinted tract, 855. F7(34)] Harwood was a friend o f Nayler and Robert Rich and he declared that Friends 
were writing about Nayler and Perrot together, ‘not only to judge and deny them, but also to declare and 
publish them to be in and termed to be o f the spirit o f the old Ranters.’ Harwood, Life o f  innocency, p. 5.
 ̂ H. Larry Ingle, First among Friends: George Fox and the creation o f  Quakerism (New York, 1994), pp 
198-9.
® ibid., p. 199. For a discussion o f Fox’s vindication of women ministers in which he explained his view of 
this Pauline verse, see chapter six.
’ Ingle, First among Friends, p. 199. Ingle traced the dissent between Fox and Perrot through several letters 
and publications. See chapter thirteen in Ingle, First among Friends, for a thorough discussion and see also 
Kenneth Carroll, John Perrot, early Quaker schismatic (London, 1971).
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questioning by Fox and other Friends had ‘the uneasy and threatening feeling of an 

interrogation.’*

Friends sought to contain the behaviour of Perrot’s supporters in England when he 

left in 1662 for the West Indies. He died there in 1665 but throughout the 1670s his cause 

was kept alive through one of Nayler’s supporters, Robert Rich, who had sided with Perrot. 

Rich left England for the West Indies and continued to oppose Fox’s leadership in exile; he 

published correspondence between Fox, Perrot and Nayler later in the 1670s as Hidden 

things brought to light.W h i le  Rich criticised the introduction of forms into Quakerism, 

both he and Perrot appeared to ignore the outward testimonies of the sect that Fox 

encouraged, such as the plain clothes: both men were ‘notoriously snappy dressers’. Y e t  

the language of both Perrot and Rich, immersed in hermetic and occult interpretations of 

nature together with their sense of being pre-lapsarian, reflected a radical tradition which 

shared permeable borders with other religious radicals,

Perrot, Rich and others took enthusiasm into a realm where we might have expected other early 

Friends to have gone, had they not submitted to Weekly, Monthly and Quarterly meetings. Rich’s 

gestural, spiritual and intellectual openness was in a sense more in keeping with the spirit o f early 

1650s Quakerism than the more restrictive Quaker practices of the Restoration.”

William Penn wrote in 1672 of Perrot’s schism, ‘[John Perrot] would have drew in his 

whole body and mass of imaginations, till the blessed truth had been overrun with his airy 

dreams and the whole body [the meetings] become a just derision to all sober men...’'̂

* Nigel Smith, ‘Hidden things brought to light: enthusiasm and Quaker discourse’ in Thomas Corns and 
Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f  Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth-century 
England (London, 1995), p. 64.
’ See Robert Rich, Hidden things brought to light (1678) for a selection o f correspondence giving the views 
o f Perrot and his group.

Smith, ‘Hidden things brought to light’, p. 60.
" ibid., p. 64.

William Penn, ‘To William Mucklow’ in Mary Maples Dunn and Richard S. Dunn (eds). The papers o f  
William Penn, i, (Philadelphia, 1981), p. 255.
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In chapter two, in a discussion about the link between Ranterism and Quakerism, it 

was argued that the Ranters did exist as a sect but after their demise and the survival o f the 

Quakers into the 1660s, the term ‘Ranter’ was used to control wayward Friends by drawing 

on the abhorrence attached to their behaviour. J. F. McGregor remarked that Friends tended 

to employ the term Ranter as a pejorative for both religious and irreligious beliefs and that 

the link between Ranterism as a term o f abuse and dissent within Quakerism began with the 

case o f John Perrot in 1661.''  ̂He elaborated

In the revolts and schisms which plagued Restoration Quakerism, George Fox and his supporters 

condemned as Ranters the supporters of the primitive charismatic spirit who opposed the growth of 

congregational discipline in the movement. The Society of Friends first developed its sense of the 

past, the desire to document its origins, by way of demonstrating that the dissidents’ scruples were 

simply the principles of the old Ranters. Our sources for the Ranters from the Restoration period, 

including Fox’s own Journal, must be judged in the light of this use of Ranterism as a weapon in 

the movement’s domestic disputes.'^

Christopher Hill, who traced what he termed the ‘experience o f defeat’ in the Quaker 

movement by 1660, further noted,

Whether or not defeat is the right word, the Society of Friends was something very different after 

the Restoration from the loose body of Quakers which had existed before. Imposing the peace 

principle meant organising, distinguishing, purging. The process had begun after the Nayler crisis 

when “many wild spirits. Ranters and suchlike” had been disowned and excluded.'*

J. F. McGregor, ‘Ranterism and the development of early Quakerism’ in Journal o f  Religious History, ix, 
(1976-7), p. 351. 

ibid., p. 360.
J. F. McGregor, ‘Seekers and Ranters’ in Barry Reay and J.F. McGregor (ed.). Radical religion in the 

English Revolution (Oxford, 1984), p. 136.
Christopher Hill, The experience o f defeat: Milton and some contemporaries (London, 1984), p. 165.
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Nigel Smith pointed out that the flight of Perrot and Rich to the West Indies was in itself an 

acceptance of defeat by both dissident Friends in the wake of increasing organisation and 

discipline.

While Hill was correct in his observation of a retreat by the Quaker sect and, in 

placing emphasis on the casting out of dissidents, his view of their organisation in the 1650s 

can be tempered by recent research into this area. As chapter two has shown, the early 

Quaker community was organised through an elaborate network of epistles and meetings, 

although the meeting system was not as highly structured in the 1650s as it was in the 

1670s. A ‘loose body of Quakers’ would not have withstood continued persecution during 

the Interregnum and early Restoration without a network of meetings to cohere the sect. 

The improved organisation of the meeting system by Fox after a period in prison was an 

attempt to enhance the chances of survival for the movement. Fox was in a position to exert 

fiill control over the Quaker movement by the late 1660s and by 1668 had started to 

organise the meeting system. The centralisation of church government began to take place, 

not in the north of England where Quakerism had emerged, but in London where a new 

generation of leaders was responsible for church government.

‘Church government’, a term used by Friends to discuss discipline and the role of 

leading Friends in the sect, does not seem to reflect the many egalitarian and non- 

hierarchical aspects to early Quaker faith.'* However, the previous chapter on the evolution 

of Quaker theology has discerned changes in Quaker belief in the late seventeenth century 

and the issue of church government provides an occasion to study the emerging tensions 

within Quakerism as Friends sought to curb dissident members. Several important examples 

of disagreement after Nayler and Perrot show evidence of the struggle between the leadings

” Smith, ‘Hidden things brought to light’, p. 62.
The Quakers referred to themselves as a church but sociologically they were a sect.
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of the individual and the group and these helped the Quakers ‘to define its boundaries and 

develop practical means to deal with errant behaviour.’'^

As this chapter will illustrate, Fox’s modification to the administration of the sect 

helped to expand the meeting system to allow leading Friends to run communities of 

Friends. Those who clung to strongly held perceptions of the faith as entirely spirit led, with 

minimal interference fi'om a body of administrators, disagreed vehemently with those who 

saw Fox’s governance as pragmatic and in keeping with Quaker tenets. As noted in chapter 

one, David Martin maintained that Friends sustained their sectarian tendencies through the 

initial generational shift but that the denominational tendencies found in later Quakerism 

were, in fact, there in the beginning rather than acquired.^® In other words, the organisation 

through epistles and meetings in the 1650s was refined by the experience o f dissent in the 

1660s and 1670s but organisation was always present in the Quaker sect. This chapter will 

discuss the issues of dissent that caused the schisms and the justifications by leading Friends 

for maintaining discipline in the meeting system. It will fijrther show that the issue of 

discipline allowed Friends to define the nature o f their community as an established sect. In 

effect, the development of the meeting system acted as an insulating factor maintaining 

sectarian identity rather than a denominational force, as modem observers have thought.

In response to the Perrotonian schism, an epistle fi'om a London meeting in 1666, 

drafted by Richard Famworth, stated explicitly that when individual judgement of spiritual 

leadings clashed with those of leading Friends, then the individual had to submit, ‘for of the 

right the elders and members of the church, which keep their habitation in the truth, ought 

to judge matters and things that differ; their judgement to stand good and valid’. B y  1668, 

the meeting system consisted of local Monthly and regional Quarterly meetings for business

Lesley Higgins, ‘The apostatised apostle, John Pennyman: heresy and community in seventeenth-centuiy 
Quakerism’ in Quaker History, Ixix, no. 2 (Fall 1980), p. 103.

D. A. Martin, ‘The denomination’, in British Journal o f  Sociology, xiii, no. 13 (March 1962), p. 2.
Cited in Arnold Lloyd, Quaker social history, 1669-1738 (London, 1950), p. 6. See also Bauman, Let 

your words be few , p. 143.
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with a Yearly meeting held in London. An epistle by Fox entitled Friends fellowship must 

be in the spirit (1668) was circulated and was intended to guide local meetings.^^ By 1673, 

there was a Meeting for suflFerings which developed into an effective lobbying group which 

fought legal persecution by using sympathetic lawyers.^^ A Yearly meeting was held from 

1668: records exist since 1672 and show that this meeting organised the distribution of 

funds and centralised the declarations of sufferings sent by subordinate meetings. It also sent 

epistles o f encouragement to meetings in England and abroad. The Second day meeting was 

founded in London in 1670 and by 1672 its Morning meeting (ministers gathered on 

Monday mornings) had responsibility for the monitoring of Quaker publications.

Larry Ingle has suggested that this Second day morning meeting was the first 

dispenser of discipline within the Quaker movement. '̂* The Second day meeting had evolved 

from the gatherings of ministers who met in private homes in London in the 1650s: their 

task was to ensure that local meetings had the services of capable Quaker ministers. As 

Ingle noted ‘over time the London group gradually acquired more authority, and hence 

more power. Control over the spoken word, or at least who spoke it, soon expanded into 

control over the written word.’̂  ̂ Men such as William Penn attended the Second day 

morning meeting where a committee o f Friends read Quaker texts, selecting those that were 

considered fit for publication. They tended to favour the publication of doctrinal works 

rather than those referring to prophecies or miracles, even editing some of Fox’s 

submissions.^^

Thomas O’Malley assessed the area of Quaker publication after the Restoration. He 

mentioned that historians tended to see the press as an indicator during times of crises but 

had neglected to examine the press in other terms, such as the development o f Quaker

See chapter five for a detailed discussion of tiiis epistle and its impact on Irish Friends.
Lloyd, Quaker social history, pp 12-3.
Ingle, First among Friends, p. 256.
ibid., p. 256.
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communities. Kate Peters filled this gap for early Quakerism, but in an article on the control 

of Quaker publications after 1672, O’Malley demonstrated the way in which leading Friends 

controlled printing after the Restoration.^’ His argument was that Quaker involvement in 

illegal printing was widespread and that their printing played an important role in the 

mediation between this group and the government. The Quaker press also played an 

important role in the internal development of the sect.

Structural flaws in the Regulation of Printing Act of 1662 enabled the avoidance of 

prosecution if printing was carried out by one outside the profession. Moreover, the bribery 

o f poor printers, and even of those with status in the Stationers’ company, secured the 

printing of tracts for radical groups. O’MaUey offered no evidence that the Quakers bribed 

in order to get material published but he did admit that

It seems, therefore, that any group determined enough to produce illicit literature could, and did, 

find enough loopholes in the system to do so....Although not the only group producing such 

material, the Quakers had developed a degree o f organisation which the others could not equal. 

The Quakers were not just dabbling in ‘defying the powers’ when they produced books. They were 

engaged in a serious, well-organised, evasion o f the press laws.

O’Malley argued that Fox wanted Quaker publications to add to the internal cohesion of the 

group and to seek relief fi’om persecution. The 1662 Act on publication was designed to 

prevent the spread of literature that incited radical or eccentric behaviour. Paradoxically, the 

resuh was that Quaker publications were rarely suppressed by the State because Fox sought 

to avoid provoking political opinion. Instead, Fox used the press to ensure that ‘his notions 

o f uniformity’ were inculcated in the meeting system.^^ In terms of sect development, 

O’MaUey attributed the quietism of eighteenth-century Quakerism to the placement of

Phyllis Mack, Visionary women: ecstatic prophecy in seventeenth century England (Los Angeles, 1994), 
p. 283.

Thomas O’Malley, “‘Defying the powers and tempering the spirit.” A review of Quaker control over their 
publications 1672-1689’ in Journal o f  Ecclesiastical History, xxxiii, no. 1 (January 1982), pp 72-88.
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printing press controls which came into being after 1672.^° He concluded that while Fox and 

the other leading Quakers defied the powers in the technical sense of publishing illicitly, 

within the movement they did not deaden the spirit but rather stamped on it. '̂

The meeting minutes of the Second day morning meetings show the control 

exercised by this meeting. At a meeting at the house of Gerrard Roberts, a leading Friend 

and businessman on the 1  ̂ of the 7*'’ month 1673, it was advised that ‘George Whitehead 

and William Penn [were] to help procure the books written against truth’ Two months 

later at another meeting at Roberts’ on the 24**’ o f the 9* month 1673 the record listed the 

steps to be taken when the books’s contents were not satisfactory, ‘when books come that 

are not approve of the sense of the brethren to be signified to the author’.̂  ̂Friends assessed 

Quaker tracts for suitability for release into the world: Solomon Eccles’ epistle. The soul 

saving principle, was listed in 1674 as having many things left out and was corrected by 

Friends. "̂*

Records were kept of books that were approved and reasons for not publishing (or 

not reprinting) were sometimes explained in detail: ‘upon reading of an epistle of Richard 

[S]retwell to the Behemists it was agreed upon that a letter be written to him subscribed by 

Friends of this meeting giving their reasons why it may not be of service to the Truth to 

print it’.̂  ̂ The letter to Sretwell opened with a confirmation of Quaker unity and a 

justification of Quaker government:

ibid., p. 74. 
ibid., p. 87. 
ibid., p. 87. 
ibid., p. 88.
Meeting at Gerrard Roberts’ on the /*' o f  the 7'* month 1673 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting 

minutes, 1673-1692 (transcript), p. 1).
Meeting at Gerrard Roberts ’ on the /*' o f  the 7** month 1673, p. 1.
Meeting on 9“̂  o f  the 9'* month 1674 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting minutes, 1673-1692 

(transcript), pp 2-3 ).
Meeting at Rebecca Travers' 2 1’̂' o f  the 7'* month 1674 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting minutes, 

1673-1692 (transcript), p. 1.)
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Dear Friend we being this day assembled as our manner is to consider of the service for the truth, 

unto which we are called by the Holy Ghost and to wait for the counsel and wisdom thereof to be 

renewed in us daily which through large experience we do witness go to the ordering and guiding 

us in the fiilfilling our testimonies in the unity of the same spirit, and for the giving counsel and 

instruction in due season.^*

The experience o f  leading Friends was consistently forwarded and they drew on the Holy 

Spirit who was guiding them in their judgement. They urged the author to accept this and 

stated their reasons for not publishing,

hoping you will acquiesce with our judgements therein especially when you know our reasons, 

which in short are these:

First we know the spirit in which J.[acob] B.[oehme] wrote many of his writings was not clear but 

he lived in a great mixture of light and darkness as to his understanding and sometimes the power 

of the other. Now the fruit of the one is judged in the day of God and the other comes to its own 

centre and flows forth again more purely; then there being no distinction in the title, the Foxes 

among them would take advantage against us, and the truth for denying infents baptism and the 

bread and wine and Pater Noster etc for all which he wrote as may be seen and then to tell them 

you received light and peace by them is giving them encouragement to dwell there where life is not 

but dryness and barrenness have followed all who have struck in his words, and not come down to 

the seed that opens the mysteries of God’s kingdom in their selves so dear Friend hoping this is a 

short hint of things may tend to your satisfaction in this matter, we rest leaving you and many in 

that island we understand are blessedly visited praying daily for your growth and establishment 

therein.^’

Fearing that the esoteric works o f Boehme would be associated with Quakerism, leading 

Friends decided not to allow the tract to be published. 

Friends tried to dissuade publishers from printing adverse texts about the sect: in 

1675, the publishers o f  two anti-Quaker tracts, A monstrous eating Quaker and A Quaker

Meeting at Rebecca Travers ’ 21”' o f  the 7'* month 1674, p. I.
”  ibid., p. 2.
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turned Jew, were sought by Friends in order to hah their publication.^* Certain Quaker texts 

were also problematic: on the 25*** o f the 4*'’ month 1677, the Second day morning meeting 

suspended the printing o f James Nayler’s books ‘until further consideration with the Second 

day meeting and some ancient Friends in the city.’^̂  Even leading orthodox Friends had 

their works refused: in 1677 George Fox’s paper was examined, ‘A paper o f G.[eorge] 

F.[ox]’s read and ordered to be laid by till G.[eorge] F.[ox] be spoken with about it’ and 

Margaret Fell, his wife, had a publication. The daughter o f  Sion awakened, rejected in the 

same year.'*” Fox’s rejection prompted him to comment, ‘I was not moved to set up that 

meeting to make orders against the reading o f my papers.’'*'

A letter from Francis Bugg to the Second day morning meeting in London in 1683 

highlighted the potential for tension between an individual Friend and the meeting system.'*  ̂

He wrote concerning his tract De Christiana libertate (1682) which heavily condemned the 

organisation o f the Quaker sect.'*̂  In a lengthy diatribe, Bugg wrote that Friends who were

Of party with George Fox look upon you [the Second day morning meeting] to be the eye for the 

body, and that although any may affirm and say they are moved by the Lord to write a message, 

epistle or warning to a nation or people, yet say you by your practice, they ought to acquiesce in 

your adding, diminishing and altering the same. And thereupon you may remember that before I 

put forth my book entitled, De Christiana libertate or Liberty o f  conscience [1682], 1 wrote to you.

Meeting on lO"' o f  the 3''‘‘ month 1675 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting minutes, 1673-1692 
(transcript), n.p.).

Meeting on 25'^ o f  the 4'^ month 1677 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting minutes, 1673-1692 
(transcript), n.p.).

Meeting on o f  the 4"’ month 1677 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting minutes, 1673-1692 
(transcript), n.p.) and Meeting on 23'^ o f  the 5'* month 1677 (F.H.L.L., Second day morning meeting 
minutes, 1673-1692 (transcript), n.p.).

Cited in Lloyd, Quaker social history, p. 11.
Francis Bugg, a wool merchant from Suffolk, was a dissenting Friend who plagued the sect in the late 

seventeenth century with his literature decrying church government and the power of George Fox..
See Francis Bugg, De Christiana libertate or Liberty o f  conscience (1682). Bugg compared Fox’s 

treatment of those who dissented from his church government with that of the Roman Catholic Church. He 
was critical in this tract of the Second day morning meeting of William Penn’s work The Christian Quaker 
and his divine testimony (1673) and women’s meetings. He examined and censured an epistle from the 
Yearly meeting in London in 1675 that consolidated the role of women: Bugg, De Christiana libertate, p. 
38-50. This 1675 epistle will be examined in detail below.
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not for your sake, or that I ever owned you to have any such power conferred upon you or delegated 

to you above the rest of your brethren,... but for the people’s sake, who, many of them mean well, 

although zealous for the traditions of the elders, least sufferings should be augmented to them 

through these public proceedings... signifying that if you who assumed to yourselves the sole power 

in ecclesiastical things amongst the people called Quakers, as is evidently demonstrated by your 

licensing, abridging or condemning and altering what is to be printed, and by your epistles 

directory to our Quarterly and Monthly meeting sometimes to send up our sufferings to London, 

sometimes to send up the names of those ministers who first preached the Gospel in the 

dispensation of the light amongst us and the names of such who first received them, that so I 

conceive they may be canonised together, and sometimes for a general collection throughout 

England and Wales (and the territories thereunto belonging) for the service of truth, as you 

pretend, and sometimes to advise us to get a statute book to each Quarterly meeting, and sometimes 

to send up the names of persecutors and what judgements of God have befallen them, that so, 1 

suppose you may be the better enabled how to set forth to posterity a heap of miracles thereby 

undermining the reputations of all protestant churches, and you only, for time to come, to be 

accounted the only true, infallible and unerring Catholic church..."*^

Bugg also stated that the marriage ordinances in his local Quarterly meeting book insisted 

on intentions o f marriage to be presented twice to the separate men’s and women’s 

meetings: in terms of liberty o f conscience he wished for this to be optional, or as the spirit 

led.

Bugg’s diatribe showed the antagonism that the church discipline imparted to the 

sect. In contrast, the epistles and directions sent from London to local meetings to guide 

were regarded by Bugg as part o f a system of control which was best exemplified by the 

Second day morning meeting. In short the discipline and control exercised in the meeting 

system in the 1670s counteracted the ‘initial reason for protest’ and caused dissidents to 

oppose the new orthodoxy. Thomas O’Malley considered Fox’s abrasive and controlling 

personality to be a factor in the adverse reaction to his plans:

Francis Bugg to the Second day’s morning meeting in London (F.H.L.L., A.R. Barclay MSS (transcript),
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The critics saw the new organisation as Fox’s attempt to impose his notion o f unity on the 

movement, to make it his instrument and to hide this under the cover o f elevating the authority of 

the group over that o f the errant individual. Opposition to Fox, and to any attempt to subordinate 

the individual’s light within, became fiised.'*’

Those who defended the Religious Society o f Friends and the meeting system from 

dissident Quakers in the 1670s had, in many cases, joined the sect after 1660: William Penn, 

who became a Friend in Ireland in 1667, and the Scot, Robert Barclay, who was convinced 

in 1666, wrote tracts to defend Quaker orthodoxy. There were three incidences of discord 

in the 1670s on which they wrote; all were linked: the case of John Pennyman, that of 

William Mucklow and the Wilkinson-Story schism, which included the case of William 

Rogers of Bristol. The case of Penayman began when he entered the London Royal 

Exchange on the 28“’ of the 5*'’ month 1670 and set fire to the Bible, some newsbooks and 

his collection of Quaker tracts as a sign from God.'** This earned him a prison sentence. The 

significance of this display for the Quakers in general was the attention it brought to the 

enthusiastic aspects in the faith. This was particularly provocative in the year of the Second 

Conventicle Act."*’ Pennyman had become a Quaker in the 1650s after a period of interest in 

the Fifth Monarchy Men and, up until 1660, seemed to be adhering to mainstream Quaker 

behaviour. His name appeared on a pamphlet issued by Edward Burrough in 1659, A 

declaration from the people called Quakers, to the present distracted nation o f England, 

and he was listed as a volunteer to exchange places with Quakers in prison in a paper sent 

to parliament in the same year.'**

pp 285-6).
O’Malley, ‘Defying the powers and tempering the spirit’, p. 75.
John Pennyman (1628-1706) was bom into a family sympathetic to the royalist cause. Pennyman spent 

some years abroad before returning to become an apprentice in London. He became interested in the Fifth 
Monarchists and by the mid 1650s, had joined the Quakers.

Higgins, ‘The apostatised apostle, John Pennyman’, pp 102-3. 
ibid., p. 104.
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The change in his adherence came between 1660 and 1670, when he had some 

contact with John Perrot, Robert Rich and William Mucklow (whose disobedience will be 

discussed below). Pennyman announced that he had divine guidance for his behaviour in 

London, which was accepted by his friends and family, but was greeted more warily by 

others who felt that his good standing amongst Friends had slipped and that he was moving 

away from the centre of the community. The word ‘ranting’ was used to describe his 

actions: leading London Friend Rebecca Travers, who was responsible for organising the 

women’s meeting, wrote to Margaret Fell to say that Pennyman was emblematic of the ‘old,

... 49gainsaying ranting spint .

Pennyman published his letter of disownment by Friends along with a defence of his 

actions.^'’ The London meeting then refiised to give permission for his marriage which 

further fiielled his ire. His response was to hold an extravagant ceremony and party in place 

of a sober Quaker marriage. Penn had criticised the Pennyman couple’s lavish marriage: 

describing it as a ‘prodigal feast’, he lambasted Mary Pennyman for exchanging ‘her cloth 

waste-coat for a silk farendine gown, her blue apron for one of fine holland and her ordinary 

bodice for rich satin itself’ '̂ It has been suggested that she sought to provoke Friends by 

such behaviour because in 1677 she admitted that she ‘was made [by the spirit] to wear lace 

on my head’ while attending a Quaker meeting.^^

William Penn’s letter to Pennyman’s wife, Mary, was in response to her criticism of 

his previous writings about the couple.^^ Penn wrote that

ibid., p. 108. For a discussion o f the work o f Rebecca Travers and the epistles sent to women’s meetings 
in Ireland, see chapter seven.

A letter of disownment allowed the Quakers to reject members who had behaved contrary to their tenets. 
William Penn, The spirit o f  Alexander the Coppersmith lately revived; now justly  rebuked or an answer 

to a late pamphlet, entitled. The spirit o f  the hat, or the government o f  the Quakers (1673) in Hugh S. 
Barbour (ed.), William Penn on religion and ethics: the emergence o f  liberal Quakerism (New York, 1991), 
ii, p. 377.

William Penn, ‘To Mary Pennyman’ in Dunn and Dunn (eds). The papers o f  William Penn, i, p. 266, n.
3.
”  ibid., p. 262.
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...there was no enmity in my heart against thee; neither did I take my aim directly at thee or thy 

actions: I had the public adversary [John Pennyman] in my eye....who has been a reviler of our 

Friends behind their back and a promoter of the book [by William Mucklow] Tyranny and 

hypocrisy detected (1673) and by contributing to the accusations therein mentioned....Tell me, 

Mary, is it more refined Quakerism (I use the word innocently, our enemies reproachfully) to 

strengthen the spirit of the world against it, and pleasure those with arrows against us, that hate us 

as being Quakers at all?

The damage that Pennyman’s actions and his tracts inflicted upon Friends was 

intensified by the fact that he was a rebel Quaker who fuelled the attacks o f non-Quaker 

adversaries. Penn’s position in the Quaker community meant that he was ideally placed to 

take a central role in defending that faith but he denied that this led to any loftiness on his 

part. Instead, he maintained that the Pennymans were guilty o f such behaviour through their 

rejection o f their brethren

So that Mary, the knowledge that puflfe up, I have never been much exercised in. ‘Tis not confiiting 

priests, maintaining truths, sound doctrine, that puffs up; No, I can live in love with my brethren, 

and think of them, as the Apostle said, better than myself But Mary, exalted apprehensions of 

greater light than others, larger discoveries than others, more self-denial than others, watching for 

others’ infirmities, and judging common decency and conveniency, as you must know that you 

have done.^^

Penn did not rule out the return o f the Pennymans to the Quakers but continued to 

emphasise that the spirit that led them was not the same as the true spirit that guided 

Friends,

1 would rejoice to be serviceable to you, through the meanest capacity of your restoration, if yet it 

may be. But for that spirit, which has both led you into that distance from us, God that lives

ibid., p. 262. 
ibid., p. 265.
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forever, has both clearly and frequently satisfied my soul, in the wrongness of it and that it is for 

eternal judgement.^*

The case of John Pennyman was linked with that of William MuckJow, who had 

joined with Pennyman to protest against Fox’s system of organisation. In 1673, Mucklow 

published two tracts. The spirit o f the hat, followed by Tyranny and hypocrisy detected, 

which offered a critique of Quaker organisation/’ Penn responded with The spirit o f  

Alexander the coppersmith and Judas and the Jews, also published in 1673. Both writers 

tended to repeat their points, therefore Mucklow’s The spirit o f  the hat and Penn’s The 

spirit o f Alexander the coppersmith will be used as examples to illustrate their debates over 

church government.

In the preface to the reader in The spirit o f  the hat (1673), the preface author, 

known only as G. J., described the main London meeting and its concerns

For you should know that the Quakers have for some years formed themselves into a kind of 

politic-ecclesiastic body, and have held their meetings for matters of government every Monday or 

second day of the week at Devonshire house: there they take cognizance of those things that 

concern them as Quakers, that is, a party of folk that desire to appear different from all others in 

religion, government, speech, apparel, civil converse, and what not.^*

The preface was used to persuade readers of the awkwardness of Mucklow’s position - 

while he did not agree with leading Friends, he remained as a Quaker. He was convinced of 

their straying from true Quaker principles, ‘But offended at the governing body, by reason 

of their defection, as he conceives, from their former principles in their present practices’.

Penn, ‘To Mary Pennyman’, p. 266.
William Mucklow (1613-1713), during his disputes with the sect, published. The spirit o f  the hat, or the 

government o f  the Quakers (1673) and the anonymous tract. Tyranny and hypocrisy detected; or, a further 
discovery o f  the tyrannical government, ...o f the now-leading Quakers (1673), is likely to be his. Also in 
1673, he published Liberty o f  conscience asserted against imposition, which was answered by another 
leading Friend, George Whitehead.

Mucklow, The spirit o f  the hat, p. A2.
ibid., p. A3.
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The leading Friends, believing their principles to be true, tended to blame the dissenters for 

not walking according to the t r u t h . G .  J. retorted

I hope we shall not suffer ourselves to be imposed upon by their nauseous self-commendations, to 

believe that they transcend all others, or that their principles are better than those of other 

Christians whom they condemn, at least it will not appear from their practices that they are so.*' 

Mucklow’s text illustrated the tensions in an evolving sect, notably the problems 

caused by the marriage of enthusiasm with organisation: T am not to believe a thing barely 

because the church believes it, but because it’s manifested in me, else I am to wait till God 

reveals it.’̂  ̂ He compared George Fox’s system of government and control with the 

excommunication rite of the Roman Catholic Church.^^ Refusing to acquiesce to Quaker 

decrees resulted in a form of excommunication, argued Mucklow, despite denials from 

leading Friends ‘[they may say] we do not excommunicate you, yet we cannot own you in 

your error. I answer, its one thing to own a man in the particular, and another thing to 

disown him as wholly to exclude him from protection.

The contentious issue of hat honour was at the centre o f differences between Friends 

and Mucklow argued for a differentiation to be made between difficult members of the sect 

and those who had doctrinal differences

but perhaps they [Fox et al.\ would say, we do not eject for conscience sake, but because o f an 

obstinate will which opposes Friends....CerXamXy it [conscience] cannot be an evil in one, and 

right in the other, no more than it is cruelty in the Papists’ persecutions and just in the 

protestants.®^

“  ibid., p. A3.
ibid., p. A3.

“  ibid., p. 12.
ibid., p. 12.

®'*ibid.,p. 16.
Mucklow, The spirit o f  the hat, p. 13. My italics.
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Referring to the centralised meeting system with a main meeting in London, Mucklow 

objected to the control over local meetings that this allowed: ‘and therefore Friends of one 

place, cannot say they have power over Friends in another place seeing all may be liable to 

have Christ the light alike.

Mucklow described how even in a meeting, those who might sympathise with 

dissenting Friends were led to acquiesce to needs of the group,

If the body [Second day meeting] say, it is to be so or not so (though two-thirds of them are 

otherwise minded yet are silent) and if it shall happen for one to oppose the thing with much 

moderation and the said two-thirds shall in their spirits unite with him yet notwithstanding a few 

of the combined elders will bring him to the bar.*’

The end result was that the spirit was tempered by the corporate group.

And they make the body the touchstone saying, this is according or not according to truth, as the 

body has unity or not unity with it; and so by this practice of the spirit of the Lord is to be tried and 

judged by the body. This has two parts to deprive us of the Law of the spirit and to bring in a 

tyrannical government; it would be to lead us from the rule within, to subject us to the rule 

without.**

The sectarian aspect o f Quakerism that each individual should follow the leading of the 

spirit was being compromised by the meeting system, ‘It is asserted in print that if I believe 

the light within me directs me to a thing, and the body shall not have unity with it, it is safer 

for me to rely upon the judgement of the body’*̂

Referring to the Second day morning meeting in London, Mucklow illustrated the 

methods of discipline and control that the church government encouraged through a letter 

which Friends had circulated to meetings,

** ibid., p. 16.
ibid., p. 17.

** ibid., p. 18.
*’ ibid.,p. 18.

119



There was this also in it, that if any person had (as he thought) a command from God, to do a 

thing, or to put forth a thing in print, he must first come and lay it before the body, and as they 

judge, he must submit. Is not this an arbitrary government, bonded by no law, but what G.[eorge] 

F.[ox] and a few more please? ™

Mucklow argued that leading Friends had positioned themselves to control other members 

of the sect, ‘They have encroached jurisdiction where none was, taking upon them power to 

judge...by new law which the spirit never gave forth.’ '̂

The justification from the leading Friends for the organisational structure was that 

the spirit o f the Lord acted through the corporate body to judge. Mucklow pointed out the 

problem with this argument, ‘In the true church, unity stands in diversities; but in the false, 

unity will not stand wdthout uniformity....that very many will do nothing without the 

authority o f the body’^̂  The impasse interfered with the relationship between the individual 

and Christ, which was central to all protestant belief, ‘This sets up the body above Christ 

Mucklow likened the church government in Quakerism to that o f Roman Catholicism; the 

latter he recognised was governed by Scripture but scriptural meaning was dictated by the 

church authority. He alleged double standards on the part of the leading Quakers: ‘I have 

heard from a credible hand what a solemn meeting there was appointed by G.[eorge] F.[ox] 

and others of the elders to judge and condemn several men and women of good report and 

shelter, cover and hide the wanton practices of others’.̂ '' Mucklow claimed that those 

suspected of sympathising with the dissenters on the hat issue were forced to recant:

Again those that forbore the custom of their hats in prayer, could not partake of their rights as a 

member, until a renunciation thereof ...Such was the rigidness, that persons only suspected to

™ Mucklow, The spirit o f the hat, p. 18. 
ibid., p. 19. 
ibid., p. 20. 
ibid., p. 20. 
ibid., p. 22.
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favour the forbearers o f  the hat, must bear a public testimony against them and their spirit or else 

be liable to be disowned.’’

Mucklow suggested that the lack of toleration for those who wore their hats in 

prayer was similar to the intolerance experienced by the Quakers as a whole, ‘All sects call 

us in scorn Quakers; and the same spirit o f reproach has entered this body in styling the 

forebearance of the hat, hatters, [or] hat men’ The response of leading Friends to other 

members regarding this issue was controlling and suspicious, ‘And the body tries suspected 

persons by this, namely “Have you given testimony against the spirit o f the hat?” I could 

never get any of them to define what this hat spirit is.’’’

Mucklow, a supporter of hat wearing while in prayer, questioned the importance 

attached by Friends to hat removal, particularly when they fi*owned upon this custom in ‘the 

world’:

Is it not strange that these men shall lay so much stress upon a hat, as a duty due imto God, when 

they have looked upon it as a poor low thing when man has required it, and to make us more 

odious, we are called Ranting-spirits, when we do abhor and abominate that monstrous principle? 

It’s probable many do forebear that practice, what then? Must I therefore be a Ranter? Nay surely, 

no more than they are Papists that are in the same exercise with them in this outward 

observation....The Ranter gives no honour at all unto God neither inward nor outward, but makes a 

derision at the name o f the Lord.’*

Mucklow’s tract demonstrated clearly the derogatory use of the term ‘Ranter’ in order to 

destroy the creditability of dissenting Friends. He argued that they refused to remove their 

hats because it was an unnecessary ritual that was not in keeping with the tenets of their 

faith;

Mucklow, The spirit o f  the hat, p. 23. 
ibid., p. 24. 
ibid., p. 24.
Mucklow, The spirit o f  the hat, p. 25.
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We do not forebear the hat in this disdain or for want of reverence to the holy, pure God, (for if he 

required it, I believe we could not only offer that, but our lives also) in the service of the Lord and 

for His truth; but because He does not require this of us but rather a more spiritual reverence: It is 

therefore an abuse to be styled Ranting-spirits. It is a true saying, and worthy our observation, that 

they conspire together to destroy the child Jesus in u s /’

He demonstrated the practical effects o f the rigidity o f  the meetings system with the 

case o f the marriage o f John Osgood, who opposed hat honour. The meeting’s refusal to 

consent to Osgood’s marriage to Rebecca Travers the younger illustrated the control o f an 

individual that the system could allow:

By what had been said it may be clearly discerned, that the greatest part of the meeting signify no 

more than cyphers that a few rule by will and pleasure, a certain ready way it is to make hypocrites; 

for what greater temptation can a man meet withal to reduce him to a conformity against his 

conscience, than to deprive him of a person whom he most dearly loves?*”

Mucklow illustrated the awkwardness o f hat honour when adhered to in the meeting 

system:

For this 1 have known and frequently seen that when a minister has ended his declaration and a 

general apprehension that he will make a close with prayer off goes their hats, according to the 

custom of other societies, and immediately up stands another and begins a new declaration, then, 

as men ashamed, on goes their hats again. Moreover, it will happen sometimes for a man to be 

overtaken with sleep when prayer is begun, by some accident or other he is disturbed, but before he 

is well awakened, he snatches off his hat as a man afrighted.*'

The structure o f the meeting system, together with the observance o f rituals 

concerning the hat and the hierarchy o f ministers, all accomplished the plain life encouraged

ibid., p. 25.
“  ibid., p. 32. 

ibid., pp 32-3.
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by the sect but it would not attract new members or indeed succeed in keeping disillusioned 

members:

This I have to inform you, that though you have reduced many to a sober life, the way to keep 

them, and to bring in more to the same fold is by mildness not setting up a lordly judicature over 

the conscience... .my soul’s desire is, that the spirit of lordship and exaltedness, which has entered 

the body may be crushed for ever, that the little ones may serve the Lord without fear and be found 

in the exercise of nothing in the worship of God, but what his pure spirit leads unto.*^

William Penn’s rebuttal to Mucklow was his tract, The spirit o f  Alexander the 

coppersmith (1673).*^ Hugh Barbour remarked on this response to Mucklow, ‘Even Penn, 

and certainly other Friends, were not yet prepared to be pluralistic about truth or to risk the 

unity of the Quaker movement. But Penn was reflecting a sectarian view of truth that sees 

intolerance only in government restrictions.’*'* Penn launched into his argument by 

discrediting the author, ‘O how ingenuous is this author of The spirit o f the hat\ A fit title 

for it; in which there is so little head, or at least no more brains then in an empty hat...how 

ingenuous is he to rail against power, and love it; to decry authority, and to seek it.’*̂  He 

asserted that when the concern over hat honour arose, Friends treated this issue as they did 

other issues that were considered ‘unbecoming the blessed Gospel’ and initiated their 

opposition.*^ Friends did not allow the hat to be worn in times of public prayer to God ‘to 

whom alone from a sensible mind we perform that holy and due reverence’.*’

Mucklow, The spirit o f  the hat, p. 35.
In 1672, Penn had replied to Mucklow’s queries, see Penn, ‘To William Mucklow’, pp 250-8. This letter 

predated the flurry of tracts between the two men and Penn was here much more forgiving in tone towards 
Mucklow. He mentioned John Perrot’s dissent and discussed hat honour and the issue of rituals.
*'* Barbour (ed.), William Penn on religion and ethics, ii, pp 372-3.

William Penn, The spirit o f  Alexander the coppersmith lately revived; now Justly rebuked or an answer to 
a late pamphlet, entitled. The spirit o f  the hat, or the government o f  the Quakers (1673) in Barbour (ed.), 
William Penn on religion and ethics, ii, p. 374. 

ibid.,p. 375. 
ibid., p. 375.
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Penn asserted that the Quakers were a religious body, which had, through the power 

of the spirit, condemned and justified practices within the sect.** Faced with the problem of 

the hat and the failure of the antagonist, Mucklow, to return to the fold, Penn castigated 

Mucklow’s intentions, ‘as a man enraged beyond all bounds of not only Christianity, but 

rranhood, with folly, madness and desperate revenge has he endeavoured our ruin among 

men.’*̂  Taking issue with Mucklow’s call for liberty o f conscience, Penn distinguished 

between Fox’s conception of inward liberty of conscience and the outward exercise of 

conscience in the meeting system. Penn argued that those whose consciences were led 

astray were not truly fi"ee.̂ °

Penn based church government on this question, '’But, how fa r may this church 

enjoin the consciences o f  individuals any performance, supposing their dislike? I answer, it 

would be first enquired into, whether those things have been once generally owned by such 

a church or not?’ *̂ Penn confirmed that each Friend had a different place within the meeting 

sjstem, ‘And as for his saying. Every member is equal', it is false: For though it belongs to 

the same body, yet not to the same service; some are in that sense more honourable then 

oihers.’̂ ^

Penn stated that matters of religion could not be discerned without the guidance of 

God’s spirit. The question was not whether, as Mucklow had stated. Friends saw the 

corporate body (or Second day meeting) as being above the spirit but whether the corporate 

body had embodied the spirit which guided them on decisions relating to the meetings. Penn 

said that this had been vindicated in other Quaker tracts and Friends firmly asserted that ‘we 

kiow we are o f God.’̂  ̂Penn then cited John Osgood, who was mentioned in relation to his

** Penn, The spirit o f  Alexander the coppersmith, p. 375. 
*’ ibid„ p. 375.
^ibid., p. 375.

ibid., p. 376.
’^ibid., p. 376.
’^ibid., p. 377.
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marriage to Rebecca Travers the younger in The spirit o f  the hat. Penn rejected the use of 

Osgood’s circumstances as an example:

my case stated as grand proof o f the lordliness and corruptness o f  the Second day’s meeting there, I 

have this to say...the opposition I had there, related not to my marriage as a marriage...but that the 

meeting could not pass it as their approvement, I being not in unity with the meeting as to that 

matter aforesaid: so that the letter does not present the matter truly as it w as...’''

In 1673, the same year as this pamphlet controversy, the Yearly meeting issued an 

epistle, possibly in response to The spirit o f  the hat, exhorting Friends to avoid serious 

divisions, ‘that you may keep out the enemy in all his appearances that would make 

divisions and disturbances in the church for at this time the enemy is busy and secretly at 

work for that end to make rents and d i v i s i o n s . . . B y  1674, Friends had endorsed a 

published tract that set out their approach to church government. Released for publication 

in that year, The anarchy o f the Ranters was a defence of church government and, 

according to Ingle, was a summation of the Quaker establishment’s attitude towards their 

dissenters.^* It was written as an attempt to reconcile the early ideals of Quakerism to the 

needs of a rapidly growing meeting system. Hugh Barbour suggested that, in comparison 

with Penn’s tracts on church government, Robert Barclay’s work was more adept in

97explaining how the spirit functioned in church government.

Barclay certainly wrote his tract on church government with the Mucklow 

controversy in the recent background. Given that Mucklow’s principal tract was The spirit 

o f the hat (1673) and that hat honour was perceived as a Ranter tendency. The anarchy o f  

the Ranters (1674) fitted into the pattern o f concern amongst leading Friends about

Penn, The spirit o f  Alexander the coppersmith, p. 379.
A testimony o f  Friends at London against unsubject members, dated the 26"' o f  the month (May) 1673, 

(F.H.L.D. Sharp MSS, S4, f  29). It was also sent to Ireland and included the signatures o f William Penn, 
Robert Barclay, George Whitehead, George Coale, Steven Crisp and William Rogers. Rogers later became 
part of the Wilkinson-Story schism.

Ingle, First among Friends, p. 265.
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controlling enthusiasm. Its full title pointed to the claims by Mucklow that Friends were as 

hierarchical as the Roman Catholic church: The anarchy o f  the Ranters and other libertines, 

the hierarchy o f  the Romanists and other pretended churches, equally refused and refuted, 

in a two-fold apology for the church and people o f  God called in derision Quakers.

Barclay stated that certain individuals were so given to excesses concerning their 

spiritual leadings ‘so much are they for everyone’s following their own mind, as can admit 

o f  no Christian fellowship and community, nor that good order and discipline, which the 

church of Christ never was nor can be without.’̂ * Also mentioned was the behaviour at 

Munster of the Anabaptists and in England of the Ranters, both o f which Barclay blamed on 

uncontrolled spiritual leadings:

And on this hand have foully fallen the German Anabaptists, so called, John o f Leyden... and some 

more moderate o f  that kind have been found among the people in England, called Ranters; as it is 

true, the people called Quakers have been branded with both o f  these extremes.’’

The tract hinted, in several places, that it had been written in response to a crisis. Its second 

section was entitled ‘Concerning the ground and cause of this controversy’ and discussed 

elements within the Quaker sect who opposed the introduction of order and d isc ip l ine . In  

addition, through the tract there were references to issues that had caused controversy 

amongst the schismatic Friends, such as regular meetings at set times and places and the 

role of leading Friends in the guidance of the flock.

Barclay attempted to defend Quakerism from smears that saw Friends either as an 

extreme sect such as the Ranters or as pseudo-papists. He stated the absurdity of the

Barbour, William Pern on religion and ethics, ii, pp 380-1.
Robert Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters and other libertines, the hierarchy o f  the Romanists and 

other pretended churches, equally refused and refuted, in a two-fold apology fo r  the church and people o f  
God called in derision Quakers (London, 1674), in Robert Barclay, Truth Triumphant through the spiritual 
warfare, Christian labours and writings o f  that able and faithful servant o f  Jesus Christ, Robert Barclay 
(London, 1718), iii, p. 326. 

ibid., p. 326. 
ibid., pp 333-9.
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situation in which Friends had found themselves. Chastised as Jesuits by one faction and in 

turn rejected and despised by Roman Catholics, Friends were considered to be ‘a disorderly, 

confused rabble, leaving everyone to do as they please and at the other times we are so 

much for order, as we admit not men to exercise their own judgements’/ '”

Barclay stood against these accusations, particularly those of Ranterism, by stating 

the Friends’ position as followers of early church order or ancient apostolic order. In his 

preface he acknowledged two strands that contributed to harmony in the early church: the 

authority of the Apostles to meet for the governing of the church and to write the gospels, 

and the right of every believer to be led and guided by the spirit.'”̂  However, ‘by the 

workings of Satan and the perverseness o f men’, according to Barclay, the power and 

authority of the early Apostles had degenerated into infallibility.The leadings o f the spirit 

in the early church had become subject to the verification of the Scriptures, ‘as if God spoke 

his last words there to his people’.

Friends adhered to the importance of the leadings of the spirit over the authority of 

the Scripture but Barclay saw significant danger in individuals interpreting the spirit as they 

saw fit. He confirmed that Friends sought to avoid the Ranters and that they took solace 

from the early Christian church rather than from anarchy .H ow ever, he also understood 

that the term church government rested uneasily with Friends: ‘I know there are some that 

the very name of a church and the very words order and government, they are afraid o f 

He explained that a church in the Scriptures was,

A meeting or gathering of certain people which are gathered together in the ijelief o f  the same 

principles, doctrines and points o f faith whereby as a body they become distinguished from others

ibid., p. 324.
Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters, p. 325.
ibid., p. 325.
ibid., p. 326.
ibid., pp 326-7.
ibid., p. 341.
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and have a certain relation amongst themselves and a conjunct interest to the maintaining and 

propagating these principles they judge to be right.

Church government in the Quaker community dealt with both outward concerns and 

inward or spiritual concerns. The outward aspects touched upon the care o f the poor and of 

those who were orphaned and widowed. It also included regulations for marriage within the 

community and the prevention of scandalous behaviour.'”* It was hoped that outward 

government, in the form of meetings for business, would ensure that the community would 

remain pure and that they would remain unstained and separate from the rest o f society. 

This was a statement of their sectarianism, ‘God has led us by His spirit both to appoint 

places and times where we may see the faces o f one another and to take care one for 

another provoking one another to love and good works’.

Barclay distinguished between members and elders: while all Friends were members 

of the Religious Society of Friends, not all were deemed to be suflBciently equipped 

spiritually to be elders, ‘yet is no member to assume another place in the body, than God has 

given it; nor yet to grudge or repine its fellow-member’s place but to be content with its 

own....’" ” Those who were to administer church government were given a ‘measure of the 

spirit’, or spiritual capability, which enabled them to make sound judgements of behalf of 

the community. Their role was justifiable, according to Barclay, because the Lord was 

gathering the community. Not wishing them to be sheep without a shepherd. He had ‘laid a 

care upon some beyond others who watch for the souls of their brethren [and] they ... must 

give account’.’"

Barclay mentioned three groups who were likely to fall away from church 

government: first, those who left the Quaker community in order to retum to the apostate 

world, secondly, those who remained as Friends but who were prone to the temptations of

Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters, p. 357. 
ibid., pp 363-74. 
ibid., p. 362.
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the world and lastly those who believed that they were following the leadings of the spirit 

while rebelling against the order imposed by leading Friends. He would not allow the 

detractors within the Quaker community to level the charge that new measures were being 

imposed on them. He cited Mt 18: 15, 16 to prove this: i f  thy brother shall trespass against 

you go tell him his fault between you and him alone i f  he shall hear you, you have gained 

thy brother but i f  he will not hear you then take with you one or two more. Friends put 

these biblical verses into practice in the meeting system by sending groups of two or three 

to investigate problems.

Barclay’s treatment of matters of conscience, or spiritual leadings, confronted the 

most contentious issue within Quakerism in the 1670s. As William Mucklow made clear, 

dissident Friends were concerned that they could not resist the authority of the meeting if 

they were not in agreement. Barclay believed that Quaker principles and the power of the 

spirit formed a bond that held the community together and that this strengthened the 

sectarian cohesiveness of the Quakers. In his words the community ‘became centred into 

one body and fellowship and distinguished from others’."^ The community or body had a 

right to sever the bond by which a dissenting individual was a member. Barclay fiarther 

suggested that those who were prone to dissent had already separated themselves spiritually 

from the body because the beliefs and bonds that had originally drawn them close had 

disappeared.

Yet, with regard to the many leadings to which Friends were subject through the 

spirit, Barclay felt that there was room for diversity o f thought, provided that it proceeded 

from the same spirit and was thus part of the oneness of the community. He cited Paul’s 

first letter to Corinthians as justification. 1 Co 12: 4, Now there are diversities o f gifts but 

the same spirit and 1 Co 12: 14, For the body is not one member but many. Linked to the

"’ ibid., p. 331.
''' Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters, p. 337. 

ibid., p. 377.
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diversity of spiritual leadings that each Friend had was the diversity of gifts he had to serve 

within the community. However, dissenting Quakers contended that leading Friends judged 

whether a leading came from the same spirit as experienced by the rest of a meeting and 

were dissatisfied with this imposition on their consciences.

Barclay interpreted these dissenting Friends as being dissatisfied with their allotted

place:

We see then what diversities be most usually in the church of God consisting in the difference of 

the gift proceeding from the same spirit...and so in this there ought to be a mutual forbearance that 

there may neither be a coveting nor aspiring on the one hand nor yet a despising or condemning on 

the other.

He clarified that their only judge within the meeting was to be the infallible spirit: by acting 

upon a group of meeting elders, the spirit could work upon each individual to bring a 

decision that was in keeping with the principles of the community. Therefore, any 

judgement came ultimately from the spirit and was ‘not [given] to any particular person or 

persons, meeting or assembly, by virtue o f any settled ordination, ofSce, place or station, 

that any such may have or have had in the church....’” '* The authority vested in an 

individual or meeting was relinquished if he or they moved away from the truth.

A refiasal to obey the decision, or the sense, o f a meeting was, in effect, a refiisal to 

obey God because His spirit determined the meeting’s decision. Barclay stated that an 

individual’s agreement with the decisions of weighty Friends was tantamount to an 

individual failing to follow the spirit:

Any member or members in obedience to the Lord to give forth a positive judgement is their proper 

place and office (they being called to it) and so for them to exercise that place in the body which

Barclay, The anarchy o f the Ranters, p. 394.
“ '•ibid., p. 418.



the Head moves them to, is not to usurp authority over their fellow members [nor] on the other 

hand to submit and obey it (being the place of some to do so) is not a renouncing [of] being led by 

the spirit.

However, some of those who objected to the centralisation of church government 

were leading Friends at local meetings in England, men such as William Rogers in Bristol 

and John Wilkinson and John Story in Westmoreland. Wilkinson and Story set up their own 

Quarterly meeting in Westmoreland to circumvent disciplinary procedures in May 1675. 

Later that month, the Yearly meeting in London released an epistle that was a defence of 

their disciplinary and organisational procedures."^ Signed by Penn, John Bumyeat"* and 

other members of the London meeting, it ended by stating that the issues had been 

discussed at great length so that the advices were an ‘abstract’ of more detailed 

discussions."^

Demonstrating their belief that they were led by the spirit on matters o f organisation, 

as Barclay had emphasised in his The anarchy o f  the Ranters o f the year before, the epistle 

declared that ‘in the counsel, wisdom and orderings of God’s Holy Spirit, whose glorious, 

bright and refreshing presence was plentifully manifested among us, we do with one consent 

agree to and conclude upon these following particulars....’'̂ ® This epistle was intended for 

Friends abroad as an instrument of guidance ‘seriously recommending them [the 

procedures] to the care and diligence of all Friends and brethren in the Truth in their 

respective places and services, whether in these or other parts o f the world where this may

ibid., p. 418. 
ibid., p. 406.
‘Epistle from the London Yearly meeting the 27*'' of the 3"* month 1675’ in Dunn and Dunn (eds). The 

papers o f  William Penn, i, p. 328. This epistle is also to be found in the Friends’s Historical Library in 
London, see F.H.L.L.,Yearly meeting minutes, 1668 to 1693, i, ff 13-21.This was the epistle discussed by 
Francis Bugg in De Christiana libertate (1682), see above.

John Bumyeat (1630-90) was bom in Cumberland and first came to Ireland in 1658 as a preacher. He 
returned to England a year later and was involved in the establishment of church discipline. He encountered 
the dissenting Quaker, John Perrot, while visiting Barbados. In 1682 he settled in Ireland and was 
considered to be a leading Friend by those communities. His journal will be discussed in chapter eight.

‘Epistle from the London Yearly meeting, 1675’, p. 332. The others who signed the epistle were 
Alexander Parker, Steven Crisp, Ambrose Rigge, George Whitehead, Thomas Salthouse, Elias Hooke (the 
clerk of the Yearly meeting), Thomas Briggs, J. Pennington and William Mead.
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come.’'^' The meeting in London hoped that Friends in other meetings would acquiesce to 

their advice and establish themselves in ‘a sensible fellowship’ with London; this would have 

the dual purpose of glorifying God and rejecting dissent within the sect.'^^

They signatories were well aware of the problems caused by the Wilkinson-Story

group,

We are deeply sensible of the sorrows and sufferings that have come upon the Church of Christ in 

several places by reason of certain disorderly proceedings of some professing the Truth, which have 

occasioned many questions and debates among some Friends, and our advice being desired 

thereupon...

Marriage ‘of near kindred’ and especially between first cousins was forbidden: it was 

expressly forbidden in the time of the Law and Friends insisted it should be in the time of 

the Gospel. Marriage contracts were expected to be upheld: ‘[it] shall not be allowed or 

owned among us in any unfaithfulness or injustice one to another, to break or violate any 

sich contract or engagement, which is to the reproach of truth or injury one of another’.'̂ '* 

Friends selected fi-om the men’s and women’s meetings were to seek the reason for the 

breach. If the contract had been consented to with ‘serious advice, due deliberation, fi'ee 

and mutual consent [and] ...in the sight o f God and unity o f his blessed truth’, then the 

offender was expected to r e p e n t . I n  an effort to avoid problems with broken 

engagements. Friends insisted that advice and consent must come from parents so that ‘all 

foolish and unbridled affections and all ensnaring and selfish ends be not so much as found 

anongst you on any hand.’'̂ ^

' “ ibid., p. 328.
' '  ibid., p. 328. 
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The London meeting further insisted that church government, ‘the rise and practice, 

setting up and establishment o f  men’s and women’s meetings in the Church o f Christ in this 

our generation’, was necessary and that Friends had a duty to co-operate.'^’ In particular, 

meetings were to

encourage their faithfiil and grave women in the settlement of the said meetings: and if any 

professing truth shall either by word or deed, directly or indirectly discountenance or weaken the 

hands of either men or women in that work and the service of the Lord, let such be admonished 

according to the order of the Gospel; and if they receive it not, but resist counsel and persist in that 

work of division, we can’t but look upon them, as therein not in unity...

However, the Friends did not admonish those who made sighing sounds in meetings:

serious sighing, sensible groaning and reverent singing, breathing forth a heavenly sound of joy 

with grace, with the spirit and with understanding in blessed unity with the brethren while they are 

in the public labour and service of the Gospel, whether by preaching, praying or praising God in 

the same power and spirit and all to edification and comfort in the Church of Christ, which 

therefore is not to be quenched or discouraged by any...

Yet, they would not tolerate Friends who moved beyond this gesture, ‘where any do or 

shall abuse the power o f God, or are immoderate, or do either in imitation... [and Friends] 

do distinguish and have power according to judge.

The London Friends were insistent that the testimony against tithes be upheld by all 

Friends ‘that our ancient testimony against tithes which we have borne from the beginning 

and from which may have deeply suffered...be carefiilly and punctually upheld....’'̂ ' 

F-iends were also to hold public meetings for testimonies against the world,

ibid., p. 329. 
ibid., p. 330.
‘Epistle from the London Yearly meeting, 1675’, p. 330. 
ibid., p. 330.
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It has been our care and practice from the beginning that an open testimony for the Lord should be 

bom and a public standard for Truth and righteousness upheld...by our open and known meetings 

against the spirit o f persecution....[Friends are to] keep up those public testimonies in their 

respective places, and not to decline, forsake or remove their public assemblies, because o f times of 

suffering...because o f informers and the like persecutors for such practices are not consistent with 

the nobility o f  the Truth...

Turning to disputes within the sect, the London Friends sought to have decisions 

‘against disorderly and scandalous walkers’ and evidence of their repentance, recorded in ‘a 

distinct book’ kept by Monthly and Quarterly m e e t in g s .T h e  aim was to establish the 

integrity of the rest o f the community from these acts and therefore the testimonies of 

condemnation could be utilised by the community as they saw fit.'^"' However, they were 

willing to readmit into fellowship those who had repented: ‘...it is also our advice in the 

love of God that after any Friend’s repentance and restoration (he abiding faithful) in the 

truth that condemns the evil none among you so remember his transgression as to cast it at 

him or upbraid him with it for that is not according to the mercies of God.’'̂ ^

Further addressing the problems of discipline, the epistle forbade the use of certain 

expressions used by the dissenting Friends for the meeting system. Phrases such as ‘court’, 

‘synod’, ‘session’ and ‘popish imposition’ were criticised, as was the suggestion that the 

Friends’s epistles ‘which we testify have been given forth from the spirit and power of God’ 

were ‘men’s edicts’ or ‘canons’. L e a d i n g  Friends were not to be termed ‘popes’ or 

‘bishops’. T h e  schismatic Quakers particularly objected to the organisation of marriage 

clearance but this London epistle stated explicitly that marriages were to be presented twice

ibid., p. 330.
'^^ibid., p. 331. 
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b«efore the relevant men’s and women’s meeting to ensure that both parties were free to

138nnarry.

The final three pieces of advice concerned the sect’s relationship with the profane 

world. Friends were also urged to avoid disputes with those in the world, especially those

...with forward and contentious spirits, being men of corrupt minds, destitute of the truth whether 

professors or others that the Church be not disturbed by unprofitable controversy....yet where 

controversies can’t with clearness and honour to the truth be avoided, that Friends stand in God’s 

wisdom and power, in defence of the truth and those Friends and brethren that are engaged in the 

defence of the Lord’s truth and their labours be not discouraged....'^’

The next advice was on the subject of trading and showed that the meetings had a role in 

monitoring the business practices of individuals so as to avoid excessive debts and other 

outcomes that would reflect on the sect: ‘that they admonish that none trade beyond their 

ability, nor stretch beyond their compass and that they use few words in dealing and keep to 

their word in all things least they bring through their forwardness dishonour to the precious 

truth ofGod.’'"®

The last advice, on the subject of the profane fashions and language of the wider 

community, was particularly emphatic because it signalled Quaker distinctness from 

others.''" The separate nature of Friends as a sect was underscored by their sufferings. 

These served to uphold Friends as followers o f the truth:

It is much upon us to put Friends in remembrance, to keep to the ancient testimony, truth begot in 

our hearts in the beginning against the spirit of this world and for which many have suffered cruel 

mockings, beatings and stonings etc particularly as to their corrupt fashions, dealings and language

ibid., p. 331. 
ibid., pp 331-2.
‘Epistle from the London Yearly meeting, 1675’, p. 332. 
ibid., p. 332.
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of the world, their overreachings and vain jestings, that the cross of Christ in all things may be 

kept to, which preserves Friends blameless and honours the Lord’s name and truth in the earth.

The postscript to this epistle stressed the importance o f its message. The ministers 

understood that it would be passed to other meetings in England and abroad:

There is yet a weight and necessity laid upon us from the Lord God in the bowel of Jesus Christ to 

beseech and warn all Friends who are or may be concerned in these weighty matters from the 

aforesaid meeting and about the affairs of the church that you all walk [ ] in these things and be

examples and encouragers of heavenly and Gospel order to the flock of God that your authority in 

the truth and interest with his witness in men’s consciences for their convincement may be 

preserved in the name and power of our Lord...none of you to manage things in strife or vain glory 

or in a zeal without [ ] knowledge or Gospel order as to the manner of your proceedings as well

as the matter intended, that no real occasion or advantage may be given to such as have offended, 

fallen short or been weak in anything for it is known to the Lord our God that we have a care upon 

our hearts and travail in our souls that our testimony for him in these matters may not be injured, 

lessened or made invalid through imprudence...

An attempt to reach agreement with the schismatics at Draw-well in 1676 failed and 

a letter o f self-condemnation forwarded by Wilkinson and Story was withdrawn. Another 

attempt at solving the dissent occurred in Bristol in 1677 and involved a large meeting of 

Friends from both sides o f  the argument. This period was chronicled by William Rogers, a 

Bristol Quaker, in The Christian Quaker, which was a vindication o f the WUkinson-Story 

protest, which was circulated in manuscript form among Quaker communities in the 1670s 

before its publication in 1680. In a letter to William Rogers on the 4“’ o f 11'** month 1678, 

George Fox criticised him for spreading his dissent through these manuscripts:

ibid., p. 332.
Postscript to the London Yearly meeting epistle 1675 (F.H.L.L.,Yearly meeting minutes, 1668 to 1693, i. 

f. 21).



For what has been your intent of spreading your books or papers up and down when so many 

private letters and pieces of passages you have sent up and down. You would not have taken it well 

if another should have done so by you, and have not you done this contrary to the order and 

agreement at Bristol, for was it not your own proposition that nothing should be spread without 

consent or knowledge of both parties, and that if anything was defective it might be amended, or 

any thing over or short it might be corrected before it went abroad?

When the manuscripts were published as The Christian Quaker, its Quaker printer, John 

Bringhurst, was brought to the attention of the Second day morning meeting. For this 

misdemeanour he was disowned, although he later repented.’'*̂

The Christian Quaker illustrated the depth of concern amongst dissenting Friends 

over church government. Rogers noted that the breach was widespread with public 

testimonies in public meetings for worship against ‘dark, bad, leavened, rending dividings or 

separate spirits’ in the Quaker com m uni t ies .He  objected to what he termed Barclay’s 

‘book of government’ claiming that early Friends would not have accepted the 

establishment of outward government. He was particularly unimpressed by the Second day 

meeting, saying that it consisted of those who ‘as pretend a freedom in their spirits to go 

thither or have outward business calling them to the place where it is usually held: and 

thought it has been accounted a meeting of ministering Friends....many of them a sort of 

persons who [are] lovers of pre-eminence and time servers’.

In essence, Rogers felt that those who saw themselves as weighty Friends or 

ministering Friends were not guided by spiritual leadings but were instead aware o f and 

responding to a growing hierarchy. To his chagrin, ministering Friends determined who was 

to be condemned and who was to be considered faithful. While the meeting structure 

allowed Friends at the Quarterly meeting to choose two Friends to be sent to the General

George Fox’s letter to William Rogers 4'^ o f  II'*' month 1678 (F.H.L.L., A. R. Barclay MSS (transcript)), 
p. 256).

O’Malley, ‘Defying the powers and tempering the spirit’, p. 82.
William Rogers, The Christian Quaker, distinguished from  the apostate and innovator (London, 1680), 

p. 4.

137



meeting, Rogers argued that they could not be invested with any authority because the 

authority at a meeting came from God. Rogers claimed that, when the meetings were first 

instituted, their purpose was to deal with social issues such as poverty. He realised that 

occasions arose when discipline was necessary: in cases of dishonouring truth with profane 

and evil conversation, whereupon the Lord would direct the meeting to recover the offender 

from his ways. However, the innovations in the meeting system had been embraced by many 

Friends who did not anticipate that the meetings would effectively become the church and 

the truth. Nor had they anticipated that the sense of the meeting would be decided on by 

‘the sense of the generality’, that is the majority.''**

Rogers contested the role of the leading Friends who followed Fox’s orthodoxy:

[In meetings with them] we have been witness that the life has been raised, and our souls have 

been refreshed through their ministry, and in their epistles they tell us, how eminently the Lord 

appears amongst them, unto which we cannot but give credit, because when they are with us, the 

life in us answers the life in them, as fece answers face in a glass,''*’

He explained that each Friend had a gift, ‘the light of Christ Jesus shining in our consciences 

magnified as our only guide’. However, the orthodoxy of Fox’s meeting system upset the 

balance o f aU Friends as equal in the spirit:

He that is not sensible of the danger in running beyond his gift and is so puffed up with spiritual 

pride, as to conclude himself more feithfiil, more holy, more circumspect, more discerning than his 

brother... especially if such an one give himself liberty to judge from an apprehended inward sense, 

grounded on no outward knowledge or evidence.'^®

Rogers believed that the government of Christ was inward not outward, ‘we also do believe 

that the government of Christ is an inward government, that the laws thereof are inward.’'^'

ibid., p. 7.
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The reverence and respect allotted to leading Friends was corrupting the spirit of 

Quakerism: Rogers said of Fox that ‘at length his fame grew as that amongst some weak 

Friends, it became even as a proverb -  that none would prosper, who should oppose 

him.’'̂  ̂ Rogers raised the issue of women’s meetings, citing Fox’s defence of this form as 

an example o f the division between Friends. He recalled the meetings held in Bristol in 1677 

between William Rogers and John Story and their opponents William Penn, George Fox and 

George W h i t e h e a d . A  record of the schismatics’ dissatisfactions in Bristol showed that 

they particularly objected to several passages that justified women’s separate meetings in 

George Fox’s 1676 epistle. An encouragement unto all women’s meetings in the world}^‘̂ 

The schismatics opposed the leadership of Fox and the acceptance by other leading Friends 

of his status:

We are not satisfied that George Fox has o f  late been guided by the spirit o f truth in all such 

matt[ers] relating to the truth wherein o f  late he has concerned himself; neither are we satisfied 

that those who have o f late looked upon him as a man worthy o f double honour and owned him in 

all such matters have had therein a spiritual deserving...

Referring to Barclay’s The anarchy o f the Ranters, which argued that apostolic order was 

re-established through the Quaker commimities, they asserted that they did not accept his 

argument that this order was distinguishable fi’om that other c hu r c h e s . T h e y  raised a 

number of sardonic considerations about set times and places for meetings that intended to 

show how the earlier principles of Quakerism had been superseded by innovations in 

organisation.'^’

ibid., p. 93.
For an critical opinion o f the 1677 meetings by an anonymous Quaker dissenter, see A testimony against 

66 Judges called Quakers, who writ an epistle (as they call it) against J.[ohn] S.[toryJ and J.[ohn] 
W. [ilkinson/ ( 1680).

This epistle will be discussed in terms o f Quaker theology and women’s meetings in chapter six.
‘The dissatisfaction o f William Rogers and others’ in Dunn and Dunn (eds), The papers o f  William 

Penn, i, p. 521.
ibid., p. 525.
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Another concern was the status o f a spontaneous meeting when the issues had not 

been formally discussed and decided upon at one of the set meetings ‘as a demonstration 

that all who believe contrary thereto are without the pale o f their society and church 

fellowship’.'̂ * They pondered the necessity for hierarchy and order when the spirit,

so received, believed and owned, on which ground Friends have often met together and waited 

upon the Lord in expectation that this power in which their feith stood would be suflBcient to 

instruct them to bring forth some outward form on every diversity o f occasion whereon they should 

have need...'^’

They contended cuttingly that the new order, an outward form, must be a way to distinguish 

who was a true follower of the spirit.' '̂*

The dissenting Friends acknowledged the lessening of eschatological fervour by 

stating that Christ would not reign on earth, ‘we are not to expect the appearance of Christ 

at this day otherwise than by his spirit in the heart, where his spiritual law is written and 

where he has and will come to reign to govern and to rule....’’̂ ' However, they stated that 

the governance of Christ in the heart had been usurped by an outward government that 

punished those who followed Christ by their spiritual l e ad in g s .T h ey  objected to the 

establishment of nationwide meetings, ‘We desire to be informed whether it can be asserted 

on the foot of truth that the order of the Gospel is established throughout the whole nation 

and if so by whom it is established and from whence such establisher or establishers had 

their power...’'̂ ^

ibid., p. 525. 
ibid., p. 526.
‘The dissatisfaction o f William Rogers and others’, p. 526. 
ibid., p. 526. 
ibid., p. 526. 
ibid., p. 526.
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The schismatics further complained that John Wilkinson and John Story had been 

termed ‘men of bad spirits’.'̂ '* Evidence from the orthodox meeting in Westmoreland, 

which opposed the schism and supported Fox, had alleged that John Story refused to allow 

the recording of one of Fox’s epistles in the meeting book.'®  ̂ This epistle called on each 

meeting to send one or two ministering Friends to the Yearly meeting, an act that Story 

clearly saw as the usiupation of the autonomy of individual m ee t ings .John  Wilkinson was 

accused of failing to comply with the collection of Quaker testimonies against tithes because 

he felt that it should be a matter of conscience whether to commit this to paper. Both men 

apparently objected to the system for marriage clearance, asking if marriages performed 

before this were ‘imperfect or must they be married over again.

The WUkinson-Story schism gradually petered out. In Ireland the response to their 

separatism was evident in manuscripts left by Anthony Sharp. He was bom in England in 

1642 but spent his life as a leading Friend in the Dublin Quaker community, as merchant and 

as minister. The manuscript evidence of his life was transcribed by his brother-in-law, John 

Crabb, in 1720. The subject of the schism in England was particularly difficult for Sharp 

because the parents of his first wife Esther, Thomas and Ann Curtis, were supporters of the 

two schismatics.'®* Sharp married again after Esther’s death; his sister in law, Sarah (John 

Crabb’s sister) had married into the Pocock family who also supported the schismatics’ 

cause.

Despite these pressures. Sharp was solidly supportive of Fox’s meeting system. In a 

letter his father-in-law, Thomas Curtis, noted that Sharp thought ‘that there is some cause

ibid., p. 526.
ibid., p. 527.
In 1672, the Yearly meeting in London initially decided to accept delegates from all over the country but 

by 1673 it was decided that the meeting should be comprised o f ministers only. In 1678, the Yearly meeting 
reverted back to the representative format.

‘The dissatisfaction o f William Rogers and others’, p. 528.
See letters to Anthony Sharp from Thomas Curtis, A letter to Anthony Sharp and Ann from  Thomas 

Curtis at Reading, 23'“̂ o f  the 8"’ month 1678 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, S5 f  20) and A letter to Anthony 
Sharp and Ann from Thomas Curtis, Cavers ham o f  the f  month 1678/9, f  21-4)
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or fault in the two Johns, yet I am persuaded that I told you all that was or that I ever could 

find charged justly upon them but a multitude o f lies, slanders and false accusations...’'̂  ̂

Transcribed in Sharp’s manuscripts was a copy o f the letter o f  condemnation o f Wilkinson 

and Story issued by them in 1676 at Draw-well and later withdrawn:

[we are] sure that jealousies have entered us and that we have been at some times exorcised in 

things tending to oppose Friends in the practice of those things that they testify are commendable 

in the Church of God, we are sorry that any weakness should appear in us to give occasion for such

170a sense.

A letter from Sharp to John Story, written in Marlborough in 1680, sought to persuade 

Story to recant:

... .that you wait on the Lord to see clearness and feel a necessity in you to go to London against the 

next Yearly meeting of Friends and brethren, to the General meeting....[I] now have to desire you 

to keep down the spirit of revenge that may arise in you against such as you apprehend have 

wronged or dealt hardly by you.'^'

In 1681 Anthony Sharp wrote a long letter to the Yearly meeting in London calling 

for an end to the dispute between orthodox Friends and the schismatics:

Dear Friends and Brethren,

The great exercise and sorrows that disunity and confusion have made amongst many Friends in 

some counties and meetings puts a great concern on some and that amongst the rest in a travailing 

spirit to the Lord and to you his people for the stopping of such reproachful work and confusion 

which does dishonour God and is a reproach to his people and for the bringing Friends into unity 

these things are laid before you...‘’^

A letter to Anthony Sharp and Ann from Thomas Curtis, f. 22.
'™ Letter o f condemnation from John Wilkinson and John Story (F.H.L.D. Sharp MSS, SI, f  109 r).

Anthony Sharp, A letter from Anthony Sharp to John Story dated Marlborough 13''’ o f the 3''̂  month 
1680 (F.H.L.D. Sharp Mss, S8, fT20 r - 2 1  v).

Anthony Sharp, On the subject o f the Wilkinson-Story schism (F.H.L.D. Sharp Mss, S8, f  18 r).
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Sharp reminded those in London that the meeting system was an instrument to promote 

unity not discord but that the disagreements surrounding the schism were detracting from 

this:

Such confusion in time of prayer in public meetings that some sit with their hats on and some with 

their hats off and that by those that are against John Story and John Wilkinson in confusion 

amongst themselves and not only in time of John Story’s prayers but also when others pray publicly 

that have a kindness for them and mercy for their restoration into unity again....these things do so 

dishonour God and our meetings, aggravates that difference and makes the breach wider and vWder 

and so like to do if not a stop put [to] them ...'’^

Sharp acknowledged the damaging nature of the split with Wilkinson and Story. He spoke 

o f ‘such great animosities and prejudice one against another’. B u t  the split liad caused the 

communities’ relationship with the Lord to be fractured and Sharp said that he felt that the 

Lord and His people were cut from one another.

Further evidence from Ireland can be found in the journal of Joseph Pike, a leading 

minister in Cork, who told o f the crisis at the Bristol meeting in 1677. Having just taken the 

obligations and responsibilities of attending the business meetings in Ireland in that year. 

Pike took time to go to England to engage in trade. While there, he attended the meetings 

at which the dissident Quakers, such as William Rogers argued their case against George 

Fox:

They accused George Fox with being an innovator, in establishing women’s meetings and giving 

forth new rules and orders to the churches in which, they said, he endeavoured to make himself a 

ruler over the consciences of the Lord’s heritage; which rules they called the prescriptions of men, 

and an imposition upon their consciences; while all ought to see for themselves and be left to their

ibid., f f l S r -  18v.
Sharp, On the subject o f  the Wilkinson-Story schism f. 18 r.
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own freedom and to the measure of the gift in themselves and not be tied up to such outward 

forms.

Listening to Rogers’ speech. Pike came to the conclusion that the meeting system of 

men’s and women’s meetings devised by Fox was the result of Fox’s guidance by the spirit. 

Those who opposed this system were, Pike asserted, ‘in a dividing spirit’ and would cast 

aside any form of discipline essential for the meeting system;

I diligently hearkened and observed what was said on both sides, much of which I still remember; 

but was fully and thoroughly satisfied and convinced of George Fox’s sincerity and innocency, and 

that he was a fine man of God, and that what they called outward forms, were given forth by him, 

in and through the power of the Lord; and that his opposers were in a dividing spirit, that tended to 

looseness and undue liberty and would do away all discipline...

Pike affirmed his deference to elders and confirmed that the egalitarian ideal of early Quaker 

meetings had developed into a meeting system whereby those with a long history of 

leadership had a degree of control over other believers:

To this account I may add, I always had a great regard to the sense and judgement of faithful elders 

in or out of meetings, and if at any time 1 did not see through the things they proposed or were for,

I was apt to question my own opinion as believing their growth in the truth was greater than

>77mme.

John Story died in 1681 and John Wilkinson’s influence waned. However, the 

dissent continued in the sect in the 1680s with William Mucklow and Francis Bugg 

publishing and writing about Friends in an effort to display their displeasure with church 

government. In Reading, the separate meeting, which originated under Thomas Curtis 

(Anthony Sharp’s father-in-law) continued until 1716. However, the negative response of 

Quaker dissidents to the organisation of the sect forced Friends to define and defend the

Joseph Pike, Some account o f the life o f Joseph Pike o f  Cork, who died in the year 1729, written by 
himself, with preliminary observations by John Barclay (London, 1837), p. 42. 

ibid., p. 42.
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theological basis for church government. In his explanatory postscript to The anarchy o f the 

Ranters, published in 1679, Barclay refuted Rogers’ claim that he had written this tract in 

response to the Wilkinson-Story schism.’’* This was later accepted by William Rogers and a 

retraction was published as an addendiim to later editions of The anarchy o f the Ranters™ 

However, this showed the impact that Barclay’s tract had upon the subsequent Wilkinson- 

Story schism: it argued strongly and cogently that Quakerism derived its church government 

from the early church, thereby undercutting the schismatics claim that their liberty of 

conscience was being curbed.

It was mentioned in chapter two that the early Quaker sect had a strong element of 

organisation in the 1650s. The anarchy o f the Ranters was a justification for the growth of 

the meeting system from the 1650s to the 1670s which coincided with the erosion of the 

Quaker belief that each individual could act as led by the spirit - the original reason for 

protest of this sect. However, since the beginning of the Quaker sect, there was a network 

of informal meetings and, therefore, the adjustments made by Fox in the 1660s simply 

allowed growing Quaker communities to be administered at a local level. Therefore the next 

chapters will chart the development of Quakerism to 1700 by examining the meeting 

minutes from Ireland, where Fox’s discipline was clearly accepted, and will analyse the 

dynamic of the meeting system and the ministry there.

ibid., pp 47-8.
Barclay, The anarchy o f the Ranters, p. 422. 
ibid., pp 439-42.



Chapter 5

The oi^anisation of the Meeting system in Ireland, 1669-1700
I
' Quakerism was a trans-national movement spanning the three kingdoms o f England, 

Ireland and Scotland with outposts in the Americas and Europe. The decline in 

eschatological language and the increasing emphasis on church government became 

apparent in the Quaker communities in Ireland even though these were on the periphery o f  

the Quaker communities in England. However, Richard Vann and David Eversley have 

observed:

These early Quakers in Ireland were intensely conscious of their English identity. Those already 

converted in England brought with them the strict customs and practices prevalent in the early years 

of English Quakerism, and often adhered to them even after their co-religionists in England had to 

some extent abandoned them. In both islands the Quakers regarded themselves as people who had, 

in the words of one of their favourite scriptural texts, heeded the call to “come ye out from among 

them, and be separate.”'

The evidence from the meeting system in Ireland shows that sectarian elements o f the faith 

were promoted by the strictness o f church government and the Irish evidence, in the 

context o f the New British History, provides a case study o f the development o f a 

dissenting community with local, national and trans-national facets.^

On his visit to Ireland in 1669, Fox noted that Friends there did not dissent from his 

leadership on issues such as hat honour or women’s meetings; indeed he observed that the 

meeting system in Ireland seemed strongly orthodox in its outlook:

...I was moved to stay the first-day’s meeting, before I went out, which was a very great meeting, 

and so went to the men’s meeting, and women’s meeting, and all was clear at Dublin....And a good

' Richard Vann and David Eversley, Friends in life and death: the British and Irish Quakers in the 
demographic transition, 7650-7900 (Cambridge, 1992), pp 46-7.
 ̂See J.G.A. Pocock, ‘The limits and divisions of British History: in search of the unknown subject’ in 

American Historical Review Vol. 87, no. 2 1982, pp 311-336 and J.G.A. Pocock, ‘British history: a plea for a 
new subject’ in the Journal o f Modern History, vol. 47, no. 4, (Dec. 1995), pp 601-621.
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weighty people there is, and true, and tender, and sensible of the power of the Lord God, and his 

truth in that nation, worthy to be visited, and very good order they have in their meetings, and they 

stand up for righteousness, and holiness, that dams up the way of wickedness. Oh the sufferings, and 

trials gone through, by the reason of bad spirits, the Lord have the glory, whose power went over 

them, like a tide that covers the earth; and never a hat-man or bad spirit opposed me in the 

nation....^

Friends in Ireland received correspondence from London Friends that gave advice and 

encouragement about discipline and belief. One such letter, dated 1673, came from a 

number o f leading Friends including Robert Barclay and William Penn."̂  Entitled A 

testimony o f Friends at London against unsubject members, the epistle asserted that the gift 

of ministry was not applicable to all Quakers and reminded o f George Fox’s role in church 

government:

And though a general care be not laid upon every member touching the good order and government 

in the church affairs nor have many been troubled therein yet the Lord has laid it more up some in 

whom he has opened counsel for that end and part in our dear brother and God’s faithful labourer 

G.[eorge] Fox for the help of many and God has in his wisdom afforded these helps and government 

in the church which are not to be despised being in subject to Christ to one head and law giver 

answering his witness in all and so all the necessities, counsels, admonitions and testimonies that 

have been given forth and received in the universal spirit, life and unity have their service for God in 

subjection to his Iight....that He has afforded in the church the true and living body which we are 

members of ..yet each member has his proper place and service.^

Fox’s Stay in Ireland allowed him to lend support to existing meetings, which 

consisted o f meetings for worship and meetings for business. The first Half year’s meeting 

coincided with Fox’s visit. The meeting system was administered by Friends who were 

recognised as having a gift for leadership. This provided a means for certain Friends in the

 ̂George Fox, ‘G.[eorge] F.[ox] his travels into Ireland, in and out of Ireland, as follows’ in George Fox, 
Journal, Nigel Smith (ed.) (London, 1998), appendix i, pp 453-5. This account of Fox’s travels in Ireland in 
1669 was made during the trip but was not part of his dictated narrative of his life. It was inserted into the 
Spence Manuscript which was first published as Fox’s Journal in 1694.

This epistle is also discussed in chapter four.
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community to watch over the behaviovir of others. Therefore the meeting minutes provide a 

tantaHsing portrait o f the hves of ordinary Quakers. Their reUgiosity, how the Quaker faith 

appealed to them and how they experienced the spirit, is difficult to unravel because they 

did not write tracts and were ‘silent’ in most Quaker sources. They are glimpsed through 

records of their misbehaviour or marriage intentions. The sources show how the lives of 

leading Friends and ordinary members of Quaker communities intertwined to sustain the 

cohesion of the community.

The business meetings consisted of Half year’s meetings (a national meeting), 

which drew representative ministers from the Province meetings, at least six members of 

which were to attend.^ The Province meetings were held every six weeks and were held for 

Leinster, Ulster and Munster, the equivalent in England being the Quarterly meetings; 

there was no Province meeting in Connaught but a local meeting held in Galway came 

under the auspices o f the Leinster Province meeting.^ Local meetings were called Monthly 

meetings or, sometimes, Particular meetings.

In 1669, William Penn published his tract Letter o f love to the young convinced in 

Cork; this tract demonstrated that the role of the Quaker preacher had changed from a 

radical role in the 1650s to one which nurtured an organised but sectarian Quaker 

community, in other words an established sect. In the opening sentences Penn addressed 

Friends of ‘what sex, age, and rank soever, in the nations of England, Ireland and 

Scotland...’. * He also made reference to being ‘one among you and a traveller with you’, 

prose which reinforced the trans-national and egalitarian nature of Quakerism.’ Yet this 

tract was didactic and Penn’s egalitarian rhetoric does not obscure the central issues in his

 ̂A testimony o f  Friends at London against unsubject members, dated the 26'  ̂o f  the 3'  ̂month 1673 
(F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, S4, ff  33-4).
 ̂The Province meeting was the Irish equivalent to the Quarterly or General meeting in England.
 ̂ Some meeting minutes for the pre-1700 era have not survived so for purposes o f  this study Leinster consists 

o f  meetings in Dublin, Moate, Mountmellick, Carlow, Tipperary, and Wicklow -  the last o f  these has no 
minutes existing but rather epistles from the Half year’s meeting. The meetings in Munster, for this study, 
consists o f  Cork and Waterford, the latter o f  which has correspondence rather than minutes surviving. The 
Ulster meetings have surviving minutes for Lurgan and Lisburn meetings, which date from 1675.
* William P e n n , letter o f  love to the young convinced (Cork, 1669) (F.H.L.D. Portfolio. 6. A. 35, p. 1).
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tract, issues that many other Quaker ministers would reiterate in their communities in the 

1670s: separateness from the wider non-Quaker community and plainness in speech and 

dress.

These issues were emphasised in favour o f the earlier eschatological aims o f the 

1650s. Penn urged Quakers to avoid ‘the world’, contrasting its pollution with the purity 

achievable through God. In contrast with earlier eschatological Quaker pamphlets, Penn 

suggested that the process o f salvation was long-term, referring to ‘the little beginning of  

your heavenly journey’. He was supportive o f  those who had suffered at the hands o f the 

authorities, emphasising his empathy as one who, in spirit at least, was a traveller with 

them:

My dearly beloved Friends and brethren who have been called by the eternal spirit, unto an holy 

calling, out of this perishing polluted world, unto the pure knowledge of the invincible God and 

Jesus in you the hope of glory, which, to as many as believe and obey, is life eternal; and who for 

that little beginning of your heavenly journey, have met with reproach, loss, suffering and bitter 

trials; as one among you, and a traveller with you, and therefore deeply sensible of your heavy 

exercise and bowed down spirits....'®

Penn related the temptations o f the world, which were visible, contrasting these 

with the action o f the light, which worked inwardly and invisibly to cause an outward 

change to the individual. He reinforced the belief amongst Friends that they were a people 

apart but were ‘anchored’ to God:

For great and weighty is the work of the Almighty in this his day of appearance, even to adopt us 

sons and daughters of the Most High, by a participation of his divine nature, that as we have bom 

the image of the earthly, in pride, vanity, wantonness, avarice and all manner of impieties, and that 

whilst some of us were under great possessions, and the continual feasting on visible and elanentary 

things; so that now we may daily experience, through obedience to that pure light and truth in the

’ Penn, Letter o f  love, p. 1.
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inward parts, which leads to all meekness patiaice and purity, the quickening of the new man, and 

sensibly witness a bearing of the heavenly image, that so we may come to feel the peace that passes 

the world’s understanding and our poor, tossed, tried and troubled spirits in good measure fixed and 

anchored in the immovable and holy state....”

Penn fiirther asserted that the ‘pure principle of light and truth’ would ensure that the 

purity enjoyed by Friends, and facilitated through their separateness from other Christians, 

would be maintained. Friends were sanctified within the system o f meetings, to live lives 

free from sin and to survive persecution:

And tha-efore, my dear Friends, let us not be discomforted under all our sharp and heavy exercises, 

whether from within and without, for this I am fully persuaded of, that the same pure principle of 

light and truth that has appeared to give a certain discerning of our states and conditions and 

wrought a convincement upon our understandings, is able to give us that succour and support, if our 

minds be but seriously stayed thereon, as shall sanctify us throughout in body, soul and spirit and so 

preserve us clean to God overall.'^

Penn’s call to Friends to support the meeting system emphasised the spiritual 

distance of the Quakers from the wider community. His reminder that Friends should not 

refrain from attending meetings can be found echoed in the entries in the Irish minute 

books:

And as One that is a traveller in this way, I even beseech, caution and admonish you all in the holy 

awe of God that you never forbear a meeting and assembling of yourselves, with the holy remnant, 

amongst whom we first received our blessed convincement.

The importance of the meeting system for maintaining the sectarian elements of behaviour 

was also emphasised. Penn’s message to Friends was to uphold their differences in worship 

and behaviour, which set them apart from others:

Penn, Letter o f love, pp 2-3. 
' '  ibid., p. 3.
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And my dear Friaids, let us keep in the simplicity o f  the cross o f  Jesus, even in plainness o f speech, 

and out o f  the worlds flattering and deceitful respects, for we are as well to be a cross in our garbs, 

gates, dealings and salutations as religion and worship, to this vain adulterated and apostatised 

generation...

Quaker communities in Ireland did not have a strictly linear development from sect 

to denomination. Instead the meeting system served to protect and promote sectarian 

aspects of Quaker faith, referred to by Bryan Wilson as insulating factors. Fox’s 1668 

epistle, entitled Friends fellowship must be in the spirit and all Friends must know one 

another in the spirit and power o f God was central to the consolidation of Quaker sectarian 

identity in Ireland. This epistle was adhered to in every detail at local and national level by 

those who organised the meeting system in Ireland.

The epistle can be found in Anthony Sharp’s manuscripts, the National women’s 

meeting records and in local meeting records.A rnold  Lloyd noted that it ‘marks the 

opening of a new phase in Quaker church government. Quaker monthly meeting clerks 

copied it into their minute books as a fitting prologue to their r e c o r d s . . . T h i s  epistle was 

written into the meeting books of the men’s and women’s business meetings in Ireland and 

Fox gave numbered instructions on all aspects o f Quaker life in order to provide discipline 

for the sect. Disciplinary epistles, such as Friends fellowship were similar to the epistles 

written by St. Paul. The version of Friends fellowship in Irish records clearly states: ‘Let 

copies of this be read in every meeting’, providing a link with George Fox and, 

simultaneously, a sense of being part of a wider network.

Penn, Letter o f  love, p. 4. 
ibid., p. 6. 
ibid., pp 6-7.
George Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit (F.H.L.D., National Women’s Meeting Records, 

1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  4). This version from the women’s meeting will be used in this chapter but the 
epistle can also be found in the Sharp MSS (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, S7, f. 42) and the Lurgan meeting records 
(P.R.O.N.I., Lurgan meetinghouse, 1632-1768, Record book 1, Mic 16/29b, f  260).

Arnold Lloyd, Quaker social history, 1669-1738 (Londcm, 1950), p. 10 and W. Beck and T. Ball, The 
London Friends’s meetings: showing the rise o f  the society o f  Friends in London, its progress and the 
development o f  its discipline (London, 1869), pp 47-52.
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This epistle discussed the role o f the Province meeting, here described as the 

General meeting, in maintaining order. It was envisaged by Fox that leading members o f  

local meetings would gather at the Province meeting, bringing information about 

disciplinary problems in those communities. The representatives at the Province meeting 

would return to their meetings to attend to a wayward Friend, reporting the outcome to the 

Province meeting:

In all the meetings of the county, two or three being gathered from them to go to the General 

meeting for to give notice one to anotho" if there be any that walk not in the truth and have been 

convinced and gone from truth and so dishmioured God that some man be ordered from the meeting 

to go and exhort such and bring into the General meeting what they say.

Friends fellowship also included a paragraph concerning hat honour and its links 

with Ranter-like behaviour. Clearly Fox was anxious that this dissent did not threaten the 

unity o f the Quakers nor portray them as Ranters:

And also all such as wears their hats when Friends pray and are gotten into the old rotten principle 

of the Ranters who sets up the wearing thereof in opposition to the power of God and hCTein upholds 

it which condemned by it and the power of God is gone over it and them who are ranted from the 

truth and have stopped many who were coming into it that the very world can say, you are in 

confusion and divided and gone from your first principle who first said you are of one heart and 

mind and one soul and therefore that spirit must be cut oflFby the sword of the spirit of the Lord, that 

they may come to that which at first did convince them.'*

Fox instructed that this behaviour should be reported to the Province meeting:

And notice must be given to the General meeting of all these things and from thence some must be 

ordered to go to exhort them that be in such things to the first principles that did first convince them

”  Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  4. 
ibid., f  3.
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that they may come over such things and Friends must stand by in the noble seed of God to judge

the world and all the fallen angels.*®

This advice was omitted from the 1698 publication of Friends fellowship in Thomas 

Ellwood’s edition of Fox’s epistles -  further evidence that Friends were increasingly 

selective about publishing matters relating to internal dissent, especially when it was linked 

to Ranterism.

Each Province meeting was attended by members from local or Monthly meetings 

who had been nominated to attend; the location of each Province meeting rotated between 

the monthly meetings. Evidence from the records o f the Province meeting for Leinster 

shows that monthly meetings were required to send the history of each family, including 

marriage records and the date o f their arrival in Ireland: ‘That the several meetings draw up 

their births in families and in the first place mention the birth of the father and mother and 

her first name and where married and bring it unto the next men’s meeting at Rosenallis. 

Let them mention when they came into this nation.’̂ ® This ensured that the family history 

o f each individual was known in the meeting system.

This Province meeting also listed those who were responsible to see this practice in 

place in their respective communities:

Robert Turner and John Savadge to see this thing done for Dublin

Henry Rose and Thomas Chaunders for Newgarden.

Robert Cuppage and James Taylor for the county of Wexford.

James Hutchinson, Thomas Starkey, Edward Taverner and Richard Jackson for Mountmellick.

Abraham Fuller, Richard Hunter, James Neasly and William Slade for the Moate meeting.

Marcus Linch and William Stanly for Galway.^'

These men were also required to analyse the records of sufferings and correct inaccuracies 

so that the central records would be complete:

Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  3.
At Lehinch at the men’s meeting o f the month 1670 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or six week 

meeting QM.l.Al, 4.B, f  1)
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That several pa-sons of each meeting before named do view and read over the sufferings of each 

meeting entered in the General book and fill up the blanks and correct where anything is entered 

wrong and send the same so corrected to Robert Turner in Dublin before the 16* day of the next 

month.

That Thomas Starkey and Abraham Fuller go to Dublin to meet with the rest of Friends which the 

other men’s meetings are to send to Dublin the 16* day of the next month to the end of drawing up 

Friends sufferings fit for the press and to enter the same in the Gaieral book for the nation.^^ 

Meeting minutes, typically, had words added to affirm that instructions had been 

carried out. It was the intention o f the ministers that the record book contained a full record 

o f events as they happened in the community. In the following example square brackets 

contain the added phrases in the Leinster Province meeting:

John Savage, Abraham Fuller, Tho.[mas] Starkey, Tho.[mas] Weston, Tho.[mas]-Holmes and 

Tho.[mas] Strafford are desired to give notice to their several meetings to draw up all sufferings and 

bring them to our next gaieral meeting at Rosenallis according to the direction of the last Half 

Year’s meeting, [done]

It’s desired that Joseph Slee’s paper of condemnation of running into the world for wives be 

recorded in our provincial book and that it be read in the Dublin meeting and by 

[over this saitence: and recorded and that it be read in the rest of our Province meetings by Jos 

Sleigh or J Savage in Dublin meeting]

Abraham Fuller, John Edmondson, John Bennet, Robert Turner and Robert Cuppage in each of the 

meetings to which they belong, [done]

Care was taken to ensure that testimonies condemning misbehaviour, ‘papers o f  

condemnation’, were recorded in minute books or even posted in public. The Province 

meeting for Leinster recorded, at a meeting in 1670, that William Barcrofl was accused of

At Lehinch at the men’s meeting 30"' o f  the 3”' month 1670, f  1.
^ ^ i b i d . , f  1.

At the General meeting at Athy the r '  o f  the month 1672 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week
neeting,Q M .l.A l,4.B , f  16)
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‘evils actions that he has committed, some of which are known [to] be true others reported 

so...’̂ '* The paper of condemnation was subsequently submitted to the meeting:

William Barcroft’s paper of condemnation to be recorded by Abraham FuIIct [Abraham Fuller has 

seen it is done]....

James Hutchinson is desired to post up William Barcroft’s paper at Mountrath, John Pim at 

Maryborough, William Capton at Mountmellick, Richard Jackson at Monasterevin.[this is done by 

James Hutchinson, John Pim and William Capton only. Richard Jackson has not given an account of 

having doie it at Monasterevin]

The Quaker communities were intent that those who transgressed should be 

distanced from those who adhered to Quaker tenets and were persistent in acquiring a 

suitable recantation. At the Moate men’s Monthly meeting in 1682, Dorothy Francis had 

her papers o f condemnation refused because they were thought to be unfinished;

Friends having Dorothy Francis, her papa’s of condemnation before them and duly considering the 

contents thCTeof thought needful that some words should be added and some of her words left out 

which is desired Abraham Fuller shall draw up in writing and send to the meeting of Edenderry and 

signify that if she signs the paper of her [ ] writing according to that alteration that Friends have 

and willing to accept of it so it be sent hither to the next men’s meeting.^®

At a following meeting, the situation was not yet satisfactory because the paper had not 

been released from the Edenderry meeting:

Friends finding that Dorothy Francis’ paper of condemnation is not yet brought to this meeting with 

the alteration as might satisfy Friends it is desired that Abraham Fuller write about it to Edenderry

At the men’s meeting at Rosenallis, the 13'  ̂o f  the 9'  ̂month 1670 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week 
meeting, Q.M.I, A1,4B, f  4.)

Rosenallis m en’s meeting the /P** o f  the f  month /670 /7(F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week 
meeting, Q.M.I, A1,4B, f  6)

At the Moate men's meeting the o f  the S"" month [1682] (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV A 1,
8c, f  12 v)
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meeting and signify that if the said paper does not come so attaid to the next men’s meeting that this 

meeting do think it their duty to give judgement in the matter

Fox’s 1668 epistle also cautioned against those who spoke too freely and who were 

likely to provoke dissent:

And that notice be taken of all evil speakers, backbiters and slanderers and foolish talkers and idle 

jesters for all these things corrupts good manna's and is not according to the saints and holy ones 

whose words are seasoned with salt ministwing grace to the hearers. And all such who are tale 

carriers and railers whose word is to sow dissentions are to be reproved and admonished for such do 

not bring people to the unity of the spirit but by such doings lose their own conditions.^*

An example of this behaviour exists in the meeting minutes of Lurgan for 1673. The 

minute book recorded A testimony from the people of God called Quakers, which was 

signed by leading Ulster Friends, Hugh Stamper and George Gregson, along with fifteen 

other members of Lurgan meeting. This was a testimony against Thomas Wallas who

professed the truth for a time and came amongst us but is not of us who greatly has dishonoured the 

worthy name of the Lord (by which we are called) by a corrupt conversation giving great occasion 

to the world to speak reproachiully against the way of the Lord which is the way of life and 

salvation to all that believe ....[we] in fear and dread and publish that the said Thomas Wallas is 

denied by us as having no unity with him he being out of the spirit which the children of the Lord 

are acted by so we clear the Lord his truth and people of him and his actions as not proceeding form 

the spirit of truth and righteousness which is largely manifested in this day.^’

Friends fellowship listed many transgressions that reflected badly on the 

community:

If any that profess the truth that follows pleasure drunkenness, gaming ot is not faithful in their 

callings and dealings nor honest nor just but runs into debt and so brings scandal upon the truth

”  At the Moate men's meeting the lO"' o f  the II'*’ month 1682 (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV Al, 
8c, f  13 v)

Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f. 5
A testimony from the people o f God called Quakers, 22“* of the 6'*’ month 1673 (P.R.O.N.I., Lurgan 

meetinghouse, 1632-1768, Record book I, Mic 16/29b,n.p.)
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Friends may give notice to the General meeting if there be any such and some may be ordered to go 

and exhort such and bring their answer the next General meeting.

Moate monthly meeting recorded their displeasure with Edmund Adlington who had 

accumulated debts:

Friends having before them the miscarriages of Edmund Adlington by doing several things 

disagreeable to truth in undwtaking things and promising things which he could not pa-form 

according to expectation and keeping company and spending money which he had not of his own 

whereby he has brought himself into more debt than he is able to pay -  whereupon for the clearing 

of the truth Friends thought of it fit he should give out a paper of condemnation and publish it where 

it is needful which he promised to do.

Sometimes Friends suffered financially due to persecution, however, and this provoked a 

more charitable response. A Friend from Cork gave a report from the Half Year’s meeting 

concerning John Goodbody who was debt-ridden:

[He] at the desire of the Half Year’s meeting laying the case of John Goodbody before the present 

meeting as being a Friend of Leinsto" and has suffered much on truth’s account by which he is gone 

behind hand in the world and the Half Year’s meeting by report of Leinster Friends present having 

good unity with the man. ft was ordered that Thomas Wight should write to the several meetings of 

this f^ovince recommending the said John Goodbody’s condition, desiring what they think fit to 

contribute to his relief may be brought to the next Six week meeting.^^

Drunken behaviour brought strong condemnation from meetings. In 1681, Stephen 

and Mary Harris from Cork had a testimony issued by the Cork meeting against their 

behaviour. Stephen Harris was an iim owner.

Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  3.
Moate men’s meeting the 4'* o f the //'* month /6S/(F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM fV, Al, 8.c, f  

10 v)
At the Munster Six weeks meeting the 26 o f the 4mo 1677 (F.H.L.D., Munster meeting: Six week meeting 

1675-1694 and Cork Three week meeting 1675-92 QM 11, Al, 5. D., n.p.)
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one of the first convincement in that place after the great night of apostasy who honestly walked and 

was zealous for truth and obtained a good report among the eldCTS having borne witness to the truth 

in public before priests and people and suffered for his testimwiy both in prison and out of prison 

and was in his place very serviceable to truth and Friends in appearing before magistrates in their 

behalf when they were under sufferings for the truth’s sake...”

His status as a faithfiil member o f the community declined due to his inclination towards 

drunkenness,

... being a man formerly reputed a great drinkCT and keeping hours of entertainment and as he was a 

man of a pretty courteous behaviour and manly courage which was taking to his guest they would 

sometimes desire his company and for want of close keeping to his watch to guard him against the 

appearances of that evil the enemy by little and little prevailed over him to set in their company and 

partake of their cups and so in time he lost his authority be formerly had in the place of an innkeeper 

(which was to let his guest have no more drink than was fit) and in time became a secret tippler 

whilst he yet came to meetings until at last that temptation so far prevailed over him that he slighted 

coming to meetings at all unless a Iriend did invite him yet never denied but owned the truth and 

Friends to be in it. So, at last, through much drinking and smoking tobacco (which company led him 

to) his health was impaired and sickness came upon him that he died in that fellen state. In his 

sickness, when he was near his end, some Friends did visit him and said he was sorrowfiil and

34pensive for his unfaithfiilness to the Lord of to that effect...

Stephen Harris’ return to the Quaker fold was not mirrored by that o f his wife, 

Mary. She too succumbed to illness but not before considering marriage to one outside the 

community:

And Mary Harris, his wife, she continued keeping an inn and sold beer and wine who was also 

convinced of the truth about the time her husband was but a careless worldly mind prevailing over 

her she neglected meetings yet had so much given way to the spirit of the world as to conclude a 

marriage with one out of truth’s way or at least to let her affections so far out that it was generally

A testimony concerning Stephen Harris o f Cork and Mary his wife who backslidedfrom truth (F.H.L.D., 
Cork testimonies and epistles, 1673-1724, QM II FI, f  6.) 

ibid., f  6.
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believed it would be so but it pleased the Lord to visit her with sickness that she died before it could 

be accomplished.^^

On the subject o f marriage, Friends fellowship showed that Fox insisted that both 

paries were free to marry and that prior investigation o f the couple, through enquiry 

amongst their relations, ensured that no scandal would ensue:

If any go disorderly together in marriage and contrary to the practice of the holy men of God and 

assembly of the righteous in all ages who declared it in the assembly of the righteous when they 

took one another all things being first clear and they both being free from any other and when they 

do go together and take one another let there be no less than a dozen of Friends and relations present 

according to your former order having first acquainted the men’s meeting and the particular church 

whereof they are members and they have clearness and unity with them and that it may be recorded 

in a book according to the word and commandment of the Lord and such if any walk contrary to the 

order of truth herein, let some be ordered to speak to them and give notice thereof to the next 

General meeting.

Although not specifically stated in Friends fellowship marriages were also submitted to the 

women’s business meetings as well as the men’s meetings for approval.^’ 

In addition Fox’s epistle decried promiscuous behaviour in the community not only 

becatse it was against God’s ordinance but also as it reflected badly on the reputation of 

Friends as a godly people set apart from sinners:

And also all mai that hunt after women from woman to woman and also all women whose 

affections runs sometimes after one man and soon after another and so holds one another in 

affection and so draws out the affection raie of another and after av^ile leaves one another and goes 

to others and does the same things and this doings makes more like Sodom then saints and is not of 

God’s moving nor joining when they are not to be parted, for marriage is God’s ordinance and 

God’s command one to another that in that they follow the power of God.^*

A testimony concerning Stephen Harris o f  Cork and Mary his wife, ff 6-7.
Fox Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  3.
Chqjter seven will discuss the role of the women’s meetings in regard to marriages.
Fox Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  5.
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The Moate men’s meeting listed an example o f this behaviour. John Roe’s action of 

‘hunting after women from woman to woman’ caused a paper o f condemnation to be 

issaied censuring him:

It is before this meeting that it is needful to give a paper against John Roe’s filthy actions of getting 

the Irish woman with child and then presenting his marriage with Frances Parson’s daughter and 

hiding his filthiness until it broke out and thai in a disorderly way takes Hanna Parsons in his house 

and against ho- for dwelling with him after so much counsel and advice was given to hw to the
•IQcontrary.

Hanna Parsons was also condemned for living with Roe outside marriage despite 

remonstrance from the Moate meeting. It was later recorded that this paper was drawn up 

and given to other Friends and displayed at the market post in Moate, thus showing ‘the 

world’ that Friends condemned this behaviour.'*®

Sometimes a marriage promise was broken. Denis Rochford and Grace Edmondson 

had their marriage intentions sent by the Dublin meeting to the Province meeting in 

Carlow:

Friends at Dublin are to see and take care that Denis Rochford and Grace Edmondson do take each 

other as man and wife at such time and in such marmer as is according to the order of truth and to 

return certificate of their marriage or copy of it to the next men’s meeting at Lehinch.'"

Three years later, at a Province meeting in Athy, there was a notification of marriage 

intentions by Grace Edmondson and John Newby. The engagement between Grace and 

Denis Rochford had evidently not lasted:

At Moate men’s meeting, 4'*' month 1685 (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV Al, 8c, f  27 v)
At Moate men’s meeting the o f  the 5"’ month 1685 (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV Al, 8c,

f  29)
*'̂ At the men’s meeting at Newgarden the 25“̂ o f the month 1670 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six
week meeting, Q.M.I, A1,4B, f  5)
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Friends at this meeting having well weighed and examined the business betwixt Denis Rochford and 

Grace Edmondson do find that notwithstanding they preceded so far as they did yet there appeared 

cause enough for than to break off and that the assait and consent of Friends that examined the 

same and heard the said parties cleared one another from all or any engagements to each other in 

relation to an intended marriage betwixt them is also ovmed and justified by Friaids at this Gaieral 

men’s meeting as consisting with truth and Friends being thus far informed and satisfied to preserve 

unity and satisfy the weak capacity do desire that if  any friend have anything further to inform 

Friends about this business that they do personally come to the next General meeting to signify the 

same by word of mouth and not by writing the latter having produced sad efforts as late experience 

has manifested.'*^

Grace Edmondson was further investigated for bragging about her popularity 

amongst suitors but was cleared of this intention:

Friends’s men’s and women’s meeting at Dublin are desired to enquire into and examine the 

business of Grace Edmondson her saying that a young man died for love of her or any other thing 

concerning her and make return to the next General meeting

[done and Friends meeting at Dublin have made return which clears her for speaking boastingly any 

such words but rather she expressed a sorrow or grief etc as appears by the return at large and 

Friends of Dublin meeting did also record and enter there that Denis and Grace did clear each other 

before Friends there and gave it under their hands.]''^

The Munster Province meeting explained in an epistle to its constituent meetings in 

1679 that marriage, for Friends, was instituted by God and that for a marriage to be 

honourable for the community. Friends could not be married by a priest or choose a spouse 

from the wider community:

...we came to see that marriage was and is an ordinance of God and that the honourable marriages in 

ages past and in this age was and is God’s joining and therefore we caimot go to a priest to be joined 

to a wife nor join with the world in marriage neither can we swear or take an oath contrary to the

At the General meeting at Athy the o f  the 6"' month 1673 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week 
meeting, Q.M.I, A1,4B, f  19) 

ibid., f. 19.
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express command of Christ Jesus. Now since it that pleased the blessed God of life in the 

aboundings of his love and goodness to open these things unto us.

This concurred with Fox’s instruction in Friends fellowship:

And all such as marry by the priest of Baal who are the rough hands of Esau and fists of wickedness 

and bloody hands and who have had their hands in the blood o f our Brethren and have spoiled so 

many of their goods casting into prison and keeps many hundreds at this day. All such as goes to 

them for wives or husbands must come to judgement and condemnation of that spirit ....for from 

Genesis to the Revelations you never read of any priests that married people, but it is God’s 

ordinance and whom God joins together let no man put asunder....therefore let all these things be 

enquired into and brought to the GenCTal meeting and from thaice some ordered to go to them and 

to return answer what they say at your next meeting and if it be possible they may come to that 

which at first did convince them and by it condann their unrighteous doings..

At the Leinster Province meeting at Newgarden (Carlow) in 1670, Ann Ball 

submitted a paper o f self-condemnation for being married by a priest. Local ministers at 

her monthly meeting were called to speak with her because the paper was not fully 

satisfactory for the Province meeting members:

Ann Ball’s paper of being married by a priest is not satisfactory to Friends and therefore it is 

returned to Robert Turner, Anthony Sharp, James Atkinson and Richard Rose so that the truth be 

cleared by a fuller testimony against the priest, her practice and the bad consequences thereof and to 

make return to the next men’s meeting at Lehinch.

Her answer since her paper is not satisfactory that she must clear truth or else Friends must testify 

against her and that James Atkinson be desired to let her know so much and at Newgarden meeting 

if J.[ames] A.[tkinson] be there and bring an answer to her and of all matters relating to truth about 

Ardee and Drogheda.'*®

‘‘‘* A paper given forth at the Province men’s meeting at Limerick the 30'^ o f  the 6month 1679fo r  all the 
particular meetings o f  the Province o f  Munster (F.H.L.D., Cork testimonies and epistles 1673-1724 QM II, f  
1 )

Fox, Friends fellowship mmt be in the spirit, f  4)
At the men’s meeting at Newgarden the 25"' o f  the month 1670 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six

week meeting, Q.M.I, AI,4B, ff 4-5)
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At a later Province meeting held at Rosenallis, Ann Ball was still pursued by the Province 

meeting through the interaction between Province meeting members and her local 

ministers:

James Atkinson is desired to let Ann Ball know that if she does not better clear truth. Friends must 

testify against Hct. James is also desired to be at the next men’s meeting at Newgarden and bring 

her answer and also an account of all matters relating to truth’s af&irs about Drogheda and Ardee 

[Robert Turner is desired to write to James Atkinson and Richard Rose about this and to desire him 

to be at Lehinch next meeting to inform Friaids thereof all things relating to the truth]"*’

In Lurgan, James and Mary Hutchinson gave a testimony against their daughter 

who had married a non-Quaker and who had sought a priest to perform the ceremony. The 

couple testified that they had not done enough to prevent this transgression against the 

community. James Hutchinson stated:

But truly Friends I must confess (to my grief) my wife being concerned with me that we have not 

stood clean as we ought to have done for our daughter of late has out her affections to a man that is 

not of our faith and went to a priest to be married to him and we not pressing our utmost aideavours 

to prevent them but gave him admittance into our house and we still told him that and could not 

have our consent in that case and though we did not openly and plainly give our consent yet the 

Lord that knows the secrets of all hearts knowing we were not clear in this transgression in the 

sight of God and his people....

Hutchinson warned other Friends against this transgression,

...so we can not but judge and give up to judgment that spirit which wrought in our minds and drew 

us from standing in our authority in a fhiitful single clear testimony against the thing of our 

daughter’s marriage and this may advise and warn all Friends that they neither take nor give their

Rosenallis men’s meeting the 19̂ '' o f the 1̂ ' month 1670 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week meeting, 
Q.M.I, A l,4B ,f 6)

James and Mary Hutchinson give a testimony about their daughter who had married a non Quaker and 
who had sought a priest to marry them (P.R.O.N.I., Lurgan meeting house, 1632-1768, Record book 1, Mic 
16/29b, p. 244)
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children in marriage with unbelievers neither let them countenance nor assent to any such thing lest 

they bring themselves under judgmait as we have done for it is contrary to the law of the first 

covenant and contrary to the testimony of the gospel

In his preamble to his testimony, Hutchinson recalled his reasons for seeking out 

Friends and his eventual convincement by Edward Burrough, one o f the first Quaker 

preachers in Ireland:

The Lord’s people must be separated fi’om the vsackedness, vanity and unrighteous customs of the 

world which is unpleasing unto God and that people in all ages was to live out of them and walk in 

those things which may be well pleasing unto him....and truly Friends in the days of my youth I 

longed to meet with such a people as before [ ] and after some years in these Lord’s time He was 

pleased to send his servant Edward Burrough who through the demonstration of the spirit and power 

of God preached Christ Jesus to be the light of the word and lightens every man that comes into the 

world according to the testimony of the holy scriptures and then my mind was informed and the eye 

of my understanding opened and being turned from darkness into light I trusted and felt of the 

spring of life springing in my heart to the great refreshment of my soul which flows from God the 

fountain of life and I found these people called Quakers to be the Lord’s redeemed people who he 

had gathered and separated from the world....^®

Friends fellowship contained instructions for the remarriage o f widowed women 

that ensured that the children o f the first marriage were well provided for;

And all widows that have children and do intaid to marry, let quwy be made what she have done for 

her children, if there be no will, then let such part of her last or late husband’s estate be set out for 

her children as is equal and according to truth and what they can do more afterwards let them do 

also and where there is a will made, let those legacies and portiwis be improved and secured (before 

marriage) for the children of the deceased with what more they can do for them and then when these 

things are done, let them be recorded in a book at the next GenCTal meeting.*'

When John Humphries o f  Wexford intended to marry a widow in 1673, the Province 

meeting o f Leinster was careful to assure the material future o f his step-children:

James and Mary Hutchinson give a testimony about their daughter, p. 244. 
ibid., p. 244.
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Whereas John Humphries does present to this meeting his intentirai of marrying of Jerenemy [sic] 

Clarke, widow, being both o f the county of Wexford do take care to make a fiill enquiry whetho" the 

said parties are clear and what provision has been made for her former children and also to enquire 

about a will that is were anyone entrusted for the childrai and goods and to see that all things are 

clear upon that account and also that the men’s meeting nominate two persons that may give an 

account in writing to the next general meeting of their intentions.

[this has been sought into but what has been done is not fiilly satisfactory to Friends in relation to 

the part of goods belonging to the youngest child and it is desired that the same may be folly secured 

by bond of him and another sufficient man or Friends to have the goods in possession before the 

marriage be accomplished]

Humphries had to give assurances that his youngest step-child would receive her 

inheritance or give the goods to the meeting before his marriage could take place. The 

meeting recorded that everything was satisfactory because his accoimt o f the matter was 

forwarded to them:

It’s desired that Friends of Wexford county get good security from John Humphries and another 

sufficient man to secure that of the goods belonging to the youngest child of Jerenemy Clarke or 

else deliver the goods in the possession of Friends before the marriage be accomplished and to give 

an account to the general meeting, [done]

There is evidence that in the Irish meeting system exceptional precautions were 

taken with regard to marriage permissions. The Dublin men’s meeting suggested to the 

Leinster Province meeting that couples seeking permission to marry should only need to 

petition the Province meeting once rather than twice; couples found that two journeys to 

the Province meetings was burdensome. The Province meeting rejected their suggestions, 

stating:

Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit, f  3.
At the General meeting at Athy the 24'* o f  the 3'^ month 1673 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week 

meeting, Q.M.l, A1,4B, f  17.)
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...we profess this is to signify that here is come before us an agreement drawn up and agreed upon 

amongst you about presenting of marriages which we perceive was done in haste whereby the 

simple intention of many comes to be betrayed to the grieving of the righteous spirit in those that 

loves the Lord the prosperity of his [righteous] truth and the unity of the brethrai and therefore we 

exhort you all in the bowels of love watch over the hasty spirit let it have no place in any of you.... 

the contrary minded do haste to bring to pass that which satisfies themselves though thereby they 

do endanger rents, strifes and divisions and therefore keep out of consulting about things tending to 

the altering of anything which is done at the Goieral meeting in the counsel of God for we are of 

you and you of us one body and Christ our head and we have need of the help of one anotho- and 

there is to be no rents but entireness and unity among brethren... '̂*

The members o f the Leinster Province meeting asserted that the present method o f  

dealing with marriages did not need to be changed and that change would not be in keeping 

with their judgment which was guided by the spirit o f God:

as to our former proceedings in matters of marriage we have found good in it and the power and 

presence of God along with us and his good spirit to give us an understanding in things wherein his 

truth is concerned so we have no reason to alter the manner of our former proceedings for the people 

formerly when they invented new ways and went from that in which the Lord was found to be with 

them then they became dark and therefore Friaids let us keep in that where we have the Lord’s 

power and presence that we may be unanimous and entire a complete body to glorify God in our 

day.”

The meeting members also encouraged Friends from Dublin to come to the next Province 

meeting to discuss the matter so that unity and accord could be maintained:

But if any man or woman be unsatisfied therein let them count it their dufy to come to the next 

General meeting and declare what is in their mind that so as brethren and members of one body we 

may all be helpful to one another to our edification and so keep together in the bond of love life and

At the General meeting at Athy the 24'  ̂o f the 3'^ month 1673, f  18.
To the men and women’s meetings in Dublin (1674) (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six week meeting, 

Q.M.I, A1,4B, £ 28.)
”  ibid., f  28.
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peace in the Lord and to that end here under is drawn up how all Friends in this province are to 

proceed in the presentation of marriages.’®

However, the Province meeting reiterated the correct procedure o f two visits to 

their meeting:

Let both the man and the woman present themselves in person to their own meeting and signify their 

intention of marriage by word of mouth and when that meeting has takai a time to make enquiry 

amongst themselves and find no cause to obstruct it let them certify the same when the persons 

come to present thanselves the first time to this meeting to signify their said intentions and after this 

meeting has taken time to make full enquiry and that all certificates are come let then the pCTSons 

present themselves to this meeting the second time...*’

Only in special circumstances could the Province meeting make exceptions to their 

imderstanding o f procedure:

But if any disabilify o f body or any other sufficient cause does appear to their meeting that they 

cannot come to the general meeting at the first or second time or both times let their meeting 

certifies the same to us that if we see it meet we may allow of their not coming as formerly we have 

done which the persons can and we doubt not will testify so that none can justly complain of being 

oppressed by us of this meeting.

It is desired that Robert Turner read this paper in the next men’s and women’s meeting in Dublin.** 

In the following year, 1675, the Dublin meeting appealed to the Province meeting 

to allow Friends in Dublin to attend only once. In support o f this Anthony Sharp wrote:

...and now as touching marriages, we know it is the practice of Friends in England, though some 

have weakly said in opposition to us that Friends in England may take us for a pattern in Ireland. 

They go not to the country or Quarterly meetings with marriages if the lesser men and women’s 

meeting can end it. It was agreed in our men’s meeting by unanimous consent of all at the men’s 

meeting that after any presentation of marriage and serious examination thereof that care should be

** To the men and women’s meetings in Dublin (1674), f  28.
”  ibid., f  28.
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taken not (without cause) to hinder or prolong a speedy inquiry concerning them lest anything 

appear against it, before their assertion are too much entangled and if nothing appear against them 

when certificate come of their clearness where their residence of late have been with their parents 

and relations consent; that thai it should be sent by them to the Provincial meeting, where Friends 

was still to adjudge of what was done and fiirthCT to advise about it and if thwe was need they 

should go more times as need required if no need this meeting concluded once was sufficient.

By 1678 the Province meeting noted, at its meeting at Rosenailis on the 4* o f the 3̂** 

month:

In regard of the desire o f Dublin meeting to have leave to pass such marriages as they find clear and 

not bring those to this meeting, it has been considered llilly through this meeting and in general, it is 

fi"eely granted but to satisfy some who would have G.[eorge] Fox to have the hearing. It is thCTefore 

concluded that if he does not like that Dublin meeting should have that grant continued that then the 

presentations of Dublin marriages are to return in the former course. It is intended that what shall be 

written to George about it must be from this meeting.*®

As Sharp’s letter indicates. Friends who Uved in Ireland maintained contact with 

their relatives and the meeting system in England. The Province meeting at Rosenailis in 

1671 investigated the uprightness of a couple who expressed intention to marry. One o f the 

betrothed was an English Friend and the Rosenailis meeting sought information on his 

behaviour in England:

Richard Holcombe [sic] and Sarah Holmes having acquainted Friends with their intention of 

marriage it is desired that Francis Randal! and John Totinham write to his parents and relaticxis in 

England to know their willingness to the thing and also to write to the meeting in England 

whereunto he did belong to make enquiry whether he be clear from all other women and to give an

To the men and women's meetings in Dublin (1674), f  29.
Anthony Sharp, Letter to Patrick Levyston, dated Dublin 27'^ o f the 9"’ month 1675 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, 

SI, ff 85-6). Richard Greaves mistakenly suggests that in 1675 Anthony Sharp and the Dublin meeting 
sought to keep marriage consent within the confines of the Dublin meeting without any recourse to the 
Province meeting of Leinster. By 1678 this was the case as Greaves further explained. Richard Greaves, 
Dublin’s merchant Quaker: Anthony Sharp and the community o f  Friends, 1643-1707 (Stanford, 1998), pp 
165-6.
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account to us and they and Elizabeth Cuppage and Mary Randall to acquaint Thomas Holmes’s wife 

with the thing and know her willingness to it and also to make enquiry in the men’s and women’s 

meeting whether she be clear from all other men and to give and account thereof to our next General 

meeting.*'

Friends had added to the meeting book that their enquiries were satisfactory;

[The parents of both parties have certified their consents and Friends of the meeting in England 

where Richard Holcombe belonged unto have also certified that they have made aiquiry concerning 

Rich.[ard] Holcombe and do not find but that he is clear as to any other woman. Fra.[ncis] Randall 

and John Totinham certified that enquiry was made in the men’s and women’s meeting in the county 

of Wexford and found Sarah Holme clear as to what Friends desire of them and so Friends here are 

satisfied therewith...]*^

The version o f Friends fellowship found in Ireland listed thirteen regulations, the 

last two o f which concern the solving of differences between Friends and living modestly 

and within one’s means:

and if there happen any difference betwixt Friend and Friend of any matter and if it can not be ended 

before the General meeting then let half a dozen friends from the General meeting be ordered to 

hear it and put a speedy end thereto that justice may be speedily done that no differences may rest or 

remain among any and let your General meeting be once in six weeks and to be appointed at such 

place as may be most convenient for the most of friends to meet together in so that the house may be 

clearer of all that is contrary to purity virtue light life and power of God so that friends may not be 

one another’s sorrow and frouble but one anothCT’s joy and crown in the Lord and all friends see that 

your children be trained up in the fear of the Lord in soberness and holiness righteousness and 

temperance meekness gentleness and lowliness and moderation and modest in apparel and carriage 

and so to exhort your children and families in the truth that the Lord may be glorified in all your

The General men's meeting at Rosenallis o f  the 3"  ̂month 1678 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or Six 
week meeting, Q.M.l, A1,4B, f  64.)

At the General men’s meeting at Rosenallis the 24'*' o f  the 9** month 1671 (F.H.L.D., Leinster Province or 
Six week meeting, Q.M.l, A1,4B, if 10-11) 

ibid., f  11.
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families and teach your children whai they are young then they will remember it when they are old 

according to Solomon so that your children may be a blessing unto you and not a curse.®^

This concern with superfluity even extended to the representation o f the grave 

because Friends had begun the practice of marking graves with boards. The Province 

meeting at Ballyhagan on the 8* o f the 6* month 1674 declared that:

whereas it has been the custom of some Friends to put up boards at the ends of graves in Friends 

burying places with figures to show the times of burial on purpose that Friends’s bodies should not 

be dug up until they be sufficiently consumed and where as such boards may here after tend to 

superstition and idolatry as making crosses or several ... therefore it is the desire of Friends here 

after the reasons aforesaid that Friaids do forbear to put the boards or such like things at the ends of 

any graves whatsoever.^

A paper o f condemnation by Thomas Head o f Lurgan in 1674 for making an altar for the 

papists noted Quaker distaste at the practice: ‘and now I do bear my testimony against 

your idolatrous worship which is abomination in the sight o f the living God and a stink in 

his nostrils where upon 1 do return the money back again being the wages o f  

unrighteousness the some o f £3.’^̂

The men’s Monthly meeting at Moate in 1686 reassured the Half year’s meeting 

and the Province meeting that they adhered to the advice from these meetings regarding 

plain clothing and superfluities and that they nominated two overseers from the meeting to 

ensure compliance.“  The intention of the Province meeting was reiterated at the Moate 

men’s meeting later that year:

George Fox, Friends fellowship must be in the spirit (P.R.O.N.I., Lurgan meeting house, 1632-1768, 
Record book 1, Mic 16/29b, p. 261) Joan Kendall has traced the development of a distinctive type of Quaker 
dress. See, Joan Kendall, ‘The development of a distinctive form of Quaker dress’ in Costume, xix (1985), pp 
58-74
^  From our Province men’s meeting at Ballyhagan the 8“̂ o f  the 6‘*' month 1674 (P.R.O.N.I., Lurgan meeting 
house, 1632-1768, Record book I, Mic I6/29b, p. 242)

paper o f  condemnation by Thomas Head fo r  making an altar for the papists (P.R.O.N.L, Lurgan meeting 
house, 1632-1768, Record book 1, Mic 16/29b, p. 245)
^  At the men’s meeting at Moate 4'  ̂o f  the 6"’ month [1686] (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV A l, 
8c, f. 32 v)
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It being desired by the Province meeting that the good order of Friaids should be pursued by every 

particular meeting to see that Friends keep in the order of truth in every thing, in trading, in 

household stuflfe, in behaviour and in every thing as in whidi the hcmour of God and his blessed 

truth is concerned and therefore it is desired that Jdin Gee and James Wasly visit Friaids to see how 

it is with them in relation to what is mentioned and intended and give an account thereof..*’

At the Lisburn monthly meeting, held in John Greer’s house, Friends were appointed to 

talk to parents or individuals who were not adhering to the tenet o f  plain dress:

Friends having in consideration the evil excess in putting on of apparel which after the fashions of 

the vain mind and evil customs of the unstable world that never is satisfied but toids rather to the 

pride of mind Friends have appointed Alexander Willey and John Holden and John Combs, Richard 

Boyse [and] Thomas SquiCT with any other Friend that may have it in their mind to speak to any 

parents or parties that do apparel themselves disorderly or what becomes no the profession of truth 

and if any will not be advised by Friaids to return around to our next meeting at Jacob Hancock’s 

appointed by this meeting to draw up a paper against Sarah Bell to clear truth of her evil doing and 

send it to our meeting before the Province meeting. **

Local meetings sometimes issued epistles in protest against unseemly behaviour. A 

testimony given out at the men’s meeting o f the people o f God (in scorn) called Quakers in 

Dublin, in 1682 was a lengthy warning ‘to all those who make any profession to be the said 

people and walk disorderly’.®’ It declared:

We do see to our grief that several who have been convinced and have frequented our meetings for 

several years and are reckoned by the world to be of us do not come to walk in obedience to the 

Lord nor according to the light and grace of God which they profess to be their leader....thwefore 

we do find it our duty for clearing our consciences in the sight of God and also for removing the 

stumbling blocks out of the way of the simple: first to declare unto all people that we do bear our 

testimony against all ungodly, impure and unholy practices in any people whatsoever name or

At the men’s meeting at Moate 19̂ *' o f  the 11'  ̂ month [1686] (F.H.L.D., Moate, 1667(80)-1731, MM IV 
A 1, 8c, f  34 v)

At our men’s and women’s meeting at John Greer’s this 11'^ o f  the /*' month 1996/7 (P.R.O.N.I., Lisburn 
Monthly meeting 1675-1735 (LBM 1/1) Mic 16/7, f  29)
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profession they be under but more especially in those who profess the same living truth with us 

which admits no impurity secondly we do...warn admonish and exhort (in a genwal way) all the 

same profession with us who are found in such disordCTly practices....thirdly we do testify unto all 

such persons that if they will not amend their lives but continue and persist in such disorderly and 

unsuitable practices and continue coming among us to the causing of the blessed truth to be 

reproached and those who walk in it to be scandalised. We intend to take particular notice of them 

and shall deal with them according to truth and if they will not be reformed to deny them and their 

actions, that so none may shelter themselves under the profession of the truth which we hold forth to 

cheat, cozen or deceive in their converse or dealing among men, to practise excess in drinking or to 

do any other wicked acts which are an abomination to the Lord and us his people.™

Interaction between the Province meetings and the Half year’s meeting is apparent 

in an epistle from the Province men’s meeting in Cork in 1679 to the Half year’s meeting 

in response to an earlier epistle. The Half year’s meeting sent epistles to London giving a 

general statement o f the faithfulness o f Friends in Ireland. However it was also a 

representative meeting which drew members from all the Province meetings so that a sense 

o f the state o f the local Quaker communities could be assessed.

This epistle demonstrates the emphasis on cohesion that the meeting system 

developed. The Cork meeting used the term ‘fellowship’ and accepted its role, as Fox saw 

it in his epistle, as a meeting which emphasised discipline for the local meetings (in the 

following extract these are called Particular meetings):

In the blessed fellowship of the gospel of peace in which the true unity stands we dearly salute you 

hereby signifying that we received your epistle of the 11“' of the 9* month last and observe the great 

care therein for the church’s welfare that all things might be kept sweet savoury and in good and 

holy order in all the assemblies of God’s people that his name therein might be glorified and his 

precious heart prosper and be of good report among the children of men. Your care and 

circumspection we dearly own and have unity with and in a sense of the blessed truth do truly desire

Testimony given out at the men's meeting o f the people o f  God (in scorn) called Quakers in Dublin 20“̂ o f  
the 4'^ month 1682 (F.H.L.D., Portfolio 8, B 27, n.p.)
™ Testimony given out at the m en’s meeting o f the people o f  God (in scorn) called Quakers in Dublin 20'* o f  
the 4'^ month 1682 (F.H.L.D., Portfolio 8, B 27, n.p.)
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in all diligence we may be kept and preserved not only to watch over our own hearts that our 

conversations may adorn the gospel but also that we may watch over one another for good in the 

fear of the Lord that if possible nothing may enter that may defile the garden of the Lord^'

The Province meeting continued;

And now dear Friends we shall give you all what progress we have made towards the answering 

your desires and method we have preceded in for the reforming those things that may be amiss not 

only in the particulars which you represented in your epistle but in any other thing that may be 

creeping in to bring hurt and defilement among the people of the Lord7^

Their concern was about the testimonies o f  Friends against their payment o f tithes 

and with honesty in business:

We did nominate fit persons of every particular meeting of the Province to make particular enquiry 

how Friends who are concerned in tithes and paying priests did stand in their testimonies that the 

faithful might be encouraged and those that did not keep up their testimony admonished to 

faithfulness for the future also that enquiry should be particularly made into frioids dealings 

whether any dealt beyond their abilities and thereby be constrained to break their promises in their 

payments of money and endanger running behind hand so far as not to be able to pay their debts and 

whether any in employing people to work for them did instead of money pay them goods not 

bargained for and whetho" friends that are shopkeepers within the compass of truth instilling only 

such goods that truth did allow of and as for what relates to selling of lands we never heard of any 

complaint and so hope things are not amiss in that respect and as we have desired particular enquiry 

how friends have fared in these things we have returns from most meetings that particular enquiry 

has been made and where unfaithfulness have been found they have been admonished insomuch that 

we hope it will have a good effect and as we have began we shall continue our care in these things 

that truth over all may be exalted -  we have sent an account o f sufferings of Friends in this province 

by those friends that goes to the Half year’s meeting 7̂

From the Province men’s meeting in Cork the 3Cf̂  o f the 2 ^  month 1679 to the next Half year’s meeting 
(F.H.L.D, Cork testimonies and epistles, 1673-1724, QM II FI, f  22.)

ibid., f  22.
”  ibid., ff 22-23.
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Minutes and advice from the National and Province meetings between 1671 and 

1723 were compiled into a record book by the Wicklow meeting. '̂* There were few epistles 

recorded from the 1670s and the 1680s, generally concerning advice on how to deal with 

lawsuits, an extensive epistle on fashions, trading, the issue of falling into debt and the 

1687 and 1688 meetings on tailors. However for the 1690s, there were numerous epistles 

recorded concerning Friends running into excess in the world, ostentatious burials, plain 

food, deportment, advice on appropriate household decoration. An epistle from 1695 called 

on Friends use the Quaker method of calling the days o f the week by numbers rather than 

names. The profusion of epistles for the 1690s mirrors the increasing concern at that time 

about the failure of members of the communities to adhere to the outward testimonies to 

Quaker belief.

In the case of Ireland the local evidence confirms that the Quaker meeting structure 

there was based on advice given by Fox in his 1668 epistle and the faithful adherence of 

Friends to this ensured that the Irish Quaker communities were still sectarian by 1700. The 

issue of separate women’s meetings, which were at the heart o f the schismatics’ dissent, 

exemplifies this paradox; that the Quaker meetings could be both organised and sectarian. 

This will be the subject of the next two chapters.

See Minutes and advices o f  the National and Province meetings, 1671-1723 (F.H.L.D., Wicklow I67I- 
1729, MM vii A1 9c)
”  ibid., f. 30.
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Chapter 6

The theological justification for women preaching and meeting in the Quaker

community, 1666-1701.

This chapter discusses the theological justifications for women’s meetings, which were 

criticised by dissident Quakers, to highlight the extent of Irish Quaker acceptance of central 

discipline. The basis for this chapter is a study of Margaret Fell’s theological justification for 

women preaching and the fiirther development of this, by George Fox, to extend women’s role 

from preaching into ministering in the community. This will culminate in an examination of 

writings in defence of women preachers and women’s meetings by three leading Irish Quakers; 

Anthony Sharp, John Banks and William Edmondson.

In early Quakerism, key verses from St Paul’s epistles were reinterpreted to justify 

women preaching and their organisational or business meetings and these verses were woven 

together to provide a synthesis o f biblical exegesis which defined Quaker behaviour. Chapter 

four introduced the controversy over women’s separate business meetings and their role in 

assessing suitability for marriage: dissident Quakers felt it bestowed unjustifiable authority upon 

women. Friends in Ireland were aware o f the dissent and the discussion of Anthony Sharp’s 

leadership on this issue in chapter four showed that Friends remained loyal to Fox’s leadership 

and followed Quaker orthodoxy on these issues. Sharp defended the right of women to preach 

in meetings in a series of letters and conversations with William Joseph, a Catholic. However 

Sharp’s response appears much less egalitarian towards women in tone and content than Fox in 

his epistles, a trait found in other writings by Friends in Ireland such as William Edmondson. 

This developing disparity between Fox’s views and those of Friends in Ireland will be 

examined, particularly their emphasis on women as weaker vessels, yet it will also be argued
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that travelling ministers from England gave encouragement to women’s business meetings in 

Ireland through the visits and epistles which they wrote to them.

Before business meetings for men and women were established by Fox in 1667, Friends’s 

meetings were either large gatherings to prophesy and to convince, or silent meetings for 

worship for already convinced Friends. In common with other Interregnum sects, Quakerism 

afforded women a role as prophets and in the meetings for worship, any individual, male or 

female, could contribute as the spirit led them.' Quakers believed in a restored relationship with 

God which included a new role for women as active participants telling of a new covenant. The 

old covenant in the time of the Law had been replaced by the new covenant in the time of the 

Gospel and Friends drew their sense of identity and ideals o f behaviour from the early church. 

Their sense of the imminence of Christ’s coming was witnessed through prophecy because they 

believed that they were led by the spirit to make manifest this message. The right o f women to 

prophesy or preach in meetings for worship or at the market-place had been defended by 

Friends since the 1650s because it was an issue which provoked derision amongst Divines.^ The 

theology o f these tracts was examined by Catherine WUcox who isolated particular biblical 

verses which Friends challenged in order to defend women’s right to preach.^ These verses are 

explored by Margaret Fell, in her 1666 pamphlet Women’s speaking justified where she 

eloquently confirmed Quaker egalitarian theology for women preaching.

' H. Walker, The conception o f  a  ministry in the Quaker movement, Ph.D., University o f Edinburgh (1952), p. 
101 .
 ̂ Women preachers were defended by male and female Friends in the 1650s: see Richard Famworth, A woman 

forbidden to speak (1655), George Fox, The woman learning in silence (1656), Priscilla Cotton and Mary Cole, 
To the priests and people o f  England (1655) and The saints’s testimony (1655).
 ̂ Catherine Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry in seventeenth century English Quakerism: handmaids o f  

//je Lorrf (New York, 1995), pp 191-223.
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Written during her long imprisonment in Lancaster Castle between August 1664 and June 

1668, it was a major defence o f women preaching written by a Quaker woman.'' Her arguments 

for women speaking suggested that Quaker women, who were in the spirit and thus in the 

Restored state o f the new covenant with God, were exempt from the prohibitions o f the Pauline 

verses by virtue o f  this new relationship with God.  ̂ She acknowledged the controversy which 

women speaking has engendered:

whereas it has been an objection in the minds of many, and several times has been objected by the clergy, 

or ministers and others, against women’s speaking in the church. And so consequently may be taken that 

they are condemned for meddling in the things of God.®

The verses which opponents forwarded as proof that women should not preach were 

from St Paul’s first epistle to Corinthians: 1 Co 14:34-35 Let your women keep silence in the 

churches: fo r it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under 

obedience, as also saith the law. And if  they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at 

home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church and from his first epistle to Timothy: 

1 Ti 2:11,12 Let the woman learn in silence in all subjection. But I suffer not a woman to 

teach, nor to usurp authority over the man but to be in silence. Fell argued that they had

* Elaine Hobby, Virtue o f necessity: English women's writings, 1649-88 (London, 1988), p. 45. Elaine Hobby 
has commented that Women's speaking justified was wrongly described as the first radical statement of a 
woman's right to speak. She argued that Priscilla Cotton and Mary Cole wrote two pamphlets in 1655 which 
argue against the usual exegesis of Corinthians: To the priests and people o f England and The saints’s 
testimony. However it can be argued that Women's speaking justified was the first tract written to defend women 
preaching specifically. See also Hobby’s article on women prophets in the Quaker sect: Elaine Hobby, 
‘Handmaids of the Lord and Mothers in Israel: early vindications of Quaker women’s prophecy’ in Thomas 
Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f Quaker writing: dissenting literature in seventeenth- 
century England (London, 1995), pp 88-98.
 ̂Elaine Hobby argued that Quaker women’s defence of a women’s right to preach was limited and not radical. 

She asserted that their approach was ‘consistent with the task of acting as “mothers in Israel” that Post- 
Restoration Quaker women were supposed to undertake’ and that women Friends accepted that only some 
women could speak and even then only in certain circumstances. Hobby, ‘Handmaids of the Lord and Mothers 
in Israel’, pp 90-1. It can be argued, however, that in terms of seventeenth-century social norms for women’s 
role in society, the Quaker exegesis allowing women to preach was indeed radical.
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misinterp'eted Paul’s intentions in their reading of the Scriptures and proceeded to portray the 

Quaker hterpretation of Genesis, where before the Fall men and women were created in the 

image of God: ‘here God joins them together in his own image, and makes no such distinctions 

and di£Fe*ences as men do; for though they be weak, he is strong.”  She drew into her creation 

argumen: from Genesis, a verse from Corinthians; 2 Co 12:9 My Grace is sufficient fo r  thee: 

fo r  my strength is made perfect in weakness, thus imdermining her opponents’ reading of Paul 

with this supportive verse while using it to argue that it was God not man who empowered 

women 1o act through his Grace. This verse was the cornerstone of Quaker belief concerning 

women’s status in the church: it supported seventeenth century beliefs that women were 

weaker than men yet showed that God’s Grace was sufiBcient to transform them.

Fell argued that God did not put discord between men and women after the Fall but 

rather between the woman and the serpent. Referring to Ge 3:15 I  will put enmity between thee 

and the woman.... Fell reinterpreted this as a division between the seed of the women and the 

seed of the serpent so that ‘those that speak against the women and her seed speaking, speak 

out of the enmity of the old serpents seed’, thus bringing into her argument the Quaker concept 

o f ever> individual being blessed with the seed of God in the post-lapsarian new covenant. * 

Linking this previously problematic text with a verse from Paul to the Galatians, she again 

offered alternative verses from Paul which were supportive o f women. She quoted from Gal 

4:4,5, saying that God fulfilled his promise to send his son to redeem those under the Law but 

that the Saviour was made o f a woman. Allied to this, she felt, were His references to His 

church as a woman through the words He inspired the prophets to write: ‘thus much may 

prove, that the Church of Christ is a woman; and those that speak against the woman’s

* Margaret Fell, Women's speaking justified  (1666), in Christine Trevett (ed.). Women's speaking justified and 
other seventeenth century Quaker writings about women (London, 1989), p. 4.
’ Fell, Women's speaking justified, p. 4.
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speaking, speak against the Church of Christ, and the seed of the woman, which is the seed of 

Christ”

Further defending the right to preach. Fell gave examples from the Gospels of women as 

messengers and believers of the word of God; the Samaritan woman at the well (Jn 4), Martha 

(Jn 11) and the women who told of the Resurrection (Mt 28).'® Of most importance was the 

last example; ‘what had become of the redemption of the whole body of mankind, if they had 

not believed the message that the Lord Jesus sent by these women, of and concerning his 

Resurrection?’" Turning fuU circle to the verses from Corinthians which were generally not 

supportive of women preaching. Fell explained that 1 Co 14:35, i f  they will learn anything, let 

them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church, was 

pertaining only to women who were under the Law and so referred to those who were not in 

the new covenant. She asserted that Pauline verses explaining that a woman who prayed or 

prophesied with her head uncovered was dishonouring herself (1 Co 11;5,13), proved that in 

some instances Paul must have approved women preaching.

Her exegesis of 1 Ti 2:9-12 (that women must wear modest apparel and must not usurp 

authority over men) suggested that Paul was referring to the marriage relationship because he 

mentioned Adam and Eve, rather than referring to the behaviour of women in the church.'^ This 

was a departure from the contemporary interpretation of these verses which viewed women to 

be subject to men after the Fall; Quaker writers usually viewed Eve as usurping God’s authority 

in this case not man’s, as Catherine Wilcox has shown.'^ She has argued that Fell was, in effect, 

offering a unique interpretation of these verses by her suggestion that it related to marriage:

* ibid.. p. 5.
 ̂ ibid., p. 6.

Fell, Women’s speaking justified, pp 6-7. See also Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry, p. 222, where she 
gave examples of other Friends who also used these verses as evidence for women preaching.
“ ibid., p. 8.

Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry, p. 209.
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Fell thought that only ungodly women must be in subjection to their husbands because her 

exegesis centred on Paul’s call for women to wear modest clothing, suggesting to her that these 

women were not behaving as godly women should:

but he was exhorting them from broidered hair, gold and pearls, and costly array; and such are not to 

usurp authority over the man, but to learn in silence with all subjection, as it becomes women professing 

godliness with good works*'*

Thus Fell undermined arguments against women preaching by radically reinterpreting the 

emphasis which she perceived in the text. She considered others of being guilty of 

misrepresenting these difficult verses; ‘And how are the men of this generation blinded, that 

bring these Scriptures, and pervert the Apostle’s words, and corrupt his intent in speaking of 

them?” ’ Bonnelyn Kimze has argued that Women’s speaking justified and other similar works 

showed that ‘in theory at least, the seed [of the inner light] democratised the Quaker fellowship 

and smashed through the political and religious restraints placed upon women”* The 

application of this egalitarian theology in reality and in relation to Friends in Ireland, will be 

examined in the next chapter on the evolution of women’s meetings in Ireland.

Fell’s Women’s speaking justified defended the right to preach but not the right to hold 

business meetings but Fox published an epistle calling Friends to establish women’s meetings 

also in 1666.'^ By 1669, Fell had married George Fox and, during his time in America in the 

1670s, she defended the women’s meeting system from Friends who were against the 

unchallenged authority which the meetings implicitly bestowed. George Fox’s writings on the

ibid., pp 206-8.
Fell, Women's speaking justified, p. 10.
ibid., p. 10.
Bonnelyn Kunze, Margaret Fell and the rise o f  Quakerism (London, 1994), pp 19-20. Wilcox would argue 

that the inner light was a term which developed in the 1670s.
George Fox, An exhortation to set up women's meetings (1666) in Christine Trevett (ed.). Women's speaking 

justified and other seventeenth century Quaker writings about women (London, 1989), pp 19-20.
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subject of women’s meetings intensified during this decade in response to Quaker and anti- 

Quaker polemic. Fox’s 1671 epistle to all the women’s meetings was prepared in London while 

Margaret Fell was with him but it has been a matter of debate as to who influenced whom on 

the matter of meetings for women: did Margaret Fell have a major role in the development of 

the epistles advising on the subject of women’s meetings or did Fox devise these with 

secondary support from his wife?

Bonnelyn Kunze has attempted to draw Fell more firmly into the setting up of meetings: 

she placed her in the front line of opposition to the Quaker schismatics and stated that her 

behaviour was seen as an addition to Fox’s assumed leadership and was equally resented.'* This 

approach has been criticised by H. Larry Ingle who averred that Women's speaking justified did 

not discuss the role of women ministers in the church but rather their right to preach - it was 

equally possible for him that Fell was following Fox’s thinking as much as he was influenced by 

hers.” Ingle did agree that Fell demonstrated herself to be the defender of the women’s 

meetings in the North, especially when Fox was in America in the early 1670s, and that she 

sought to move the meetings towards the organisation of family structxores such as marriage 

clearance.^® Fell may well have been pivotal to the maintenance of the meetings in times of 

disagreement but an incident in Bristol in 1671 showed that women were directly inspired by 

Fox’s epistles.

By November 1671 the women in Bristol had acted on Fox’s 1671 epistle by setting up 

their own Monthly meeting for business. Certainly epistles encouraging the setting up of

'* Kunze, Margaret Fell, p. 151.
H. Larry Ingle, First among Friends: George Fox and the creation o f  Quakerism (Oxford, 1994), p. 349. 

Ingle stated that Kunze has implied that Fox and Fell were together in Lancaster prison shortly before Fox wrote 
the 1666 epistle and that Fell influenced him. He did not think that Fell and Fox were together at this point, 

ibid., p. 255.
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Monthly meetings for business were circulated in other areas at this time.^’ Isabel Yeamens, a 

daughter of Margaret Fell, was involved with this new departure in Bristol and it caused 

considerable ire amongst the men because the men’s meeting was not consulted.^^ Amongst 

those who opposed these actions was William Rogers, whose writings and actions over this and 

other matters related to Fox’s leadership were discussed in chapter four.“  The women stated in 

their defence that they had merely acted on Fox’s epistle which the men had sent to them. '̂' 

Their Monthly meeting was suppressed temporarily by the men’s meeting after the women 

referred the decision to them and its future was to be decided by the men and women in unity. 

This shows that despite the egalitarian nature o f Quaker theology, Friends were conscious of 

structure and that the acquiescence of the men’s meetings was necessary for decisions. What 

worried the Bristol men’s meeting was the sudden motivation which the women had displayed; 

clearly the 1671 epistle had inspired them beyond the message of Fell’s Women’s speaking 

justified.

Fox’s chosen method of ministering was through epistles which characterised written 

Quaker communication to communities and were modelled on the epistles written by St. Paul in 

the New Testament. In the epistle written in 1671 Fox justified the role o f the women’s 

business meetings through his interpretation of Pauline theology.^* He exhorted women to: 

‘take possession of that which you are heirs o f  referring here to their inheritance in the second 

covenant.^* Quakers believed that they lived in a new relationship or a new covenant with God.

Arnold Lloyd, Quaker Social History, 1669-1738 (London, 1950), p. 112. He referred to an epistle in The 
book fo r  the women's meeting fo r  Swarthmore, Hawkshead and Cartmel Meetings fo r  truth's service, 1671- 
1700.

Ingle, First among Friends, p. 253.
See chapter four on church government.
Ingle, First among Friends, p. 253.
George Fox, ‘To all the women’s meetings that are believers in the truth’ in A collection o f  many select and 

Christian epistles o f  George Fox, ed. Thomas Ellwood (London, 1698), Epistle 291. This epistle was written in 
1671 but entered under the year 1672 in this collection.

Fox, Epistles, Epistle 291, p. 323.
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Various aspects from the &st covenant were replaced through the second covenant - the 

priesthood of one tribe (the Jews) became the priesthood of all believers. Quakers believed that 

men and women were restored to their state before the FaU by the second covenant, which was 

evident in Fell’s Women’s speaking justified.

According to Fox, this restored the relationship between man and woman to that of 

‘helps meet’ or help mate to one another.^’ Another example which Fox used in the 1671 

epistle was the mutual relationship between Abraham and Sarah which signalled for Friends the 

equality which was restored to the male-female relationship.^* With the biblical precedent of 

female disciples, Fox suggested the legitimacy of female participation in the spreading of the 

Gospel and he stated clearly in this epistle that: ‘women are to take up the cross daily and 

follow Christ daily as well as the men’.̂ ’ Like Fell, he drew attention to the role played by Mary 

Magdalen as the first preacher of Christ's Resurrection - the act which made the second 

covenant possible. The use o f this example was particularly potent because Mary Magdalen 

was not believed by the male disciples when she told of Christ’s Resurrection -  ‘as some 

nowadays cannot [believe]’ remarked Fox.

During this time of the theological restoration, Quakers who were convinced by the light 

were to preach and to guide and Fox called on the older Quaker women to lead as the elder 

men and women did in Scriptures. He regarded their guidance as a duty, for he stated that those 

women entrusted; ‘have a stewardship, and must give account of their stewardship to the 

Lord.’̂  ̂ Their account of their work was represented through the women’s epistles. Fox

”  ibid., p. 323. 
ibid., p. 323.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 291, p. 323. 
ibid., p. 323. 
ibid., p. 323. 
ibid., p. 323.
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defended the ministering by women with his reference to the believing wife who sanctified her 

unbelieving husband through her faith, and this prompted him to ask:

Who is the speaker and who is the hearer? Surely such a women is permitted to speak, and to work the 

works of God, and to make a member in the Church; and then as an Elder, to oversee that they walk 

according to the order of the Gospel^^

This last sentence moved his argument beyond that of Fell’s because he was suggesting 

that women should watch over the behaviour o f others. The term to ‘walk as becomes the 

Gospel order’ was a Quaker expression, which emphasised the correct way to behave within 

the community; its opposite was to ‘run out’ of the truth. Fox placed the foimdation of

women’s meetings firmly in Christ and adhering to these meetings was part o f the Gospel 

order. The Quaker community developed a ‘Gospel order’ because it inspired an understanding 

of each individual as an important and contributing part of the whole even when contributing in 

a negative sense when transgressing this order. The carefijl admonition of those straying was 

the care o f the elder women or the mothers o f a spiritual Israel as Fox called them.

The term ‘mother in Israel’, taken from Jdg 5:7: 1 Deborah arose, that I  arose a mother 

in Israel, linked seventeenth century women in the second covenant with their biblical sisters in 

the first. Fell referred to Deborah in Women’s speaking justified, but did not make a specific 

reference to her as a mother in Israel. '̂* Judith Kegan Gardiner remarked that Fell repeatedly 

held Old Testament women, such as Deborah and Miriam, as models for Friends.^^ Just as the 

adoption of the personae of male prophets by Quaker women in the 1650s allowed them to

”  ibd., p. 324.
Fell, Women's speaking justified, p. 12. For a discussion of Margaret Fell and the implications of her role as a 

‘mother in Israel’, see Judith Kegan Gardiner, ‘Margaret Fell Fox and feminist literary history: a “Mother in 
Israel” calls to the Jews’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds). The emergence o f Quaker writing: 
dissmting literature in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), pp 42-54.

Kjgan Gardiner, ‘Margaret Fell Fox and feminist literary history’, p. 48.
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prophesy, this new personification placed women in a explicitly feminine role. By distinguishing 

women as mothers of Israel and not just as Elders, Fox chose to link this image to the code of 

behaviovir specific to women in the Pastoral and Catholic epistles of Paul. In keeping with the 

changes after the restoration and the aftermath of Nayler, the introduction of spirit-led meetings 

with a biblical role as inspiration allowed more control over individuals. By developing this new 

doctrinal space for women within the community. Fox created a system for discipline which 

drew away fi-om the narcissistic individualism of the prophet towards the collective strength of 

the meetings. Yet the tone of the 1671 epistle was one of potential and fialfilment not one of 

containment.

This was in contrast to Mack’s feminist interpretation of the change, that the ‘Old 

Testament prophet was to be metamorphosed into the virtuous and respectable clerk o f the 

women’s meeting, notable for piety and restraint rather than charismatic zeal’, although Mack 

elaborated that this was a change in the spiritual setting of Quaker women, fi-om street to 

meeting and was not a change which caused the complete dearth o f fi^eedom for Quaker 

women. In practice, by the 1670s, the female meeting leaders were renowned for their piety 

and the meetings called members to be watchfiil of Friends. However the theological exegesis 

and the pride with which the women defended their meetings suggested a role which was, in 

itself, a significant step forward for the women in the movement. Both men and women had 

reassessed roles within Quakerism in the 1670s because organisational meetings became both 

commonplace and particular to each community. While the loss of the eschatological 

fi-amework led to a narrowing of the individual’s spiritual outlet. Fox attempted to address the 

change fi-om preaching to leadership as a positive step, as did the women involved and they 

added their own feelings to the official exegesis through their own epistles.
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Elaborating on many points made in this epistle Fox continued his exegesis in another 

epistle entitled An encouragement to all the faithful women's meetings in the world (1676), 

written in Marsh Grange in Swarthmore, during a year long stay with his wife Margaret. 

Chapter four has discussed the adverse reaction by Quaker dissidents to this epistle at a meeting 

in Bristol in 1677. Developing the arguments in his 1671 epistle. Fox argued that the meetings 

were analogous to the assemblies held by women in Israel, a type from the old covenant.”  The 

inclusiveness in this epistle was demonstrated by Fox’s argument that the redeeming Christ 

gave his life for aU hence his everlasting grace was available to all both male and female.^* Not 

only had this gender divide been surmounted in spiritual terms but also distinctions between 

young and old, sons and daughters, servants and handmaids had implicitly been set aside in the 

new covenant, and all were to serve God through the spirit with visions, prophecies and 

dreams.”

In his analysis of the Pauline Scriptures, Fox built on many arguments that both he and 

Fell had discussed in previous tracts in order to push the status of women from preachers to 

agents of church government. Quaker belief was at odds with aspects of the New Testament; 

Quaker explanation of Corinthians sought to redefine the usual biblical exegesis. In Galatians, 

Paul appeared to dismantle gender differences while in Corinthians he reinforced these 

differences; Galatians reflected a new Christian life which was undermined in the Corinthian 

epistles because equality for the Corinthians had sparked spiritual and social problems.'*® The 

positive endorsement of Galatians was reflected in the biblical verses which Friends chose to 

defend women preaching, in particular Fell’s choice of Gal 4: 4 God sent forth his son, made o f

Phyllis Mack, Visionary women: ecstatic prophecy in seventeenth century England (Los Angeles, 1994), p. 
275.

George Fox, ^An encouragement to all the faithful women's meetings in the worlcf in Fox, Epistles, Epistle 
320, p. 369.

ibid., pp 370-1.
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a woman and Gal 3:28 There is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. 

The latter was termed the single most significant text used by the Quakers in defence of 

women’s ministry and its implications suggested an egalitarian role for women in the Church 

which Fox and his opponents identified as women’s business meetings.'"

Yet many verses in Corinthians were problematic for Fox and he did not deal with all of 

them satisfactorily, for example, 1 Co 11:3 But /  would have you know, that the head o f every 

man is Christ; and the head o f every woman is the man; and the head o f Christ is God and 

Eph 5:23 For the husband is the head o f the wife even as Christ is the head o f the church. 

Catherine WUcox has contended that he viewed Christ as the head of women but was prevented 

fi’om stating this explicitly due to verses which specifically referred to male headship.*? It was 

his failure to eradicate headship fiilly by making it a Type from the first covenant to be replaced 

in the new covenant which allowed ambiguity regarding equality between men and women in 

the faith.'*̂

Fox was successful in rendering some key verses in Corinthians more sympathetic to 

women as preachers and leaders. He echoed Fell by his suggestion 1 Co: 5 referred to the 

possibility that Paul acquiesced to women preaching.'^ In 1 Co 7:14, Paul stated that an 

unbelieving husband may be sanctified by a believing wife, prompting Fox to conclude that she 

leamt salvation fi’om Christ not fi'om her husband.'*’ In 1 Co 14:34, 35, Paul stated that women 

were to be silent in the church and were to ask their husbands at home for guidance. 

Responding to this verse in his 1676 epistle. Fox argued that widows and virgins had no

Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 370.
Daniel Boyarin, ‘Paul and the genealogy of gender’ in Representations, no.l (Winter 1993), p. 3.
Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry, pp 218-9.
ibid., p. 196.
Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry, p. 246.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 385.
ibid., p. 385.
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husbands to ask and by his Quaker interpretation of Paul he considered that they could 

prophesy.

Linked to this verse from Corinthians was 1 Ti 2:9-12 which stated that women must 

wear modest clothes and be in subjection to men, not usurping male authority. Unlike Fell’s 

exegesis of this as pertaining to the marriage relationship. Fox related the verses to the new 

covenant: that under the time of the Law and the Gospel usurping male authority was forbidden 

but women in the spirit could teach for they: ‘have learned this lesson’.'” Contrary to Margaret 

FeU’s interpretation of Ge 3:15, Fox perceived Eve as being in subjection to Adam, not the 

serpent, yet he concurred that despite this she remained a helpmate for Adam. Under the time 

of the Law and the Gospel, for women to usurp authority by rebellious teaching was out of 

unity and as Fox put it:

they are not fit to teach, if they have not learned subjection to the spirit o f God, and know the silence of 

all flesh before the Lord, and have not learned to adorn themselves with that which is modest, and the 

lesson of sobriety, which becomes godliness; and with the good works, the fruits of the spirit. And such 

women as have learned this lesson may teach and prophesy; for the spirit is poured upon them to that 

end.

Rebelling against male authority was considered to be out o f the spirit and contrary to 

Quaker ways and women who behaved in such a way could be deemed as not ‘walking as 

becomes the truth’ and thus disciplined by women who were in the spirit. Fox developed the 

role of women as prophets in this epistle by linking the image of mother in Israel from Judges 

with the elder women in Timothy: ITi 5:2 The elder women as mothers; the younger as sisters, 

all with purity. The elder women would elder the younger women and could only do so if they

ibid., p. 385. Fell also argued similarly in her 1667 postscript to Women’s speaking justified, p. 13.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, pp 385-6.

'** Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 386.
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had meetings as suggested in Titus: Tit 2:4 that they may teach the young women to he sober, 

to love their husbands, to love their children. He suggested that their role could be disciplinary: 

‘so is this not an encouragement to all faithful women to see that their children do walk in the 

truth and abide in the doctrine of Christ.’'*®

The phrase ‘mother in Israel’ encompassed Quaker social needs in the seventeenth 

century, especially when community based eldering became more representative of the faith 

than travelling eschatological preachers. The nature of Quaker belief demanded that 

watchfulness and restraint of others was essential because the spirit of God would be 

extinguished within those elders who had failed to control those within their spiritual 

guardianship. Fox used the example o f Ely to stress to parents that admonishing was not 

sufficient but rather prevention was the key:

So many o f you may admonish your children, but if  ye do not restrain them by the help o f  the spirit o f  

God, which God has given to you, you vsall quench the spirit o f God in you, by indulging them: so by 

that you will lose your spiritual offering, and your priesthood therein; and take heed if  you do not lose 

your ovm lives, and your children's also; therefore mind old Ely for your example.*®

When parental control was lacking the mothers in Israel had a duty to step in and prevent

unruliness. The universal spirit of Quakerism stressed that all within the community were

enlightened and therefore all must serve within their measure. The separate business meetings

were to facilitate this watchfulness.

Reflecting the fact that women had more contact with and responsibility for servants and

children, they were bestowed with the task of admonishing those who strayed from godly

behaviour. The emphasis was placed on preventing unruly behaviour and vsdth the restriction of

ibid., p. 387. 
ibid., p. 372.
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responsibility for this to women within the community, particularly older women, the ministry 

was transformed into a system of eldering. Fox stated that women should be even more 

serviceable to do God’s business in the second covenant: to visit the fatherless and widows and 

to keep them from ‘the spots of the world’.*'

Further encouraging Quaker women in their role as ministers, Fox drew parallels between 

the wisdom of biblical and seventeenth century women. By speaking of Rebecca’s experience 

when with child, Fox suggested that she was an example to pregnant women because she 

sought counsel from the Lord.*  ̂ This suggestion was not relevant in the context o f the verse, 

but it did link the experience of one woman in the first covenant with the Quaker women in the 

second. He said that Rebecca: ‘is an example to all women in that condition, to ask counsel of 

the Lord, as she did’.*̂  His references to Exodus, touching on the actions o f midwdves, were 

also meant as examples with which Quaker women could identify.The following year epistles 

were vmtten by a meeting of Quaker midwives in Barbados giving advice and these were sent 

to Ireland, suggesting that Fox’s epistle had encouraged the setting up of more diverse 

meetings than those specifically for business.^^

Another appropriate image for the Quaker women to draw encouragement from was that 

o f the wise virgins and their lamps. The biblical virgins had not allowed their lamps to run dry 

of oil and in their diligence had served the Lord; their counterparts in the time of the second 

covenant included men and women, for Fox stated that: ‘all the virgin minds must trim their 

lamps, that their lamps bum the clearer: and to see that they have oil in their lamps from the 

heavenly olive-tree, Christ Jesus’.’* The equality and shared nature o f the duty implied here was

Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 372. 
ibid., p. 374. 
ibid., p. 374. 
ibid., p. 374.
See chapter eight on the evolution o f women’s meetings.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 376.
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continued when Fox berated those who disagreed with women sharing this duty. In doing this 

they themselves were failing in their duty; ‘And therefore, they that would not have the virgins 

and women be diligent, serving the Lord in his heavenly business and service, their lamps [are] 

going out, and they are become fools and would have others like themselves’.”  Fox criticised 

those who acted against the setting up of women’s meetings in Gospel times and against 

prophesying by women. Those who turned against the inclusive spirit were: ‘of a narrow spirit, 

and are not the true servers o f God themselves’.̂ * Clearly this distinction implied that church 

government was seen by Fox to be part of the covenant or at least the control of those within 

Quakerism was justified by Quaker theology.

This gave Fox basis to attack those who opposed his vision of the Quaker community. 

He identified the authority for the meetings as the power of Christ and thus countered claims 

that the meeting system was a form which was the view of the schismatics who saw it as 

counter to the spirit-led basis of Quakerism. Fox could attack these opposers to organisation 

fi’om a stronger position with the support of biblical verses which formed the mother in Israel 

role. Fox suggested that men and women who thought that separate women’s meetings caused 

women to be too ‘high’ were in their own way being above themselves and were therefore not 

acting in the power and spirit of the Lord.^’ Not only were meetings supported by the authority 

of Christ but: ‘if they [women] must not speak, what should they meet with them [the men] 

for?’.“

The arguments used by Fox placed doubt upon the sincerity of the opposing group 

because he suggested that if they were in the power and spirit of God they need not fear the 

forward behaviour o f the women:

”  ibid., p. 376. 
ibid., p. 372.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 372.
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For the power and spirit o f God gives liberty to all; for women are the heirs o f  life as well as the men, 

and heirs o f grace, and o f the light o f Christ Jesus, as well as the men, and so stewards o f  the manifold 

grace o f God.®'

Those who moved some way towards an acceptance of women’s meetings, but not until the 

need arose for them, were met by derision from Fox:

As much as to say, you must not make up the hedges till the beasts have devoured your com; and then 

the parish overseers must meet together to compute the damage. And here their wisdom is seen, as if  it 

were not more their duty to meet, to prevent bad actions that may fall o u t, and with the power o f God 

to stop up the gaps to prevent evil, or weak places; for when the evil is entered into, it is o f the latest to 

meet then, which rather brings scandal than remedy; “

By placing the authority for separate meetings in the power of Christ, he could counter claims 

that the meeting system was a form, as claimed by the schismatics.

Encouraging men who were convinced to support women’s meetings. Fox asserted that 

no believing husband should prevent his wife from ministering necessities to the poor, ‘the 

ministering of outward things is the least love’ and he criticised the schismatics who acted 

against the setting up of women’s meetings.^ He concluded his list of examples with an 

assertion made in the 1671 epistle: ‘if there was no Scripture for our men and women’s 

meetings, Christ is suflBcient, so He is our rock and foundation to build upon’ and he asserted 

that the wisdom of God made women ministers, ‘wisdom she has sent forth her maidens’.

ibid., p. 372. 
ibid., p. 372.

“  ibid., p. 373.
Fox, Epistles, Epistle 320, p. 387.
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although the wisdom of the world would not accept them, making ministers by its own 

wisdom.®''

Fox’s attempt to strengthen discipline within Quakerism was not accepted by Friends 

outside London, and resulted in a split which encompassed not just opposition to the separate 

women’s meetings but opposition to him as leader. The schismatics perceived that the emphasis 

on discipline challenged the essence of Quakerism as a movement which allowed the believer to 

follow the spirit; a leading from the spirit which had implications for the body had now to be 

approved by the meeting of de facto elders.®̂ .

Anthony Sharp, as a leading Quaker in Dublin, was aware o f the actions o f Quaker 

schismatics and was firmly on the side of Fox: his letters to John Story showed his ill-ease with 

their objections.^ Sharp did not leave letters specifically confirming his support for women’s 

business meetings with regard to Separatist opposition in England; however given that his 

second wife Anne was a member of the women’s business meeting, his support must be 

assumed. Nevertheless he did offer a defence of women preaching in response to William 

Joseph, a Roman Catholic, who objected to Quaker women in Ireland preaching in meetings; 

their dispute originated in conversations in Commarket in Dublin and escalated to written 

disputes between 1677 to 1679.

These letters showed that Sharp accepted Fox’s teachings on women preaching and that 

the egalitarian nature of the Quaker faith brought criticism fi'om those who followed traditional 

Pauline interpretation of women in the church. The issue of women preaching forced the 

debaters to widen the debate to include fimdamental tenets o f Quakerism. William Joseph

^  ibid., p. 388 and p. 388.
See chapter four on schism. Robert Barclay explained the relationship between the individual’s leadings and 

the fellowship o f the body, the common good o f which was decided by the spirit acting through the meeting. See 
The anarchy o f  the Ranters and other libertines (1674), in Robert Barclay, Truth triumphant through the 
spiritual warfare, Christian labours and writings o f  that able and faithful servant o f  Jesus Christ, Robert 
Barclay (London, 1718), iii, pp 397-408.
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disagreed not just with women preachers but with the leadings of the spirit uncorroborated by 

scripture and the lack of prayer in Quaker meetings; the role of women in the Quaker faith 

evolved from Quaker beliefs which differed from other faiths.

In a letter to Sharp in April 1677, Joseph stated his wish for Friends to reform and 

convert to Catholicism and for an explanation about the role of women in Quakerism, ‘I desire 

to be resolved in writing why the Quakers hold it lawfiil for women to preach, speak and teach 

in their church as is daily seen and practised amongst them’/ ’ His condemnation of Quaker 

practice centred on two chapters in epistles written by Paul: 1 Co 14:34-35 Let your women 

keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are 

commanded to be under obedience, as also saith the law. And i f  they will learn anything, let 

them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church and 1 Ti 

2:11-12 Let the woman learn in silence in all subjection. But I  suffer not a woman to teach, 

nor to usurp authority over the man hut to be in silence, both reinterpreted by Fox and Fell to 

allow women inclusion in the ministry. However Joseph’s queries broadened; he asked whether 

a Quaker meeting could be defined as a church, telling Sharp that if he defended women’s 

preaching by stating that Friends did not consider meetings to be churches he was contradicting 

his assertion that women could be preachers: ‘but perhaps you will say their place of meeting is 

no church, if so, you must deny your sisters to be the congregation of the faithful’.**

Sharp replied to Joseph by explaining Quaker interpretation of Corinthians; he viewed the 

Corinthian women as being assertive and thus behaving out of their place, ‘here forbidden to 

speak, [as she] seems to be asking questions and not in obedience’.H i s  tone continued with 

his explanation of 1 Ti 2:11,12 where he concluded that such disobedient, questioning women

Anthony Sharp to John Story, Marlborough, 13"’ o f  the 3'^ month 1680 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, S8, f. 20).
William Joseph to Anthony Sharp, Dublin, o f  April 1677 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, SI, f. 129 v).
ibid., f. 129 v.
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must be in subjection to men; ‘I suffer not a woman to teach nor usurp authority over the man 

but to be in silence’, a response which was verbatim with the biblical verse.^° He concluded that 

these biblical women were forbidden to teach because of their unbecoming behaviour which 

promoted their lack of respect for authority but he made a plea for godly women to preach; 

‘observe we do not believe Paul forbid holy and good women to speak pray and prophesy 

labour in the spirit and in the power of God’.’*

Sharp took issue with Joseph’s suggestion that women should not be allowed to preach 

in the church; 1 Co 2; 13 stated that a woman could not prophesy with her head uncovered, thus 

suggesting that she was not alone while prophesying and so he contended that if a woman 

prophesied she did so in the presence of a gathering because Friends defined their meetings on 

the basis of Mt 18 20 For where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I  in 

the midst o f them. Sharp asserted that while women were usually to be in silence, this need not 

be so if a husband was a wicked man as godly women could redeem an unbelieving husband 

despite being in subjection to him ‘by their chaste and godly lives of a meek and quiet spirit that 

such husbands may be won to the Lord by the conversation of their wives’.’̂  A believing 

husband should honour his wife even though she was the weaker vessel because both were 

unified by the spirit and Sharp asserted that weak instruments were used by God; ‘and was it 

not the women that told of Christ’s resurrection and has not God much appeared in these weak 

instruments and do not we read of their faith’ Reasserting Fox’s argument about Sarah, he 

concurred that she did not usurp Abraham’s authority but advised him, saying in eflfect that she 

was in subjection but not condemned to silence.’'*

Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 1 o f  the 2”̂  month 1677 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, SI, f. 129 v).
™ ibid., f. 131 r.
”  ibid.,f. 131 r. 

ibid., f. 133 r.
Anthony Sharp to fVilliam Joseph, Dublin, //'*  o f  the 2”̂  month 1677, f. 135 v. 
ibid., f. 135 v.
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Joseph’s reply to Sharp’s defence was to question Qualcer use of the Scripture and their 

primary emphasis on the spirit, ‘for I look upon you to be a people leading the Scriptures as 

pleases you and your spirits and not at all led by you’.’’ It was by striking at this tenet of 

Quakerism that Joseph could most effectively refute Sharp. He did not think that his 

comparison of the church and meeting was a query but rather an objection and took issue again 

with Quaker interpretation of 1 Co 14: 34, 35 Let your women keep silence in the churches: 

fo r  it is not permitted unto them to speak because he could not circumvent these words stating 

that women could not speak. He objected to Sharp’s rejoinder that the Pauline verses were not 

specific to godly women in the new covenant: ‘and does your imtried spirit make it seem unto 

you that this was not spoken to any women in particular’.’*

In this response Joseph concluded that Quaker interpretation was not based on careful 

elucidation of the verses and considered their guidance by the spirit to be untested, not relating 

to any structure of authority which resulted in an ‘unlearned and unstable wresting [of] this 

Scripture as you do also the other scriptures’, a reference to 2 Pe 3:16 J s  also in all his 

epistles, speaking in them o f these things; in which are some things hard to be understood, 

which that are unlearned and unstable wrest, as they do also the other Scriptures to their own 

destruction.^^ He disagreed too with Sharp’s reading of Timothy, realising that Sharp saw no 

bar to good women preaching. Arguing that Christ’s Resurrection and the women’s role in 

spreading this news did not convince him o f the validity of women preaching or that they were 

made apostles: ‘is it because they came and brought messages that they must be teaching and

William Joseph to Anthony Sharp, Dublin, o f  May 1677 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, SI, f. 139 v).
ibid., f. 141 r.
William Joseph to Anthony Sharp, Dublin, i f f  ̂  o f  May 1677, f. 141 r.
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preaching of the gospel, do you read that these women were made apostles there for if done it 

is another matter?’’*

Extending his argument to encompass other Quaker practices he drew attention to the 

difference between praying in the church and preaching, objecting to Quaker women preaching 

as opposed to praying, yet he remonstrated that Quakers did not value prayer; ‘sure you forbid 

to pray as Christ taught [ ] that is the Lord’s prayer as he himself delivered it’/ ’ Turning 

Sharp’s use of Scripture to his own advantage he pointed out that Sharp’s example o f Miriam 

contained references to singing: ‘which are things odious to your spirits but are daily practised 

in the Catholic church’.*” He attacked Quaker prophecy deriding it as being false but used an 

example from England to illustrate his point

as that was lately happened at Bristol where one of your Brethren prophesy at such a time the tide should 

flow so many foot higher than its usual bonds which caused many who heard it might be a true prophesy 

to remove their goods for fear of being damaged

However it was the earlier event of James Nayler entering Bristol on Palm Sunday in 

1656, dressed as Christ, which was his parting riposte. This event caused widespread 

condemnation of Quakers, not just because of its blasphemous overtones, but more particularly 

because o f the excessive Ranter-like behaviour o f the women. The reputation of James Nayler 

as a libertine was used by Joseph as an example to cast doubt on Quaker doctrines, and 

although he did not mention Nayler’s female companions per se, he hinted of them by referring 

to their cries of ‘Hosanna in the highest’ and then concluded that Sharp had not proven a

ibid., f  143 r.
’̂ ibid.,f. 141 V. 

ibid., f  143 r.
*' ibid., f. 141 V. Sharp replied that he had never heard of this happening nor did he believe it ‘but it is a refuge 
o f lies’, see, Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 3P' o f  the 3 ‘̂‘ month 1677 (F.H.L.D., Sharp MSS, SI, f  
151 v).
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woman’s right to preach, suggesting unplicitly that Nayler at Bristol was one reason to limit 

them;

as to that prophesy of the apostles that the men of sin should be revealed in him which exalt himself 

above all that is called God, truly Mr Sharp, never went any man so near to fulfill it as did one of your 

brethren about twenty years since. James Nayler who rode to Bristol on an ass, the brethren spreading 

their cloaks under his feet, Hosanna in the highest, in short I tell you all you have said do no more prove 

authority for women to preach than it does black to be white.

Sharp started his rebuttal by defending the foUowing o f the leadings o f the spirit, tracing 

the writing o f the Scriptures to this same spirit upon the Apostles

what then look upon us to be in the carnal state, wherein thou stands is not evidence subject such that we 

lead the scriptures, for the scriptures were given out as holy men were moved by the Holy ghost and [is 

it] not to be understood by the same spirit as God pleases to manifest the same as people yielded 

obedience thereunto, so we can the spirit of God to lead us into all truth according to the Scriptures 

He repeated that women could preach because they had done so in the primitive church in 

keeping with 1 Co 14:34, 35 and that Quaker evaluation o f Scripture concerning women was 

valid:

if women to keep silent are as aforesaid women not redeemed nor restored out of the Fall, it does not say 

all women, for God’s spirit is poured out upon women as well as men and those that are led by the spirit 

of God are sons and daughters of God; the Lord’s spirit is one in male and female according to Scriptures 

...without error instability or wresting Scripture

William Joseph to Anthony Sharp, Dublin, 30"' o f  May 1677, ff 143 r -143 v. 
Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 31 '̂ o f the 3'"̂  month 1677, f  145 r. 
ibid., f  147 r.
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Here Sharp referred to the verses from Galatians, Gal 3:28, which was most commonly used to 

positively endorse women. He further clarified his explanation of 1 Ti 2: 11, 12 by emphasising 

more verses from this chapter, 1 Ti 2: 9,10 which insisted that women must behave 

appropriately:

they [must] adom themselves in comely apparel with shamefacedness and modesty not with broider hair 

or gold or pearls or costly apparel but as becomes women that profess the fear of God with good works. 

Sharp placed Roman Catholic women as a contrast to godly Quaker women: they were 

more worldly: ‘wearing vain and needless apparel to the ruin of themselves, husbands and 

families’.** The acquiescence and obedience of Quaker women in the community did not 

include spiritual subjection to their husbands, according to Sharp:

but righteous women are meek, modest and obedient to their own husbands using savoury words 

seasoned with grace who were and are good examples and patrons in families (by such has unbelieving 

husbands been won to righteousness) modest in their apparel and in behaviour but must such be silent to 

the husband and not to speak to him of things of God?

He saw those who opposed women speaking to their husbands on spiritual matters as

quenching the spirit in good women: ‘and would not stop here but would quench it in men

also’.** He argued that it should not matter if a woman preached to many but if this was

prohibited, as Joseph contended, even the act of praying alone would become unacceptable, ‘at

last they will say we suffer not a good woman to praise God in the church but to learn in

silence’.*’

*̂  Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 3I^‘ o f  the 3'^ month 1677, f. 149 r.
** ibid., f. 149 r.
*’ ibid., f. 149 r.
** ibid., f. 149 r.
*’ Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 31^' o f  the 3̂ “̂ month 1677, f  149 v.
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Sharp linked the Qxiaker women in the time of the Gospel with those in the primitive 

church

righteous women are not forbidden to pray or prophesy in the church; but did practise it before the 

apostacy and sure now the everlasting Gospel is preaching again and women prophetesses and men 

prophets and visions? and revelations by the Lord’s spirit manifest again 

Completely refuting Joseph on the role o f women in the Quaker faith. Sharp favoured the 

following of spiritual leadings, warning that any attempt to limit this in women was effectively 

self-limiting: ‘then ought they not be obedient to the grace o f God in them and not quench it, 

for if it be owned, that God’s grace appeared to women as well as men (as it does) do not the 

papist go to limit God’s spirit in women and do not the same in themselves.’̂ '

To Joseph’s argument that women in the Catholic church prayed. Sharp reacted to their 

manner of prayer which he believed lost its potency without the spirit:

as for your prayers men and women the Lord that knows will give to everyone according to their deed but 

this take notice of no man or woman can pray acceptable but by the spirit which many of you deride us 

for holding faith.

In answer to Joseph’s criticism that the Quakers did not use the Lord’s prayer. Sharp distanced 

Friends not from this prayer but rather from those who professed it:

as for our prayer we do say we cannot pray as we ought without the spirit and we daily wait on the Lord 

who by his spirit shows us what we ought to pray for and we own the Lord’s prayer and we ought to pray 

continually with that spirit and we do own it and practice it but the prayers of the wicked is an

^  Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 3 o f  the month 1677, f. 151 r.
”  ibid., f  153 r. 

ibid., f  151 v.
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abomination unto the Lord and because we cannot join with wicked men and will worshippers in prayer 

therefore they reproach us that we do disown true prayer.

Sharp did not prove that women were made apostles by the resurrection but repeated that they 

were entrusted with the good news before others. Perhaps the most telling reply was Sharp’s 

reaction to Joseph’s allegations about Nayler. He denied the veracity o f the story and confirmed 

that Friends in Ireland did not hold Nayler as one of the founders of the faith: ‘most if not all 

this story is false and not so nor owned by the Quakers and so this structure on lies falls and if 

the things had been all true it had only fallen on himself while disowned by the Quakers’.’'̂

William Joseph, in a reply to Sharp’s letter, stated that he did not find fault with women 

praying or singing in the church but rather preaching and teaching.**  ̂ In a subsequent meeting 

which was organised to discuss matters at greater length and to save long written justifications, 

this clarification was discussed. In a later letter Sharp disagreed with Joseph’s clarification that 

he objected only to women preaching not praying. Sharp saw an active ministry for women and 

reiterated his support for Quaker women preaching with a reply which explained their role as 

mothers in Israel completely:

women who do good by bringing others to God are justified in their role women that admonish and 

exhort people to flee from evil and cleave to good does and may therein teach preach or prophesy in 

foretelling the blessings and comforts of heaven for the good and the curses and torments of hell for the 

bad...’^

The encouragement of the women of Waterford in their work as mothers in Israel was 

apparent by the epistle by George Fox transcribed into the minute book of their meetings: his 

eleven ancient principles of truth were a codification of correct Quaker behaviour derived from

Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 31^' o f  the 3 '“̂ month 1677, f. 151 v.
ibid., f. 155 r.
William Joseph to Anthony Sharp, ff 162-163.
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biblical verses.’’ Records of their monetary contributions for English people enslaved in Algiers 

and requests from the men’s meeting in Waterford for fimds for the meeting house in Youghal 

indicated that Quaker women from this meeting were not sequestered by separate meetings but 

drawn firmly into the mainstream of Quaker faith.’* The web of community was fostered by 

epistles of encouragement, in the case of Waterford one from John Banks who was well-known 

and respected amongst Friends in Ireland.’’

Banks’s salutation was inclusive because he mentioned the younger women along with 

the elder women but he insisted that the elder must watch over the younger, ‘with a single eye 

for good, that in the same way they may grow up to your stature and strength’. H e  implied 

that the elder women were bestowed with strength from God to deal with transgressors 

through his reminder that they should ‘wait diligently upon God that you may be [embued?] 

with wisdom and power from him to dale [deal] with them in love’.'®' Banks’s epistle 

acknowledged that people fall by the wayside but that adherence to the way of truth could not 

be lax:

I faithfully warn you all whether it be in words, carriage or behaviour, in conversation or apparel for 

what the truth once justified it never condemns and what the truth once condemns it never justifies 

whether inwardly or outwardly so whoever they be that are found in the practice of those things now (for

Anthony Sharp to William Joseph, Dublin, 31 '̂ o f  the 3 '“̂ month 1677, f  163 r.
George Fox, Epistle, in At the Province meeting at Cork, 7'* o f  the 6"’ month 1680 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the 

women’s meeting in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n.p.).
At our women's meeting in Wate/ford, 6"' o f  the 3''‘‘ month 1680 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the women’s meeting 

in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n.p.) and At our women's meeting in Waterford, !&'' o f  the 2"“̂ month 
1681 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the womens meeting in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n.p.).
”  John Banks, Epistle to women, Dublin, 11'  ̂o f  the month 1676 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the women's meeting 
in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI, B.I, n.p.).

ibid., n.p.
'“' ibid., n.p.
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conscience sake) they could not do they take that liberty which the truth (neither those that are in it )

102cannot give

Encouraging Gospel order Banks called on all Friends to ‘walk in the spirit according to 

the gift thereof that you have received’, effectively reinforcing the hierarchical structure of 

meetings by this and his advice was to meet together often.Implicitly rejecting accusations 

that Fox had established meetings purely as a form of government, Banks asserted that the 

spirit which was responsible for his own faith was also responsible for the first women’s 

meetings and must be adhered to.“̂  He was aware that Friends who were involved in the 

women’s meetings sometimes had difSculty motivating themselves to meet

and let none say, in their reason above the witness and pure seed, what shall we meet for?, I see little 

service in it but first with a ready heart and willing mind meet together to wait upon the Lord and as you 

are true in heart in waiting upon him he will reveal his will and mind unto you and make you sensible of 

your place and service....’®*

Yet Banks confirmed his experience of women’s meetings was positive and it was with his 

experiences that he wished to encourage women in Ireland to meet

your meetings will daily come to be confirmed unto you which was that which did first and always does 

confirm the truth of them to me as many times I with many more (Glory endless to God forever) have 

been and are made living witnesses how the Lord has appeared in women’s meetings as in men’s'®*

The role of the men’s meeting was acknowledged as being instrumental for the setting up 

of a women’s meeting for business and with regard to Ireland Banks gave encouragement on 

this issue

ibid., n.p.
Banks, Epistle to women, n.p. 
ibid., n.p. 
ibid., n.p.
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sio where women’s meetings are not set up and established in any part of this nation as in England and 

otther lands that you my brethren with the older and younger women in the truth do labour with a godly 

care that they may be set up and established and then that they be kept and duly observed for the setting 

up of righteousness and judging down of deceit and hypocrisy’®’

His encouragement of women’s meetings was to be reciprocated by the husbands of women 

participating, for echoing Fox, Banks mentioned that women were helpmates to men following 

the restoration: ‘husbands do not hinder or discourage your wives ...that God has again 

restored with us into Christ Jesus as meet-helps together’.'®*

Yet Banks was aware that there was opposition to women meeting for business. He did 

not make clear if he was referring to Quaker dissidents or opponents outside the faith when he 

stated that there were those who opposed Quaker meetings. He did state explicitly that the 

physical separation of the body into men’s and women’s meetings, meeting together or apart, 

made no difference to the work of God. The danger he maintained was from those who would 

make an issue of this: ‘the evil and prejudiced mind and the wrong spirit that would make a 

difference and such are hinderers of the work of God who are neither willing to do service for 

God themselves nor suffers them that would’.'”’

The positive epistle from John Banks in 1676 was in contrast to an epistle written by 

William Edmondson in 1701, of which Catherine Wilcox commented, ‘it is possible to detect a 

current of prejudice against women in the changing attitudes to women’s role within 

Quakerism’."® Edmondson was commenting on the decline of discipline within Quaker 

communities in Ireland including with this imnecessary decoration of clothing especially

ibid., n.p. 
ibid., n.p.
Banks, Epistle to women, n.p. 
ibid., n.p.

“ ® Wilcox, Theology and women's ministry, p. 244.
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amongst women. Settling on the issue of headship which was the theological point which Fox 

did not deal with satisfactorily, Edmondson placed emphasis on women behaving with due 

regard for male authority

women inspired with the testimony of Jesus may pray and prophecy keeping in the bonds and order laid 

down by the holy apostle; but must not teach and usurp authority over the men but be in subjection in all 

things, for the man is the head of the woman as Christ is the head of the church.'"

Edmondson’s exegesis, like that of Sharp, was in keeping with aspects of Fox’s thought in his 

epistles; both Edmondson and Sharp deemed that there was Scriptural permission for women to 

preach and prophesy. However they had moved to a more conservative interpretation of the 

role of women and their subjection to male authority.

Commenting on travelling ministers, not meetings, Edmondson regarded women as the 

weaker vessels but did not qualify this by stating that they were made strong by God’s spirit, 

‘According to the wisdom of God women had the easy part, the needle work, being the weaker 

vessel and of weaker capacity yet helpmeets in their places with the men’.'*̂  Instead he 

suggested that the travelling ministry should be abandoned by younger women who were most 

at risk from straying and advised that only older women who felt called could fulfill their 

ministry this way."^ His concern was for discipline, that the truth would not be affected by the 

failures o f those who were weaker. What this demonstrated was a shift by 1701 in male 

perceptions o f women ministers’ abilities, where the younger women drawn to minister were as 

much under scrutiny as the younger women watched by the mothers in Israel in the wider 

Quaker community. Approval for any woman to travel as a minister came not from the mothers

' ' '  William Edmondson, An epistle containing wholesome advice and counsel to all Friends (1701), p. 17. 
Edmondson, An epistle containing wholesome advice, p. 18. 
ibid.. p. 13.
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in Israel but from ‘the unity of the faithful elders and brethren’."'* The only way for an older 

woman to travel as a minister was with the approval of the group because Edmondson did not 

concede that personal guidance by the light was sufficient alone. Discipline and church 

government had surmounted the individual’s spiritual calling to act.

The essence of Interregnum Quaker faith which allowed women to preach spontaneously 

and influence others was contained yet again; permission to travel had become necessary during 

organisation and, as William Edmondson’s epistle has shown. Friends’s interpretation that the 

weaker vessel was strengthened was eroded. On the related issues of women preachers and 

women’s separate meetings, the latter of which ignited controversy amongst Friends in 

England, it was clear that the Irish meeting system accepted Quaker orthodoxy on this matter. 

In the next chapter, the role of the women’s meetings in Ireland will be examined to 

demonstrate the unique disciplinary role that separate women’s meetings held.

ibid., p. 19.
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Chapter 7

Epistles between the women’s business meetings in England and Ireland, 1674-94

The previous chapter has shown that while Quaker women were not ordained, they were 

theologically justified to discipline those under their care and to uphold the Gospel order due to 

Fox’s vmusual interpretation of Pauline verses. The creation of a de facto  ministry and the 

introduction of separate women’s meetings were opposed by dissenting Friends in England on 

the grounds that this impinged on the original tenets of the faith - the freedom of each 

individual to follow the spirit. In practice, however, the women’s meetings focussed on 

maintaining correct standards of behaviour in Quaker communities.

The Yearly women’s meeting was established, in 1679, to co-ordinate the women’s 

meetings in Ireland and to communicate with other women’s meetings in England. Using the 

case study of Quaker midwifery practices in Ireland the mutual relationship between this Yearly 

meeting and its London equivalent will be assessed. This will be achieved through an 

examination of epistles written by Quaker women which were inspired by Fox’s epistles. The 

corporate epistles from meetings in England were sent, as agents of encouragement and 

organisation, to disparate women’s meetings in Ireland and two important epistles sent from 

England to Friends in Ireland will be analysed in this chapter. These show that Fox’s exegesis 

o f mothers in Israel was accepted by Friends in Ireland and explain the role expected of the 

women ministers.

The London women who shared their aspirations and experience with women Friends 

in Ireland were Rebecca Travers, Mary Elson and Ann Whitehead: all of them had been Quaker 

prophets in the 1650s and because of their pioneering work in London they were well placed to
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be involved in the London meetings.' The women’s meetings in London evolved from the Box 

meeting and the women’s Two week meeting, both set up in London, in 1659. There was little 

distinction between the two meetings initially because both meetings distributed aid to the poor 

and granted small loans, but the Box meeting had complete control over their capital without 

recourse to their male counterparts. William Crouch vouched for the cohesive nature o f these 

meetings alongside the men’s meetings: ‘what did or might more immediately concern men 

Friends the women would acquaint them therev^th; all was done in great love and unity - no jar 

or discord amongst them.’̂  By the 1670s, these women were involved in a Quarterly or Six 

weeks meeting which, according to Arnold Lloyd, was a joint meeting of men and women, 

probably for reasons of cooperation and coherence for the Quarterly meeting was responsible 

for numerous Monthly meetings in London.^ This seems unusual because by this point 

Quakerism was striving towards separate women’s meetings. An epistle received by Friends in 

Ireland, entitled An epistle from women Friends o f  London about the services and ends o f  

women's meetings fo r  women Friends in the country and elsewhere from our Quarterly 

meeting at Bull and Mouth London, did not state that the Quarterly meeting was a joint 

meeting. In fact all of the signatories were women. These women Friends in London were

' Rebecca Travers (b. 1609) converted to Quakerism from the Baptist faith, in 1654, after hearing James Nayler 
dispute with a Baptist minister. Her sister, Mary Booth, became one of John Perrot's followers although Travers 
was more cautious in her initial support for him. Travers defended Fox's leadership against Separatist women 
who were critical of structure. She was a capable preacher who was imprisoned for her ministry.
Mary Elson (c. 1623-1706) was convinced by Anne Whitehead in 1659 and helped to set up the separate 
women's meetings.
Anne Downer Whitehead (1624-1686), the daughter of the vicar of Charlbury, was disowned by her father 
when convinced in 1654. She became a travelling woman minister and was George Fox's aide in the 1650s. She 
was the joint author, with Elson, of An epistle for true love, unity and order in the church o f Christ (London, 
1680). This epistle was supportive of women’s meetings and was criticised by William Rogers in The Christian 
Quaker (1680), see Rogers, The Christian Quaker, p. 27.
All of the above women signed the epistles from their London meeting which were sent to Ireland in the 1670s 
and 1680s.
 ̂Memoirs o f William Crouch, section iii, cited in Arnold Lloyd, Quaker social history, 1669-1738 (London, 
1950), p. 109.
 ̂Lloyd, Quaker social history, p. 112.
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supportive o f separate women’s meetings and their epistle, written in January 1675, was the 

first corporate epistle sent to Dublin/

We are allowed an insight into their understanding of ministry through this epistle 

because they gave practical information added to the theological basis which they drew fi-om 

Fox’s epistles. For them, the oneness of the women’s meeting was directly related to the 

oneness of God the Father because each woman participated in the meeting in her measure 

forming the whole.^ This link with other women was borne out in the assertion that they were 

‘heirs with us of the samefulness of Grace’, referring to the second covenant.^ The work of the 

meetings was, in their view, to be the ‘dispensation of his kindness and goodvsdll in love and 

mercy unto all according to our proportion of Faith’.’ Their conception of themselves as a 

meeting stemmed fi'om their sense of being a Friend: ‘as we have been gathered not only to the 

numbers of God’s elected ones through obedience to His spirit, but also by His arm of power, 

we were gathered to be a meeting to the praise o f His Grace’.*

Their support for the system which Fox set up was expressed through a clear 

endorsement of the inter-relationship between the men’s and women’s meetings. With special 

responsibility for certain issues directed towards women, it was essential to have separate 

women’s meetings. When Quaker meeting houses were built they were adapted to ensure the 

separation of the meetings because the women’s meetings were held in the gallery, shielded 

from the men’s meeting below by moveable panels.^ Quaker homes were the focus for meetings 

before meeting houses could be freely built in the 1680s. In the London epistle, the women

* An epistle from women Friends o f London about the services and ends o f  women's meetings for women 
Friends in the country and elsewhere from our Quarterly meeting at Bull and Mouth, London, 4"' o f the 77'* 
month 1674/5 (F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women’s meetings, xiv, cupboard B, f. 5).
 ̂ ibid., f. 5.

® ibid., f. 5.
’ ibid., f. 5.
* ibid., f. 5.
’ Hubert Lidbetter, ‘Quaker meeting houses, 1670-1850’ in Architectural Review (April, 1946), p. 107.
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acknowledged that they were separate but that their meetings were part o f the whole: ‘distinct 

as we may say in some sense yet in perfect unity with our brethren’. I n  preference to the 

meeting system advocated by the schismatics, which did not give women an active role. Fox’s 

system of meetings was committed to a role for women which was equal in measure with the 

men.

The important point of this epistle was that the women acknowledged that God 

admitted no division between the two sexes and that all were one through Jesus. The women 

saw the meeting system as the embodiment of the unity and perfection of both sexes, a form of 

spiritual perfection to be aimed at on the journey to Salvation. They sought a system of 

meetings which ‘shuts out all usurpation and the spirit o f it’ and by this they were being critical 

o f the schismatics and were asserting that men and women should contribute according to their 

measure of the spirit.'' Reminding their sisters o f their source o f authority, the women 

remarked that they were members of the church by virtue o f Christ as head and that their 

meetings in London were a first fiiiit unto God.'^ They declared that the long history of 

women’s meetings in London had bestowed their Quarterly meeting with experience to share 

with other meetings.'^

Their ministry in the Quaker community was to visit the sick and Quaker prisoners, to 

ensure they had enough material goods and also to relieve the poor.''* They also endeavoured 

to make provisions for those who could not work and families who were fatherless were to be 

provided with education and training in a t r a d e .T h e y  endorsed Fox’s vision of the older

Epistle from women Friends in London, 4'̂  o f  the //'*  month 1674, f. 5.
Epistle from women Friends in London, 4"' o f  the 11'  ̂month 1674, f. 5.
ibid., f. 6.
ibid., f. 6.
ibid., f. 6.
ibid., f. 6.
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women watching the behaviour, clothing and demeanour of the young.'* Members of the 

meeting could act to reclaim those who were being led astray. The weak link within the Quaker 

community was often the same as one might find within the wider community: children too 

unruly to be controlled by a struggling mother, servants separated fi’om their families but now 

under the eye of the mistress, and the widow facing the financial and emotional strain of 

bringing up a family alone.

The emphasis on reconciliation, and on the cohesive nature o f the Quaker commimity, 

caused the women to restrain those who tended to gossip or spread tales. This was 

acknowledged as a source of division because it was specified as such in 1 Ti 5:13 : And withal 

they [women] learn to be idle, wandering about from house to house; and not only idle, but 

tattlers also and busybodies, speaking things which they ought not. Other snares included 

marriage outside the com m unity.The intriguing ending of the London epistle stated that, 

while they had primary responsibility for the poor in their own community, they could not limit 

themselves to this if others outside their responsibilities also required help.'* Just as the death of 

Christ was for all so must their charity be extended further than their commvmity, although they 

did contend that this help could at times be discretionary: ‘as we find freedom’. T h i s  epistle 

was sent to direct and encourage the Quaker women in Ireland; by 1677 they had received a 

more detailed and specific document entitled. From our country women's meeting in 

Lancashire to be dispersed abroad, among the women's meetings everywhere, 2Cf̂  o f  the 2 ^  

month 1677.

Epistle from women Friends in London, 4"' o f  the 11"' month 1674, f. 6. 
ibid., f. 6.
Ibid., f. 7.
ibid., f. 7. Another version o f this epistle states ‘as we feel freedom’. See F.H.L.D., Epistle from  women 

Friends in London, 4'̂  o f  the //'*  month 1674, Portfolio 6A 28, n. p.
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It originated in Lancashire from the Swarthmore Monthly meeting for women, a 

meeting which was the first continuous women’s meeting outside London and was set up in 

1671 Michael Mullett has noted that after 1660 the Quaker community in Lancashire showed 

signs o f  ‘introversionist and sectarian tendencies’ and that their rejection o f  the world was a 

response to their rejection by the world.^' This moved the Lancashire Quakers to create a social 

system which differed from that o f  the wider community so that they could adhere to their 

belief that they were heirs to a second covenant. This epistle from Lancashire was written
i

I  specifically as a template for the administration o f  women’s meetings in England but was also
1

intended for meetings abroad. It is rare: there are only two known copies outside o f  Ireland.^  ̂

The epistle in Dublin, unlike the others, was dated and signed.

It was written in April 1677, probably by Sarah Fell who was the clerk o f  the meeting.

I  It was signed by Sarah and her sisters, together with Margaret Fell, their mother, who was
i
1

Fox’s wife. Fell was a ‘mother in Israel’ to the Quaker sect, a term which linked her to Old 

Testament women and Judith Kegan Gardiner pointed out that two o f  her daughters, Sarah and 

Rachel, were named after Old Testament matriarchs.^^ Their signatures were to be expected on 

this epistle because they were linked to this meeting. More unusually, the epistle found in 

Dublin showed the concurrence o f  women from other covmties in England, who were in 

attendance when the epistle was formulated. Women from Derbyshire, Yorkshire, Cheshire and

From our country women’s meeting in Lancashire to be dispersed abroad, among the women's meetings 
everywhere, 20f  ̂o f  the month 1677 ( F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f.
23 r). Although written by the Swarthmore women’s monthly meeting, the epistle was dispatched by the 
Quarterly meeting for the area.

Michael Mullett, ‘The assembly of the people of God: the social organisation of Lancashire Friends’ in 
Michael Mullett (ed.). Early Lancashire Friends (Leeds, 1978), p. 12.

See M. Speizman and J. Kronick (eds), ‘A seventeenth-centuiy Quaker woman’s declaration’ in Signs: 
Journal o f Women in Culture and Society, i , no. 1(1975), pp 231-45. According to Speizman and Kronick, one 
copy can be found at Friends’s meeting house in Nottingham and the other in Friends’s Arch street meeting 
house in Philadelphia and these documents are identical except for minor differences in spelling. The copy in 
F.H.L.D. has some minor syntax changes compared to these versions.
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Cumberland signed the epistle, amounting to almost 100 signatures in all; so this epistle was 

recognised as accepted Quaker practice amongst these meetings.

The aim of the Swarthmore epistle was to direct women away from complete reliance 

on personal inward spiritual authority to that of subordination to the group, with special 

emphasis on the role of mother in Israel. The preface recalled many of Fox’s examples in his 

1676 epistle especially the references to their inheritance in the second covenant and to the 

equality between male and female. The women stressed that the good works in the Scriptures 

were a template for the women’s meetings and they were encouraged to follow the examples 

and practices, just as Fox had asserted in his epistles.

The readers were directly addressed on the subject of their role within the meetings

So all dear Friends and sisters make lull proof of the gift of God that is in you and neglect it not in this 

your day and generation but that you may be helps meet in the restoration and the resurrection of the 

body of Christ which is his church and that everyone may know their place and calling therein as the 

godly women did in the time of the Law.̂ '*

Adhering to their belief that they were heirs to a second covenant, they stated the proper 

arrangement and organisation of the women’s business meetings in full over eleven sections. 

Their first proposal called for a women’s Monthly meeting alongside the men’s meeting.^^ The 

authority of the Monthly meeting extended over the Particular meetings which were subject to 

it and, if any ‘walked disorderly’, it was the duty of the Monthly meeting to have such persons

Judith Kegan Gardiner, ‘Margaret Fell Fox and feminist literary history: a “Mother in Israel” calls to the 
Jews’ in Thomas Corns and Daniel Loewenstein (eds), The emergence o f  Quaker writing: dissenting literature 
in seventeenth-century England (London, 1995), p. 48.
^*From our women's meeting in Lancashire, 2tf*' o f  the 2”“' month 1677, f  25 r. 

ibid., f  29 v.
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admonished.^^ They could then bring them to ‘judgement and condemnation’ according to the 

power of God in the meeting, which they clearly said was ‘the authority of it’.̂ ’

An important part of Quaker discipline was not just to admonish the guilty party but 

also to ensure that the transgression did not reflect upon the community. Particularly if the 

transgression became public within the community or reached the attention of the outside 

world, a letter of self-condemnation was required from the individual.^* For example, in a letter 

o f self-condemnation found in Dublin, Martha Archer promised to walk more circumspectly in 

response to her misdemeanour of keeping company with more than one man in relation to 

marriage.^^ By the instructions of the Swarthmore epistle, these letters were to be ‘published as 

far as the offence had gone and then recorded in a book’.̂ ° Thus the response to 

misdemeanours was deliberate because problems were deah with in line with their seriousness.

The Swarthmore epistle also called for a letter of self-condemnation if a Friend married 

outside the community.^' The Monthly meeting had responsibility for the prevention of such 

marriages and, in cases where the marriage had taken place, they encouraged a spoken 

testimony and a letter of self-condemnation when the transgressors repented Abigail Abbott 

from Cork wrote a letter o f self-condemnation in response to her marriage by a priest and her 

subsequent falling from Quaker ways.^^ The Swarthmore epistle stated that the letter had to be

ibid, f. 29 v.
ibid., f. 29 v and f. 29 v.
ibid., f. 29 v.
Testimony o f  self-condemnation by Martha Archer, 24"' o f  the 11'  ̂month 1698/9 ( F.H.L.D., Testimonies of 

denial and self condemnation, MSS B 75, no. 10, n.p.).
From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 2&*' o f  the 2 ^  month 1677, f. 29 v. 
ibid., f  29 v.
Testimony o f  self-condemnation by Abigail Abbott, Cork, 2"̂  o f  the I /'* monthl 709 (F.H.L.D., Testimonies of 

denial and self condemnation, MSS B 75, no. A 1(1), n.p.) Abigail Abbot had been a preacher within the 
Quaker community but had ‘lost her gift’, see John Rutty, A history o f  the rise and progress o f  the people called  
Quakers in Ireland, 1653-1700 (London, 1811) pp 253-61 cited in Phil Kilroy, ‘Quaker women in Ireland, 
1660-1740’ in Irish Journal o f  Feminist Studies, ii, no. 2 (December 1997), p. 16, n. 37.
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forwarded to the priest who had married the couple in order to deny such actions publicly. 

The importance of this watchfulness was pressed upon Friends:

It is duly incumbent upon us to look into our families and to endeavour to prevent our children from 

running into the world for husbands or wives and so to the priest: for you know, before the women’s 

meetings were set up, many have done so which have brought dishonour to God and upon his truth and 

people. '̂*

So in order to prepare children for their spiritual inheritance in adulthood and to prevent 

them from marrying out, the Swarthmore epistle insisted that women were to inspect the 

behaviour of their children and servants, fulfilling this role in the new covenant as it had been 

fulfilled in the previous covenant. Women anticipated points of trouble in the family because 

they were with their families so much: ‘[We] may see more into their inclinations than the 

men’.̂  ̂ It was apparent to the Quaker women in Ireland that the Swarthmore epistle and 

personal epistles showed that there was a complex relationship between Quakers as lenient 

parents and their responsibilities to the wider Quaker community. An epistle sent to Ireland by 

Margaret Fell’s daughter Isabel Yeamens (possibly in 1676), reflected on the diflSculties of 

raising children for she said

[Do not] indulge or bear with the children till they come to more understanding, in so doing thereby, the 

evil seed comes to grow which might easily be crushed in the first wise and appearance, but through

forbearance stubbornness and willfulness gets up and then you cannot make them go with you to

36meetmgs.

From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20'* o f  the 2"  ̂month 1677, f  31 r. 
ibid., f  31 r. 
ibid., f  31 r.
Isabel Yeamens ’ Epistle, Swarthmore, 9** o f  the (S'* month 1676 (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting 

records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, E 17 v). There is also another copy o f this epistle but it is dated 9* o f the S* 
month (October) 1679, see F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women's meetings, xiv, cupboard B, fT41-46.
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This experience was echoed in the Waterford women’s meeting, for which some 

records exist. They recorded, in August 1680, that the men’s and women’s meetings required 

that two weighty Friends, Tabitha Kellsall and Elinore Holme, should speak to Ruth Blanch 

about her children.^^ This was done, yet six months later the women’s meeting concluded that a 

body of women should go to Ruth’s children to admonish them because they were stubborn 

and rebellious and ‘turn their backs against truth’ The reason for doing this, they said, was so 

that Friends would be clear and therefore the truth would also be clear.^^ In April 1681, Tabitha 

Kellsall, her sister Theba and Elinore Holme returned to speak to the children again, but they 

reported that the children were ‘stubborn and spoke very much against women’s preaching and 

silent meetings so that there is Uttle hopes of their ever living subject and conformable to the 

way of the truth but are run into the fashions and customs of the world.

The problem was that Quaker children in the 1670s were the second generation to be 

convinced and Quakerism by its nature was a faith which could only be grasped in maturity. 

Friends did not baptise members but they could raise children within the meetings for worship 

and the system of behaviour which developed from their reading of the Bible. Isabel Yeamens 

commented on the ministry o f parents to their children when she said that parents must instruct 

their children, so that they were subject to ‘their tuition and government’, because they were 

‘not capable to choose for themselves and so ought to be kept under restriction’.'” The result of 

restless behaviour and bad company was that their minds were not attuned to Quaker thinking 

and gave no opportunity to allow the seed of the spirit to develop.

The women’s meeting, V  o f  the 6'̂  month 1680 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f  the women's meeting in Waterford, 
1680-1739, M.M. XI B .l, n.p.).

The women’s meeting, 27'  ̂o f  the 12'*' month 1680/1 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f  the women's meeting in 
Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M. XI B. l ,  n.p.).

The women's meeting, 27'  ̂o f  the 12'  ̂month 1680/1 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f the women's meeting in 
Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M. XI B. l ,  n.p.).

77ie women's meeting, ICf̂  o f  the 2”̂  month 1681 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f the women’s meeting in Waterford, 
1680-1739, M.M. XI B.l ,  n.p.).
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The other side to keeping company with those outside the community was that young 

Friends were more likely to marry outside their faith. Yeamens’ advice regarding this was much 

more sensitive:

advise them privately and show them the great snare and undone condition that they are like to fall into 

and, i f  they refuse to hear and persist on, then get two or three faithfiil women and let them also give 

their assistance in advising, reproving and admonishing them but if  they still refuse to hear then lay it 

before the women’s meeting that so they may have Gospel order, that truth may be kept clear and you 

clear in the sight o f the Lord."*̂

The involvement o f the community at many levels in cases such as this emphasised the effect 

which such a transgression had. It reflected upon the unity of the community because the 

Gospel order was dishonoured and thus the community was not considered clear in the eyes of 

God. In this way the vigilant parent was tainted by the errant offspring’s choice to marry out.

A proposal in the Swarthmore epistle gave the requirements regarding marriage 

clearance, an issue which had caused as much dissent as the separate women’s meetings.'*  ̂ At 

the heart o f this issue was the amount and extent of power which the women were allocated 

because the schismatics objected to women having any control over who should be allowed to 

marry. The marriages of young Quakers came under the guidance of women as an extension of 

the controls over their behaviour in childhood. Just as marrying outside the community was 

prohibited, so too the procedure for marrying within the Quaker fold was quite rigid.

The 1677 epistle stated that marriages had to come twice to the women’s meeting and 

twice to the men’s with the couple in attendance.'*'* The records of the women’s meeting in 

Waterford showed that, in December 1677, Andrew Nicholson and Margaret Biggly were

Yeamens, Epistle, 9** o f  the 8"’ month 1676, f  17 v and f  17 v.
ibid., f  17 V.
From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20"' o f  the 2"  ̂month 1677, f  31 r.
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presented to this meeting stating their intention to marry/^ They were presented again a month 

later,, when it was asserted that there was nothing against them and that they were clear to 

marry, which they did later that month at Thomas Holme’s house at the public meeting/^

The Swarthmore epistle explained that women were expert witnesses for judging 

clearness within the individual: the requirements were that one must not be betrothed to 

another and that inquiries should be made amongst relations to ascertain their consent/’ The 

Particular meetings to which a couple belonged were asked to vouch for their clearness, so that 

by the time they reached the second meeting, they had been examined with regard to their 

family and their social standing in the community. They could then ‘perfect’ their marriage in a 

meeting of Friends, unless there was a challenge made against them in the second meeting/* 

The assertion by Fox, in his 1676 epistle, that there were some issues which women only could 

look into is repeated here because the sixth proposal stated that ‘if anything be amiss 

concerning the woman, examine it and look into it, which may not be proper for the men’/ ’ 

This was the reason for separate meetings.

Guidance was given against paying tithes which were applicable to men and women, 

even widows, and all women had to produce testimonies against this practice.^® In Ireland, 

women in Waterford recorded testimonies in 1680 against tithes and Bishops. Tabitha KelsaU 

gave her testimony as a vindication of her convincement:

ibid., f. 31 r.
our women's meetings, 6'̂  o f  the /O'* month 1677 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f the women’s meeting in 

Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M. XI B .l, n.p.).
^A t our women's meetings, 17'* o f  the II"' month 1677/8 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f the women’s meeting in 
Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M. XI B .l, n.p.) They were married on 27*'’ o f  the 11* month 1677/8.

From our women's meeting in Lancashire, 20f'' o f  the 2"  ̂month 1677, f. 31 r.
From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20f' o f  the 2 ^  month 1677, f  3 1 r. 
ibid., f  31 r. 
ibid., f  31 r.
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Since I was convinced o f the Lord’s blessed truth and redeemed by his mighty power from the false 

ways and worships of this evil world, I have always thought their unlawful tithes and all other their 

unlawful maintainances (and did not pay any since I was convinced)...^'

The reason for these testimonies was that Quakers denied other forms of priesthood, except for 

Christ, ‘He is our everlasting high priest’/^ This was the testimony of Mary Wright who also 

refused to pay tithes, ‘Forasmuch as it has pleased the Lord to convince me of his blessed truth 

and in measure has brought me to taste of life and Salvation through his good spirit who is the

•  *5 53pnest .

Refusal to pay tithes was balanced in the Swarthmore epistle by concern for those 

within the community who could not afford material goods: ‘that there be no want nor 

suffering for outward things amongst the people of God’.̂ '* They echoed the beliefs of the 

women who wrote the London epistle when they said that they would be ‘free and liberal in 

their hearts to them that stands in need, but especially...to the household of faith’. T h e y  

intended that those who could not work would be looked after and that families in need would 

be aided until the children were old enough to be apprenticed.^®

Their work in the Quaker community, which was their testimony to the fulfilment of 

their stewardship, was to be recorded in the meeting book.^’ This could then be reviewed at the 

next meeting and the business transactions of every Particular meeting had to be on record for 

all to see in the meeting. The Swarthmore epistle also listed what was expected of the clerk of

Copy o f  the several testimonies that was given into by women Friends o f  this meeting, 24‘̂  o f  the S'* month 
1680 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the women's meeting in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n.p.).

From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 2(f^ o f  the 2"̂  month 1677, f. 31 v.
Copy o f  the several testimonies that was given into by women Friends o f  this meeting, 24'  ̂o f  the 8"' month 

1680 (F.H.L.D., Minutes o f the women's meeting in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n.p.).
From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20"' o f  the 2"̂  month 1677, f  31 v.

”  ib id . ,  f. 31 V.

ib id . ,  f. 31 V.

”  ibid., f  33 r.
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the meeting who was required to be able to ‘read and write, keep the book and receive the 

collections and give a just and true account of the disbursements of them in the book’.̂ *

Mary Wright, who asserted her opposition to tithes, had become the clerk of the 

Waterford meeting in 1676 and her sisters at the women’s meeting in Waterford explained her 

duties for that year:

Mary Wright was chosen and desired to receive the collection money of the women’s meetings for this 

next year or while other ways disposed of and to be accountable to the meeting form time to time how 

the said collections are laid out and expended.

According to the Swarthmore epistle, the structure of the meeting system consisted of a 

Half year’s women’s meeting or, alternatively, a Quarterly women’s meeting, with 

representatives attending the latter from the Monthly or Particular meetings/^ In Ireland the 

Quarterly meeting was known as the Province meeting because the meeting system was a slight 

variation to that in England, but essentially the interaction between meetings was the same. So 

by the instructions o f the Swarthmore epistle, the Quarterly meeting or its equivalent ensured 

that testimonies against tithes were adhered to and that meetings were clear, operating in much 

the same way as the Monthly meetings did towards Particular meetings. The over-riding 

concern of this epistle was that the meeting structure, with its checks and balances, enabled 

Friends to apprehend problems and to intervene before the good standing of the individual and, 

hence of the community, was compromised.

Their justification of women’s meetings echoed Fox’s epistles: it was their inheritance 

through the restoration and they mentioned the verses concerning women in Timothy and

ibid., f. 33 r.
At our women's meeting, /*' o f  the /*' month 1675/6 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the women's meeting in Waterford, 

1680-1739, M.M.Xl B.I, n.p).
^From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20'^ o f  the 2"‘‘ month 1677, i. 33 r.
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Titus.^' Their claim that ‘we be looked upon as the weaker vessel, yet strong and powerful is 

God, whose strength is made perfect in weakness’, suggested that through the new covenant 

that which was regarded as weak was transfigured through God’s strength.^ The self- 

awareness of these Quaker women as participants in the new covenant was apparent to those 

who received the epistle. Using a verse from Paul, which demonstrated his attempts to include 

the Gentiles, they reflected on the universality o f the second covenant when they stated that the 

spiritual closeness to Christ, which characterised the eschatological phase o f Quakerism, was 

still evident: ‘For as many of us are baptised into Christ, have put on Christ; for we are all the 

children of God by faith in Christ Jesus where there is neither male nor female but all are one in 

Christ’.̂  ̂However this closeness through the spirit had unified the entire commimity, bringing 

Friends from a journey of personal spiritual fiilfilment to that of Salvation within the structure 

o f corporate responsibility.

The women from Waterford who followed the structures promoted by the Swarthmore 

women’s meeting were also encouraged by a travelling minister from England in 1676. John 

Banks’s epistle was much less detailed because his intention was to support women’s meetings 

rather than to instruct specifically. His advice was that it was the care of the women in the 

meetings to monitor those who came amongst them who claimed to be convinced, and to 

ensure that they followed the code of conduct concerning customs and fashions of the world, 

and that no gossipers or troublemakers would go unchallenged. The keeping of meetings, ‘as 

well on the weekdays as the first days and other times and seasons’, was essential for Gospel 

order and Banks considered those who persuaded others to miss meetings as ‘the very inlet of 

all evU and looseness and the cause why so much liberty is taken to go into the customs of the

From our women’s meeting in Lancashire, 20f*' o f  the month 1677, f. 33 r -  33 v.
ibid., f. 33 v.

“  ibid., f. 23 r.
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world’/'* If such transgressors did not return to the Gospel order, ‘if they will not be 

conformed but have reproof and say what are you to do with us’, then the community had a 

duty to reject them, particularly to prevent the wider community from knowing.®^

The role of the meetings, and the women who disciplined those attending, was regarded 

as crucial by Banks for maintaining cohesiveness and this was demonstrated by the women of 

the Waterford meeting who received this epistle. Advice sent from the London and Swarthmore 

women helped to organise the women’s meetings in Ireland and, together with epistles from 

male travelling ministers, were part of the support network which Quakerism had developed. 

By weaving the web of community’, providing strength and encouragement in numbers, 

women from distant communities could jointly sustain the meetings spiritually and, against 

detractors, theologically too.^^

As a template for behaviour and organisation the Swarthmore epistle was emphasised 

implicitly by a formal epistle from the men’s Half year’s meeting in Ireland, written seven 

months later in November 1677, when they reminded the women’s meetings to inspect 

behaviour amongst their members.®  ̂The evolution of women’s meetings, including the Yearly 

women’s meeting, is usually perceived as being dominated by the influence of the Half year’s 

men’s meeting.®* Yet the corporate epistles from women in London and Swarthmore were

^John Banks’s epistle to women, Dublin, 77'* o f  the 9"’ month 1676 (F.H.L.D., Minutes of the women's meeting 
in Waterford, 1680-1739, M.M.XI B.I, n .p .).
“  ibid., n.p.
^  Margaret Benefiel, ‘Letters and epistles: weaving the web o f community’ in M. Garman et aJ. (eds). Hidden 
in plain sight: Quaker women's writings, 1650-1700 (Pennsylvania, 1996), p. 443.

F’-om the National men's meeting in Dublin to all the Provincial and Particular women's meetings 12'  ̂o f  the 
9** nonth 1677 (F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women’s meetings, xiv , Cupboard B, ff 16-7.).

See Richard Greaves, God's other children: protestant non-conformists and the emergence o f  denominational 
chirches in Ireland (California, 1997), p. 293. Richard Greaves has stated that the Half year’s or National 
men’s meeting epistle, dated \2'^ o f the 9**" month 1677, implicitly and unintentionally raised the idea o f a 
Yeifly meeting for women by asking them to look into the behaviour o f  widows and young women. Phil Kilroy 
viewed the men's meeting as providing the impetus for activity in the women's meetings: ‘It is clear that the 
men's meetings set the agenda for the women's meeting and sent both business and recommendations to the 
women's meeting.’ See Kilroy, ‘Quaker women’, p. 4. However the Swarthmore epistle, which was written in 
Ap-il 1677, mentions a Half year’s women’s meeting as part of the meeting structure.
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evidence of earlier communication about the role of the women’s meetings including discipline. 

Written for women in distant communities and more detailed than any epistle sent by the Half 

year’s men’s meeting, they served as the impetus for women’s meetings. The men were not the 

primary or only influence bearing on the organisation of women’s meetings in Ireland but they 

were influential and the women, as it will be seen, submitted to their guidance and the unity it 

created.

The Quaker emphasis on unity can be traced to verses in Galatians which speak of all 

being one through Christ and Phil KHroy has explained that Quaker theology was egalitarian.*^ 

Key verses were used to support women’s meetings positively: 2 Co 12:9 that strength was 

made perfect in weakness and I Pe 3:7 that women were the weaker vessel, both o f which were 

reinterpreted to see women active in the church through God’s power. The Swarthmore 

women made this very clear in their epilogue.’” Despite this, the reality of the meeting system in 

Ireland was that the women sought accord and consent from the men’s meeting and saw their 

brethren as encouraging and guiding while the men did not reciprocate by seeking the women’s 

accord.

The Irish sources show an alteration to the Quaker concept of women as the weaker 

vessel: women were deemed to be strengthened through the men’s meetings rather than directly 

by God’s Grace. The domination of the meeting system by male approval was underpinned by 

the assertion that in the fellowship each member had a place accorded to him.’’ It is clear from 

the epistles that the men were deemed to influence the women’s meetings by the spirit but this 

was in keeping with Barclay’s argument that a meeting sets rules for individuals under the

Kilroy, ‘Quaker women’, p. 8. See also chapter seven on Quaker theology and women's meetings.
™ From our women's meeting in Lancashire, o f  the 2""̂  month 1677, ff 33 r-33v.

Robert Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters and other libertines (London, 1674), in Robert Barclay, Truth 
triumphant through the spiritual warfare, Christian labours and writings o f  that able andfaithful servant o f  
Jesus Christ, Robert Barclay (London, 1718), iii, p. 331.
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influence of the spirit and not as an oppressive mechanism/^ William Edmondson’s epistle 

revealed that, by 1701, the egalitarian theology underpinning Quaker women’s activity had 

been eroded/^ Yet the women did not seem subservient to the men in their epistles. Their 

language was deferential but the tone was sure, for while the women were ‘made strong’ by the 

support of their brethren, they rejoiced in their strengthened role in the soteriological 

framework and were fulfilled

The role of women in the meeting structure was strengthened in 1678, when the Cork 

women’s meeting petitioned the Half year’s men’s meeting for a Yearly or Half year’s women’s 

meeting, an objective which had been included as part o f the meeting structure in the 

Swarthmore epistle a year earlier/'* The two women responsible for this aim were members or 

visitors at the Cork women’s meeting, Elizabeth Steere and Mary Robinson

[they came] to our meeting in obedience to the Lord to clear themselves o f the great weight upon them

for the establishing o f a general women’s meeting either Yearly or Half yearly as in the wisdom o f God

75may be judged meet with them in their message[measure?]

Mary Robinson was an English women who travelled in the ministry in Ireland and Phil Kilroy 

surmises that she shared the developments among women’s meetings in England with the 

women of Cork/^

Testimonies from women in Cork acknowledged the soundness of the proposal which 

was then sent to the Half year’s men’s meeting for ‘your advice, assistance and consent as in

ibid., p. 376.
William Edmondson, An epistle containing wholesome advice and counsel to all Friends (n.p., 1701).

’'* To the Half year's (men’s) meeting in Dublin from our women's meeting in Cork, 16'  ̂o f  the month 1678 
(F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women’s meetings, xiv, cupboard B, f. 18) and From our women’s meeting in 
Lancashire, 2(f^ o f  the 2”‘’ month 1677, f. 33 r.
”  ibid, f. 18.

Kilroy, ‘Quaker women’, p. 3.
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the wisdom of God you shall find freedom with it, both as to time and place’ The men 

agreed: ‘[we] do approve of and have condescended to a National women’s meeting that they 

meet once a year at Dublin upon the eighth of the third month, it being the same time when the 

Half year’s men’s meeting is’.̂ * It was left to the women to decide who should attend from the 

Province meetings but the men stressed that others who felt called could also attend: ‘leaving 

all others to their liberty who are stirred up in their own spirits to be there also’/^ The preface 

to the book of record concerning the Yearly women’s meeting stated that it was to be attended

by eighteen women in all: six women from Ulster, Mimster and Leinster, each appointed by the

•  •  80Province (Quarterly) women’s meeting in these areas.

Completing the web of community between Ireland and England, epistles were sent to 

England from the Yearly meeting in Ireland which had become a mother meeting with 

responsibility for issuing epistles to its daughter meetings within Ireland and its equivalent 

women’s meetings in England. This exchange of letters showed that women Friends in Ireland 

responded to and applied orthodox Quaker practice in relation to the women’s business 

meetings. In an epistle sent to London by the first Yearly women’s meeting in 1679 we see the 

understanding and agreement which the women had with the previous epistles which they had 

received. They were writing to the same women who had sent the London epistle concerning 

discipline.*'

To the Half year’s (men’s) meeting in Dublin from our women’s meeting in Cork, 16“̂ o f  the month 1678,
f. 18.

From the Half year’s meeting in Dublin, 9"’ o f  the 3'“̂ month 1678 (F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women's 
meetings, xiv, cupboard B, f. 19).
™ ibid., f. 19.

Preface o f the National women’s meeting records (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, 
Y.M. B.2, n.p.).

To our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f the church o f God in London, [epistle from the National 
yearly meeting of women in Ireland to the Quarterly women’s meeting in London], n.d. (F.H.L.D., National 
women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. 8.2, f. 55 r) Phil Kilroy also dates this epistle to 1679, see Kilroy, 
‘Quaker women’, p. 15, n. 12. There is a second copy of this epistle, see F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women’s 
meetings, xiv, cupboard B, ff 62-65.
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Contact had been continued because they told the women in London: ‘you are fresh in 

our remembrance [and] it has caused us, with one accord, to be willing to greet you with these 

few lines, which is to let you understand how the business and affairs o f the truth o f God, 

which concerns us here, is carried on’.*̂  This does not imply that the system of meetings in 

Ireland was very different and separate to those in England, rather that they were confirming to 

the women in London that they were engaged in fulfilling the Gospel order. They understood 

that this meant watchfulness because they pledged that ‘none of us may be found in a 

conformity to this present evil w o r l d . T h e  influence of the Gospel story allowed Friends to 

subordinate earthly will to the will of the Father, in doing so watchfulness became a 

commandment to be fulfilled

Oh the streams of his heavenly life did revive and consoiate our souls and let fresh engagements upon 

our spirits to give up in a holy resignation of our wills to his heavenly will, so to run the ways of his 

commandments that we his servants and handmaids may watch over one another for good 

They implicitly endorsed Fox’s concept of the mothers in Israel, the aims of the 

Swarthmore epistle and responded to earlier calls from Isabel Yeamens and the men’s Half 

year’s meeting in 1677 to have two women inspect into behaviour

It is so seen meet amongst us and that in the wisdom of God, that two women (to whom the Lord has 

given a good understanding) may be chosen out of every Particular women’s meeting that they may 

have an inspection and a heavenly watchfiilness over their said meetings to the end that no superfluities 

or vain customs or fashions may have entrance in amongst us: but that we in our apparel, houses and 

outward deportment likewise may answer the end of our profession

To our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f  the church o f  God in London, f. 55 r. 
ibid., f  55 r. 
ibid., f  55 r. 
ibid., f. 55 r.
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They stated that at this Yearly women’s meeting in Ireland they were ‘well persuaded’ that 

their members were zealous for the Lord’s honour in this regard because they had accounts of 

the Quarterly women’s meetings in Ireland.*^ They were also grateful to the men’s meetings 

which encouraged them in their work and the women’s meeting acknowledged that they were 

the weaker vessels but that the Lord ‘does enable us who are the weaker vessels to be an 

assistance to our wellbeloved brethren who are strong in the Lord’.*’ They honoured the men’s 

meetings, ‘for the Lord has put it into their hearts to strengthen us who are weak and we are 

encouraged by them’.**

This entirely undermined the egalitarian nature of Fox’s epistles and the essence of the 

Swarthmore document because both explicitly promoted women as the weaker vessel as 

strengthened directly by God; now the men’s meetings were to assist or mediate for the women 

in their role. This was not an issue earlier in Quakerism when itinerant women preachers 

challenged gender expectations and theological certainties in the wider community in 

accordance with their faith. It was only with the evolution of meetings that the meeting system 

became the critical point between Quaker theology and seventeenth century gender norms. 

Women were expected to be deferential to male authority, particularly to their husbands, and in 

the meeting system a husband could serve on the men’s meeting while his wife was a prominent 

member of the women’s meeting.*^ From the women’s epistles in Ireland it was clear that they 

deferred to the wisdom of the men’s meeting just as the women in Bristol had deferred to the 

men’s meeting in 1671.

** To our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f  the church o f God in London, f. 55 r.
ibid., f. 55 r.

** ibid., f. 55 v.
Anne Sharp was a member of the women's Yearly meeting while her husband Anthony served on the Dublin 

men's meeting.
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Nevertheless there were issues which were raised by the men’s meeting yet were dealt 

with by the women in greater depth. The issue of Quaker midwifery can be used as a case study 

to illustrate the relationship between the Yearly women’s meeting and the Half year’s men’s 

meeting and the role of the women’s Quarterly meeting in London. Upholding Qviaker 

principles in childbirth was entrusted to Quaker midwives and the Yearly women’s meeting 

members asked women Friends in London for guidance and precedents for the correct 

behaviour of midwives in 1679.^° Their concern for the fulfilment of Quaker practices was 

shared by Fox in his 1676 epistle. Just as women’s separate meetings were justified by this 

epistle so too was his encouragement of women in relation to organising childbirth. Fox 

brought Biblical verses into the realm of Quaker women by suggesting Rebecca as an example 

to pregnant women because she sought counsel fi'om the Lord, ‘She is an example to all 

women in that condition, to ask counsel of the Lord, as she did.’̂ ' This advice was 

acknowledged in women’s epistles: the women’s meeting in York wrote in 1680, ‘we do 

entreat all childbearing women to wait upon God for his wisdom to order you in the time of 

your lying in.’̂ ^

Ann Giardina Hess has completed a study of Quaker midwifery practice in rural 

England in the late seventeenth century using women’s meeting books to illustrate the concerns 

of the local Quaker midwives in this area.^  ̂ Such sources for particular meetings are not extant 

for the women’s meetings in Ireland so one cannot illustrate, as Hess has for Buckinghamshire, 

how midwives were designated by their local meetings or if the Quaker community in Ireland 

used local non-Quaker midwives. However Friends in Ireland left records about the problem of

To our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f  the church o f God in London, f. 55 v.
George Fox, A collection o f many select and Christian epistles o f  George Fox, Thomas Ellwood 

(ed.)(London, 1698), epistle 320, p. 374.
From the women's meeting at York 1680 to all Friends and sisters, cited in Phyllis Mack, Visionary women: 

ecstatic prophecy in seventeenth-century England (California, 1994), p. 346.
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Quaker women participating at non-Quaker births. Midwifery, like trade, was a point of contact 

with the world which provided an opportunity for Quaker beliefs to be upheld - it was for the 

Yearly women’s meeting in Ireland, ‘a godly care upon us concerning our midwives and nurse- 

keepers that they stand clear as in the sight of the Lord’.̂ "*

Women Friends in Ireland were encouraged and guided by epistles on midwifery from 

Barbados between 1678 and 1680, epistles which elaborated uniquely on Quaker social policy 

on this matter.’  ̂ The Quakers, including William Edmondson from Ireland, evangelised in the 

West Indies in the 1660s and 1670s. Women Friend, Joan Vokins, spoke of the separate 

meetings for negro slaves and Friends and revealed her empathy with the slave community:

...we arrived at the Island of Antegoi [Antigua] in the West Indies, and there I found a precious 

people, and had two meetings a day for a week, with white people and Blacks; and on the T* day is 

their children’s meetings, and they have also men’s and women’s meetings, and the Gospel order is 

established and establishing in those remote islands. Glory to God for ever.’*

Moira Ferguson noted that ‘such separations depended on an unspoken view of white men as 

natural leaders, of slaves as lesser beings, and of white women as people who should concern

See Anna Hess, ‘Midwifery practice amongst the Quakers in southern rural England in the late seventeenth 
century’ in Hilary Marland (ed.). Art o f midwifery: early modern midwives in Europe (London, 1993), p. 49.

To our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f  the church o f God in London, f  55 v . In England in the late 
seventeenth century, those invited to the birth by the mother were known as ‘gossips’. This was a corruption of 
‘god-sib’ or ‘god-sibling’ and was connected to the baptism of the child. The phrase ‘gossiping’ was extended to 
mean the coming together of women. Midwaves had a separate role: a midwife took charge of the birth with the 
gossips there to support. The office of midwife had considerable power: a midwife of yeoman stock could deiy 
the mother who was of higher status. They were paid for their skills by a gift or grace from the family and the 
child’s godparents at the baptism a few days later. The nurse keeper looked after the mother during the lying in 
period after the birth. See Adrian Wilson, The making o f  man midwifery: childbirth in England 1660-1770 
(London, 1995), p. 25 and also Adrian Wilson, ‘The ceremony of childbirth and its interpretation’, in V. Fildes 
(ed.). Women as mothers in pre-industrial England: essays in memory o f Dorothy McLaren (London, 1990), p. 
73.

Hess, ‘Midwifery practice amongst the Quakers’, p. 62. For a discussion of Quakerism in Barbados, focussing 
on women Friends, see Moira Ferguson, ‘Seventeenth-century Quaker women: displacement, colonialism, and 
anti-slavery discourse’ in Gerald Maclean (ed.). Culture and society in the Stuart Restoration: literature, 
drama, (Cambridge, 1995), pp 221-40.
^  Cited in Ferguson, ‘Seventeenth-century Quaker women: displacement, colonialism, and anti-slavery 
discourse’, pp 236-7.
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themselves with domestic and family affairs.’̂ ’ This was demonstrated by the epistles from the 

midwives’ meetings which urged Quaker midwives ‘not to take anything of the Negroes but 

rather help the poor creatures as the Lord shall enable us and open our hearts thereunto.’̂ *

The meetings of midwives in the Quaker community in Barbados suggested the manner 

of conducting Quaker childbirth practices in the world and distributed their guidance through 

their epistles.^^ They suggested that Friends should be benevolent to poor mothers who might 

not be financially secure by refusing any money offered and seeking instead to alleviate their 

needs .Childbir th  was a social occasion for women in the seventeenth century yet the 

Barbados meeting called Quaker women to engage in prayer after a successfiil delivery, in 

order to pronounce themselves to be against the world, ‘who as soon as the woman is delivered 

do run into eating and drinking and foolish talking and jesting to the grieving of God’s spirit 

instead of returning praise to God.’'“' A form of fortified drink, caudle, was given to the 

mother during labour and was then shared with the gossips during the birth celebrations. Phyllis 

Mack emphasised that Quakerism encouraged communal worship but not festivities and this 

was reflected in her example of the women’s meeting in York in 1680 who counselled Quaker 

women to keep close to Quaker ways, ‘that out of all the needless customs and feasting in the 

world you may be gathered...be fed in the fresh and green pastures where your bread will be 

sure and your water never fail’.'°  ̂The certainties of the Gospel and the Bread of Life replaced 

for Quaker women the worldly celebrations and the caudle.

ibid, p. 236.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 24'  ̂o f  the 12"’ month 1678 (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 

1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f. 51 v).
Anna Hess suggests that women in England had similar meetings, see Hess, ‘Midwifery practice amongst the 

Quakers’, p. 63.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, //'*  o f  the 12'  ̂month 1677, f. 49 v.
Wilson, Man-midwifery, p. 25 and Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados 11"' o f  the 12'*' month 1677 (F.H.L.D., 

National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f. 51 r).
From the women's meeting at York 1680 to all Friends and sisters, cited in Mack, Visionary women, p. 346.
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Their assertion in the Barbados epistle that they might receive money for their services 

was further consolidated. The extension of money to Quaker midwives was an extension of the 

safe delivery of the woman - a gift from God: ‘returning praise to God who has extended such 

money to us as the deliverance of a woman that so in God’s fear we may give cause to the 

world to say that we do fear God.’'°̂  Their detachment from any non-Quaker women present 

was indicated when they said that they ‘take heed of letting in their spirit or joining in their talk 

but exhort the woman to return praise and glory to God for her deliverance.’'”'* In other words, 

in place of the churching of the woman the Quaker way was to side-step celebrations and 

immediately to hold thanksgiving for the woman’s safe deliverance. They also were to bear 

testimony against the sprinkling or baptism of c h i l d r e n . I t  was the duty of the midwife to 

place clothes on the child or to supervise this and, in accordance with Quaker practice of 

rejecting elaborately decorative cloths, Quaker midwives had to caU for plain cloth and if this 

was not available then they were to cover the child with ‘cloths and a blanket and what is

necessary to keep it warm and bear testimony against all superfluous ribbons and lace in God’s

behalf.'®^

Strict as Friends were concerning conformity in outward things, they also insisted on 

conformity in much more grave situations such as a difficult birth. They realised that they could 

not go into the world for help but had to seek advice from one another and wait for God’s 

assistance ‘in our distress who is able to deliver in this our day as in days past without going to 

Egypt for help’.‘°̂  If any illness affected a pregnant woman before birth they could seek help 

amongst one another or if near the time of the meeting they could bring their concerns before

Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 11'  ̂o f  the 12"' month 1677, f. 51 r.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 11'  ̂o f  the /2'* month 1677, f. 51 r.
ibid., f. 51 r.
Wilson, Man-midwifery, p. 26 and Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 1 /'* o f  the 12"' month 1677, f. 51 r.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 4"' o f  the 9** month 1678, f. 51 r.
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that.'®* They stated that if a woman was in need of special help in a difficult labour that women 

could advise her to seek the help of Friends first, but if she sought someone from the outside 

community, then they were to persuade her to the contrary. If this did not succeed they must 

make their position as Quakers plain, ‘to clear ourselves to the woman and so be as one 

unconcerned for we cannot join with them yet it may be convenient to stay and so the end of 

the work for how do we know who then the Lord may put the delivery of the woman into our 

h a n d s . I f  the nature of the assistance was defined to Friends present they could discern if this 

was in accordance with the spirit and so join to help the woman.'

The 1679 Women’s Yearly meeting was aware of these epistles and of the concern of

the Half year’s men’s meeting in Dublin, in 1677, which raised the subject o f Quaker women at

non-Quaker births. The men referred to the supervision of widows and young women who 

lived by themselves because they were open to ‘an occasion of liberty and looseness and offer 

o f opportunity to some o f resorting to them and so those things which may bring great 

dishonour to the blessed truth’, but also requested that the Provincial and Particular meetings 

made sure that the activities of midwives were supervised."' In particular they were concerned 

that the community’s standing in the truth would not be compromised by the actions of these 

women

look into and consider whether there be amongst you any women who profess truth [that] take upon them 

[the] office o f a midwife, nurse or nurse-keepers who have occasion to be employed by [the] world 

whether they keep truth clear and keep up their testimonies for the Lord in faithfulness and whether any 

such be present at the sprinkling o f children and at their gossips’ feasts and receive their offerings

Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 24'  ̂o f  the 12“' month 1678, f  51 v.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 7"’ o f  the 2"‘‘ month 1679, f  51 v.
Meeting o f  midwives, Barbados, 7'* o f  the 2"‘‘ month 1679, f  51 v.

''' From the National men’s meeting in Dublin to all the Provincial and Particular women's meetings, 12"' o f  
the 9"' month 1677 (F.H.L.D., Epistles from the women’s meetings, xiv, cupboard B, f. 16).
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money, which at such times is usually given, if any be found to practice such things they are to be 

reproved and admonished.*

The Yearly meeting for women in Ireland corresponded with its counterpart in London 

showing that the English Quakers in Ireland had concurrence with earlier epistles received from 

England but also that they were willing to consult London for advice on points of controversy, 

one of which was payment from the gossips (as opposed to the mother) for midwife 

attendance. They referred to the godly order which has been established amongst them and 

particularly the ‘godly care upon us concerning our midwdves and nursekeepers that they stand 

clear as in the sight of the Lord and take no money of those called gossips but bear their 

testimony against it and be content with what the women gives them for whom they do 

service.’"^

Clearly for Friends in Ireland accepting gossips’ money was contrary to the Gospel 

order but why this should be the case was less clear. Possibly the behaviour o f the gossips, as 

outlined by the Barbados epistle, meant that Friends could not accept payment for fear of 

appearing in unity with them or that the money was presented at the time of baptism, with 

which Friends did not agree. What had reached the attention of the Yearly meeting for women 

through their contact with their Province (Quarterly) meetings was that gossips’ money was 

being accepted by Quaker midwives ‘connivingly’."'' Dealing with this, the women at the 

Yearly meeting said that the solution suggested by weighty women Friends present was 

brought into being by the actions of the spirit

From the National men’s meeting in Dublin to all the Provincial and Particular women's meetings, 12"’ o f  
the P'* month 1677, f. 16.

7b our dear and well-beloved sisters who are o f  the church o f  God in London, f. 55 v. 
ibid., f  55 v.
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But the living God (who is not wanting in his love to those who those who wait upon him) put a word 

of exhortation in the mouths of some of us which took this effect that a willingness was to promise as 

restoration of the money so taken, and for the future never to receive the like."^

There was little acquiescence with this suggestion because some viewed it better to seek a 

precedent from the women’s meeting in London."^ The London meeting was asked to forward 

their decision and, while the Half year’s men’s meeting had exhorted the women on the subject 

o f midwifery, the men were not consulted, perhaps because midwifery was viewed as a 

women’s issue.'

The epistle in reply from the Quarterly women’s meeting in London rejoiced in the 

‘godly zeal with our approbation’ that women Friends in Ireland showed."* They emphasised 

that many were gathered to consider the epistle sent from Ireland, not just from London but 

from several counties, and also present was Lucretia Cooke who had served as a travelling 

minister in Ireland. Reassuring the women in Ireland of their adherence to the truth, they 

confirmed the presence of the spirit in their meeting, ‘his presence was eminently with us and 

the virtue of the holy life of Jesus greatly confirming us in our faithfulness’.''^ Yet they were 

not complacent about their measure of the spirit as a meeting; ‘[we] desire we may not be 

wanting or behind in these things which the Lord by the revelation of his will and openings of 

his good spirit has given us a sense o f

The Gospel order concerning midwifery was considered to be clear to Friends already 

but these women considered the query from Dublin so that they could defend the Gospel order 

and yet were open to possibility that the spirit could reveal new truths through their meeting

ibid., f  55 v. 
ibid., f  55 v.

‘ Wilson, Man -midwifery, p. 1. Adrian Wilson has pointed out that the occasion of childbirth was a wholly 
female affair and that men were excluded from the delivery and the subsequent lying in period.
' For the women Friends’s meeting in Dublin from the Quarterly women's meeting in London, n.d. (F.H.L.D., 
National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  57 r). 

ibid., f  57 r.
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in ail these things that are already set in order amongst us we may approve ourselves in upright 

prosecution thereof, with sound judgement, readiness of mind and resignation of soul as a people that 

is still waiting, that in all things that may yet further be manifested tending to heavenly order and 

Christian discipline in the churches of Christ we may in our places answer in proper subjection.*^’

By corresponding with the women in Dublin and by dealing with this dilemma over 

payment, the mothers in Israel in London felt a spiritual community with English Friends in 

Ireland despite the distance

[we] feel our spirits in inward community with you, we in our places and you in your places, as we are 

bound up together in the bond of one life and unity of one spirit which distance of place cannot make 

separation in but that the faithfial everywhere hold their fellowship entire'^^

Their use of the word ‘place’ played a twofold role here. It referred not just to their respective 

geographical places but, in keeping with Robert Barclay’s writings on church government, their 

places within the spir i t .Barclay explained that the place of each individual formed a unity or 

fellowship, despite the unequal nature of each Friend’s place within the spirit, because each had 

a particular measure of the spirit.' '̂* The epistles, a structure o f the outward community, 

maintained for these women Friends the sense of inward community.

As far as possible, ‘as we in our measure are capable’, the women in London supported 

those Friends in Dublin who were watchful against unorthodox p rac t ices .They  included as 

unorthodox ‘these particular instances mentioned by you’ and revealed that they had sought 

testimonies regarding midwifery practice amongst their meeting

ibid., t. 57 r.
ibid., f  57 r.
For the women Friends's meeting in Dublin, f  57 r.
Barclay, The anarchy o f  the Ranters, p. 331
See chapter four on church government.
For the women Friends's meeting in Dublin, f. 57 r.
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Lpon inquiry we find the faithful ones amongst us more ready to give their testimony that we ask o f it 

of them against those unfaithful works o f darkness, complying with the spirit o f the world by such 

fellowship in it as to dress children for their sprinkling and to take money o f them called gossips 

A distinction was made here: the observers of Quaker practice were those who were ‘more 

ready’ to speak against the imorthodox practices. They, when convinced, disagreed with these 

practices unlike others who continued to accept payment, ‘being low in the world at their first 

convincement was under the temptation and falling under it.’’̂ ’ One such Friend eventually 

bore testimony against these practices: ‘[she] never more did it in this many years but stands in 

abhorrence of it.’'̂ *

Others who continued to accept payment fi-om the gossips and who dressed children for 

baptism could not be recognised as being apart from the world and by this understanding could 

not be considered wdthin the bounds of the Quaker community, ‘we cannot distinguish them 

fi'om the world’s spirit and therefore [they are] hardly within the line of our community. 

They reminded the women in DubUn of the precarious position of Quaker midwives, ‘whose 

calling are most public’, who served women in the world as well as women Friends.'^” Yet they 

insisted that the midwives were only distinct fi'om the world by virtue of their testimonies for 

the lighi against these customs. They understood that the women of the Yearly meeting in 

Dublin wished for clarification on this matter because some Quaker women were at odds with 

the orthodox view and that the meeting in Dublin sought to return them to the fold

ibid., f. 57 r and f  57 v. 
ibid., f. 57 v.
For the women Friends's meeting in Dublin, f  57 v. 
ibid., f  57 v. 
ibid., f. 57 v.
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however we dearly own your care for such which, although they come no further, your concern is that 

they may be severed and gathered and nearer to God and know fellowship with them whose fellowship 

is with the Father and the Son 

The London women hoped that their witnessing of the light, ‘our Christian circumspection’, 

would inspire the conscience in others and that those with particular duties would not succumb 

to the snares of the world.

In addition to these epistles written to the women in London, others were sent within 

Ireland to the Particular meetings and these ensured that discipline was adhered to in local 

areas. The Yearly meeting epistle of 1679 to such local meetings reminded that two women 

Friends should be appointed to investigate ‘pride and all superfluous things among Friends 

according to the advice of our dear brethren whose epistle of love you have already amongst 

you.’'̂  ̂ In return the Particular meetings had ah-eady given indication that they were 

responding to these calls

And you have given us account of some of your care in the answering of it, we are glad to hear that the 

Lord has stirred up your hearts to fervency and godly zeal...we desire an account may be given of your 

care therein at every Yearly meeting

The following year, the Yearly women’s meeting raised the subject of unruly children

that we may be found in a right and true endeavour o f nourishing the good and keeping down the 

contrary part in them that so we may stand clear in the sight of God concerning them, so that if they or

ibid., f. 57 v. 
ibid., f. 57 v.
From the Yearly women's meeting, Dublin, to the particular women’s meeting in Ireland 10̂ '’ o f  the 3''̂  

month 1679 (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  43 v). 
ibid., f  43 v.
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any of them after this due care that we have, should forsake the good and choose the evil we may be 

clear of them

An epistle, possibly from the women’s Province meeting in Munster in 1680, replied that their 

Particular meetings had sent accounts of behaviour and that they understood that they must 

monitor their children’s behaviour: ‘and according to your care and exhortation as concerning 

our children we hope the sense of our duty is on us and will remain in bringing them up.’‘̂ ^

The Province (Quarterly) women’s meeting in Leinster gave a detailed account o f each 

Monthly meeting to the Yearly meeting in 1683. Newgarden (Carlow) meeting gave account of 

their watchfulness against gossips’ money being accepted, ‘as for midwives, we have one in our 

meeting; we spoke to her concerning the money which is usually received at their sprinkling; 

she said that she did receive it formerly but since Friends spoke to her she said she had not 

received any.’‘̂  ̂The Wexford meeting told of their inspection into every family, ‘that pride or 

any superfluity in any kind be not used nor run into but that aU professing truth may walk as 

becomes the Gospel’; Wicklow and MountmeUick meetings named those who had this 

responsibility for inspection.’̂ * The Yearly women’s meeting of that year suggested that 

adherence to walking as becomes the truth could be assisted by testimonies from the men at the 

Half year’s men’s meeting, ‘which we believe remain upon record in the several province 

meeting books.

To the women's meetings throughout the nation from  our Yearly women’s meetings at Dublin, 12'  ̂o f  the 3"̂  
month 1680 (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f. 51 v).

Epistle, n.d. (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  59 v). This epistle was 
signed by Deborah Sandham and others, and is possibly from the women’s Province meeting in Cork, in 1680, 
in reply to an epistle from the Yearly women’s meeting, 12* o f the 3̂ “* month 1680 (F.H.L.D., National 
women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, i f  51 v -53 v).

From our women's Quarterly (Province) meeting at Castledermot fo r  the province o f  Leinster, 16'  ̂o f  the T ‘‘ 
month 1683 to the Yearly women’s meeting in Dublin (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676- 
1776, Y.M. B.2, f  63 v).

ibid., f. 63 v. Elizabeth Wickham and Isabel Carleton inspected femilies in Wicklow and Margaret 
Edmondson and Sarah Ball inspected those living in Mountmellick.

From the Yearly women’s meeting Dublin, 13"' o f  the 3''‘‘ month 1683 to the Particular women's meetings 
(F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  67 v).
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The Yearly women’s meeting was acting as a mother meeting in a meeting structure 

which promoted Fox’s ideal of the mother in Israel. However the Yearly meeting of 1686 told 

of obstacles to this pattern, those most in need of guidance were attending the Yearly meeting

whereas we do find that several young women and others who are acquainted with the affairs of truth 

do come and sit in our National women’s meeting which is a burden and grief unto us, it not being 

convenient for such to be concerned in the Lord’s business or to sit in that meeting who are of an 

unsavory conversation or inexperienced in the truth’s concerns.''*®

The Yearly meeting called for the Province meeting to allow only those who were involved in 

the Particular meetings and ‘of weighty serious conversation’ to come to the Yearly meeting, 

thus reasserting the status of the mother in Israel.

The Yearly meeting minutes for the 1690s became more formulaic compared to those of 

previous decades; there were few instances of specific instruction on issues such as midwifery 

but the emphasis switched to sobriety in clothing and, in particular, furniture because Friends 

struggled now with the trappings of economic success. The Yearly women’s meeting, then held 

over a three day period, gave prolonged, precise instructions on inappropriate furnishings 

where previously Friends had been warned only about apparel

All printed or painted hangings ought to be laid aside and kept out of and that all hangings of rooms 

whatsoever be avoided. That Friends deny themselves of fine shining and glittering tables, stands, 

chests of drawers and dressing boxes and to have such as are civilly plain only for a service, the other 

being judgement to please a curious high mind. And not to have large looking glasses which are

At our Yearly women’s meeting in Dublin, S'*" o f  the month 1686 (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting
records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  73 v). 

ibid., f  73 v.
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needless. And where there is occasion to colour partitions in rooms, see that it should be all one civil 

colour and if  there be a necessity for chimney pieces that these be made plain not o f divers colours. 

While Fox’s egalitarian theological exegesis o f women preaching was curbed to restrain 

female usurpation of male authority, Quaker women were ministers provided spiritual and 

practical guidance through their role as mothers in Israel. The women’s meetings had evolved 

into a highly structured, effective means of controlling that behaviour which was deemed 

detrimental to the Quaker soteriological framework. The epistles, both a factor o f discipline and 

radicalism, served to control and to inspire.

From the Yearly women’s meetings in Ireland, 8' .̂9"’and /O'* o f  the month 1694 to the women’s meetings 
in Ireland (F.H.L.D., National women’s meeting records, 1676-1776, Y.M. B.2, f  91 r).

240



Chapter 8

Creating continuity: the role of the Quaker minister in Ireland, 1668-1700

It is difficult to unravel the beliefs of leading Quaker preachers because they spoke 

spontaneously at their meetings for worship, leaving no sermons. Equally, the transmission 

of belief to rank and file Quakers cannot be traced through recorded sermons. However, 

Irish Quaker records contain testimonies by members o f meetings about the beliefs and 

actions of Quaker ministers who had died. For example, the Lisburn Monthly meeting 

received a testimony from the monthly meeting in Dublin concerning the life o f Thomas 

Loe, an early Quaker preacher who convinced William Penn: ‘Having received three 

papers from Dublin one of which is a testimony of that eminent servant of the Lord, 

Thomas Loe, which is desired to be recorded in our meeting book of record for like 

papers.’' These testimonies were compiled to pay tribute to the work of deceased ministers 

but, more importantly, they reinforced the emphasis on strictness within the Quaker 

community by creating a social memory of discipline stretching back to the first settlement 

o f Friends in Ireland. It will be argued that the appearance of numerous testimonies to 

deceased Quaker ministers in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century offered a 

vehicle, not only to record the sect’s history, but to provide a template for exemplary 

Quaker behaviour, not just for Quaker ministers but for all Friends. Quaker testimonies and 

journals, like the epistles recorded in the meeting minutes and the structure of the meeting 

system, bolstered the sense o f Quaker identity.

The exemplary lives o f a well-known Quaker couple were recorded by a County 

Cork meeting. The account o f the life of Robert Sandham accompanied a testimony to his 

wife, Deborah, in Irish Quaker records; these documents were typical o f their kind in 

content although lengthly because both were leading Friends in the Cork region. The

' At our men’s meeting held at Richard Boyse’s the 2^*' o f  the 4“̂ month 1699 (P.R.O.N.I.., Lisburn Monthly 
meeting 1675-1735 (LBM 1/1) Mic 16/7, f.34)
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testimonies to their lives and work came from the men and women of the Youghal 

meeting.^ The account traced Robert Sandham’s life from his birth in Sussex in 1620 to his 

conversion to the Baptist faith, a conversion which occurred because Sandham ‘believ[ed] 

it to be an ordinance of God, it being the strictest way that there was’.̂  While travelling 

with Baptist ministers in England, he became disillusioned with his calling: ‘he finding 

them to stick too much to the form to have lost the power he at first found amongst them’/  

Implicitly the account advertised the Quaker faith as both rigorous and without 

unnecessary forms. Rejecting the Baptist faith because it had become too formalised, 

Sandham continued as a religious seeker, ‘having a belief raised in him that the Lord 

would raise up a people, who would walk nearer him than the Baptists did.”

By 1650, Sandham, then a lieutenant in the New Model Army, left England for 

Youghal; there he married his wife Deborah in 1652 and he left his post, gaining a 

debenture of land. After this period, he became disenchanted with religion: ‘[He] did give 

way to more liberty than he used to do and minded not religion so much, neither was he so 

strict therein as he had been, not feeling that his soul sought after in any of the forms then 

extant (though never guilty o f any immorality)’.* The portrayal of Robert Sandham’s 

demeanour and behaviour was in keeping with that expected of a Quaker. His 

convincement came in 1655, when he was convinced by Elizabeth Fletcher, a travelling 

Quaker prophet, who preached in the streets of Youghal. Here, Sandham was linked to one 

of the earliest Quaker preachers in Ireland and therefore his ministerial lineage and place in 

the social memory of the sect was ensured:

He having heard her was reached, whm he went home, told his wife; it was the truth she preached

and that he would go to her lodgings to have some further discourse with her; upon which his wife

 ̂An account o f the life o f Robert Sandham (F.H.L.D., MSS Box 57, Grubb collection, place book iii, f. 1.) 
M bid.,f 1.
“ ibid., f. 1.
Mbid.,f. 1.
® ibid., f  2.
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advised him to take heed o f  being deluded and i f  he did go to be sure to contend earnestly for the 

faith (she being a zealous professor).’

Fletcher’s answers to his queries were given ‘in much meekness and moderation and he

was satisfied it was the truth’.*

Sandham moved into the countryside and was subsequently invited to local

meetings and received into the faith, ‘it was not only given him to believe in but also to

suffer for the truth.”  In 1661, he was unprisoned in Cork for refiising to swear in order to

be a juror. The following year he returned to Youghal and, while his move to the town of

Cork was better for him in terms of trading, he was of more use to the ‘small and weak’

meetings there.'® From 1663, he held Quaker meetings in his house (this continued for

twenty years) and he endured persecution for his ministry, ‘a sentinel being placed at his

door to keep Friends out and meetings broken up.’"

With this 1704 account of Robert Sandham’s life, from the Youghal men’s and

women’s meeting, was an accompanying document to a testimony to Deborah Sandham,

Robert’s wife.'^ The testimony to Deborah also gave details o f her life before her

convincement; she was bom in County Waterford in 1633 and she had a structured

religious upbringmg by her puritan parents. They were ‘strict observers o f religious

exercises (as family duties, praying, expanding and reading the Scriptures and also made

their children read them)’.'  ̂ She became dissatisfied with puritan Anglicanism, however,

and joined the Baptists in 1653.

 ̂An account o f  the life o f  Robert Sandham, f  2.
* ibid., f  2.
’ ibid., f. 3.

ibid., f. 3.
" ibid., f  3.

A testimony from Youghal men’s and women’s meeting (dated the 18"’ o f  the 7'* month 1704) concerning 
the faithful servant o f  the Lord and Mother in Israel, Deborah Sandham being an account o f  her birth, life 
and death who died in great peace, the 15'*' o f  the 5'* month 1695, in Youghal (F.H.L.D., Portfolio 2. A22, f  
22.). TTiis was the case because Robert had pre-deceased Deborah and she lived long afterwards serving as a 
leading woman Friend in that community, 

ibid., f  22.
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Deborah embraced the Quaker faith after her husband had been convinced, 

although the account o f his life did record her reluctance to join the Quakers. This was also 

remarked upon in the testimony to Deborah:

She was averse to and stood off from [Friraids], doubting delusions and fearing being deceived, and 

the Baptists with whom she walked were diligent to improve these doubts and fears and laboured 

hard to keep her with them so that she was shy o f Friends and would scarce converse with any for 

some time.*'*

With references to the new covenant, ‘the Lord’s day’, in her soul, the testimony described 

her transformation into a member o f the Quaker community. The emphasis on Deborah’s 

concern for the outward expression o f her faith, through her clothes and customs, was to 

remind the reader o f these obligations and in doing so created a link with the earlier history 

o f the Cork community:

As the Lord’s day dawned upon her soul, she was brought to a narrow search both inwardly and 

outwardly, as in her customs, apparel and even so near (to use her own words) as the very hatband 

on her hat (which was then the customary dress of women) and she would on occasion say, that she 

never dared to take up anything, which in obedience to truth she had laid aside and that it grieved 

her to see some others do it.'^

The testimony also discussed Sandham’s impact as a preacher. Although she was 

initially silent in meetings, when she felt compelled to speak by the spirit she addressed the 

meeting and appealed to ‘the witness o f God in the hearers’. The rhetoric was similar to 

that found in William Penn’s Letter o f  love to the young convinced:

And so continuing waiting upon the Lord in the ways o f his judgements in faithfulness, in due time 

her mouth was opened in a few words in the assembly of His people which was very seasonable.

A testimony from Youghal men’s and women's meeting, f. 23. 
ibid., f. 23.
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reaching the witness of God in the hearers and she was a true helpmeet to her husband and fellow 

helpa- in the work of that day.

Deborah Sandham’s ministry was particularly successful because she and her 

husband lived lives o f  Quaker perfection and, through the partnership o f their marriage and 

their experiences as Quakers in the wider community, were leaders in the meetmgs for 

worship. Deborah’s testimony recounted how she suffered for her beliefs and demonstrated 

that the immediacy present in early Quaker belief had been replaced by the possibility o f  

salvation:

Bearing her part of the burden of it and many exercises and trials by mockings, scomings, loss of 

goods and imprisonments, they met with in those early days in all which she was faithful, bearing 

the cross and despising the shame as seeing Him that was invisible and having an eye to the 

recompense of rewards.'^

On the 13*'’ o f the 9*** month 1670, Sandham was moved to go to a meeting in 

Youghal to warn an Anglican priest against deceiving the people, for which she was 

imprisoned. She had written to the priest to warn him against the ‘persecution and 

oppression o f tender consciences.’** Shortly afterwards, on the 26*** o f the 10**’ month 1670, 

she went to an Independents’ meeting in Youghal to challenge the preacher, James Wood,

And waiting till he had done, in the power of the Lord bore her testimony that his words would not 

profit them at all but that they must come to know the spirit of God to guide them and the kingdom 

o f God to be in them as a grain of mustard seed to increase mwe and more and that until the said 

Wood came to know the spirit of God in him to be his guide, his words were but a beating the air or 

as [a] tinkling cymbal, also she testified their prayers would not avail ‘til they came to know the 

light of Christ in them and that their sprinkling of infants (being then about to sprinkle one) which

A testimony from Youghal men’s and women’s meeting, f  23. Penn’s Letter o f  love to the young convinced 
was discussed in chapter five, 

ibid., f  24. 
ibid., f  24.
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they call baptism would not profit them nor their children but stank in the nostrils of the Lord and 

was a vain sacrifice and challenged the priest to prove their practice by Scripture but he did not.*’ 

After Robert Sandham died in 1675, Deborah raised her three daughters, educatmg 

them about Quaker beliefs and holding meetmgs at her house, as her husband had done 

before his d e a t h . I n  a letter to her children, dated 10* o f  the 7'̂  month 1688 Deborah gave 

a moving account o f  her thoughts after she was nearly shipwrecked:

...last T* day [I] went to sea in a little vessel bound for Wexford, for I was willing to go the shortest 

way by sea and being a little without the harbour, a great storm arose, the wind turned and we put in 

again, were 24 hours in the vessel and could not get ashore for the storm, but the Lord persevered as 

before, so that we came safe on land again and now my dear taider children I shall give you an 

account of my exercise in that great storm (whwein I knew not for a time, but the sea should be my 

grave) which was great on your accounts, as knowing it would come very near you to see my face 

no more; in that time 1 put up my supplications to my heavenly Father, that he would uphold you to

21bear it as a great trial to you...

Deborah Sandham’s concern that she would not see her family again prompted her to 

remind her daughters to reject the values and manners o f  the wider community:

...1 then wished that I had vvritten to you as my care before 1 went to sea to have been sent to you, if I 

shouldn’t have come to you more and now, having been in one storm since and delivered, it came 

forth into my mind finding great freedom in my spirit to write these lines to you my dear childrrai as 

if it were the last to you which may not be without a service if I see you again which 1 am not 

without hope to do....I do lay it as a charge upon you to mind my often advice and counsel to you, 

that you abstain and keep out of all that which grieves his righteous spirit and beware o f the 

temptation of the subtle enemy that will seek to draw out your minds into the vanities and manners 

of this present evil world...^^

A testimony from Youghal men’s and women's meeting, t  25. 
ibid., f  26.
Deborah Sandham’s letter to her children, Haverford West, /O'* o f  7'* month 1688 (F.H.L.D., MSS Box 

57, Grubb Collection, Place Book iii, f  18) 
ibid., f. 19.
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Unlike the strident language typically used in earlier Quaker texts, this letter 

encouraged reticence and restraint. Sandham compared restrained Quaker behaviour to that 

of an ornament which was pleasing to God, an analogy which contrasted with the Quaker 

rejection of adornment. Her daughters were encouraged to endure difficulties, ‘you will 

want nothing that is good or convenient for you’, because Quakerism, as a faith and way of 

life, brought considerable hardships and Friends took solace in their difficulties:

...I can say in the truth of my heart [that] my  desires above all things in this world have been and are 

now that you may hear and love the Lord and serve and reverence him; this the concern of all 

concerns; I hope the Lord hath begun his good work in you and will carry it on more and more to his 

honour and your everlasting comfort and as you come to love him above all, you will want nothing 

that is good or convenient for you. Oh! That ornament of a meek, quiet spirit, is precious in the sight 

of the Lord, oh that all that make mention of the name of the Lord may wait to be adorned with it 

and not so much mind this needless outward adorning which will stand the soul in no stead at all in 

the time of trial, but happy blessed will all be that are given up to serve the Lord in p. 19 p20 

faithfulness in their generation and day given them, inwardly and outwardly in his honour and not 

upon their own lusts.^^

Yet, while the language was moderate in tone, there were sectarian elements 

present in the text: the rejection of wealth through a concern for unworldliness and, in 

addition, Deborah’s instruction to her daughters to marry within the faith. The emphasis on 

endogamy ensured that the community would remain set apart from others:

And dear children, as to an outward state, I have this to write to you if it be so ordered you join in 

marriage, let it be with those that love and fear the Lord above all, have an eye to this and join not 

with any without it and as you all keep here, the blessing of the Lord will rest upon you which is 

more than all visible things....that good patterns and examples you may be to one another; seeking 

one another’s good inwardly and outwardly....^''

Deborah Sandham's letter to her children, ff 19-20. 
ibid., f  20.
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Her instructions in the event o f her death reflected her concern that the visible and outward 

elements of life would remain secondary to her primary role as minister:

...as to a desire outward things, you two eldest know how things are and what thwe is as well as 

myself, which is not much, for the blessing of the Lord was my choicest treasure, which has been 

wonderful to me in affording sudi plenty out of so little a stock; now my will is that my sister Stout 

may have £5 and some of my clothes, a pair of sheets and 40 s to her daughter and £5 to poor 

Friends in Youghal....^^

Sandham did not die until 1695; in 1704 her local meetings in Cork gave their 

testimony about her life, most likely in response to a call from the Half-Yearly meeting in 

1703 for local meetings to collate such testimonies. The Youghal men’s and women’s 

meetings described her life and work as a minister in Cork, referring to her observance of 

‘good order and government in her own family’;

She led an exemplary and self-denying life....she was a mother in Israel, a good pattern, zealous for 

truth and against all deceit and superfluity in furniture, apparel, though o f a very tender and bearing 

spirit, a true sympathiser with the afflicted a strengthener of the weak and feeble minded, a 

comforter of the mourners and disconsolate ones and had a word given her in due season to most 

states, having had large experience of the Lord’s dealings with ha-, very compassionate and helpful 

to the poor whom she taiderly considered and was ready and willing to administer to their 

necessities according to ha- ability and did also stir up others thereunto and as she was careful to 

keep good order and government in her own family so she was a frequent visitor of families of 

Friends especially the poor and sick and her care was great that things might be kept in order and 

sweet and clean in the family of God’s household o f faith for whom she was concerned in an 

especial manner though she was good to all.^*

The importance of the testimonies to Deborah and Robert Sandham lay, in large 

part, with the description of their convincement to Quakerism. Later generations recalled 

this process for the benefit o f many Friends who had been bom into the faith. The

Deborah Sandham’s letter to her children, f  20.
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Sandhams, along with many other ministers, were portrayed as ideal forms. Crucially, 

those who read their testimonies or who had the testimony read to them, were led through 

the convincement process that was common in earlier Quakerism but rare amongst the 

well-established communities in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, as most 

o f these Quakers were bom into the faith.

In addition to the social memory that these testimonies provided, there was also an 

emphasis on discipline in the text. Deborah Sandham was set apart from other Friends in 

her role as ‘mother in Israel’ and yet the values she promoted were sectarian; ‘a good 

pattern, zealous for truth and against all deceit and superfluity in furniture, apparel’ and 

‘her care was great that things might be kept in order and sweet and clean in the family of 

God’s household of faith’. The emphasis on discipline thus ensured that the sectarian 

insulating factors of dress and behaviour remained in place.

There are two sources of the testimonies to deceased ministers in Ireland: those 

recorded in local meetings throughout the seventeenth century and from the early 

eighteenth century, another collection held by the National meeting. This collection arose 

because, as noted above, in 1703 the Half Year’s meeting called for testimonies held in 

local communities to be collected and sent to the National meeting in Ireland. The 

following examples from the meetings in Lurgan show how the lives of the ministers were 

used to bolster adherence to Quaker ways. These Friends were not as well known as the 

Sandhams but their ministry promoted, in the same fashion, the beliefs central to the 

maintenance of the Quaker faith and behaviour.

The Lurgan Monthly meeting was required to send their testimonies to the Province 

meeting at Ballyhagan which was held on 9* of the 10* month 1704/5, where the

A testimony from Youghal men's and women's meeting, ff 26-7.
The Half Year’s meeting in 1703 requested records of the faithful deceased from the Province meetings. 

See P.R.O.N.I., Record Book o f marriages, births and deaths, 1682-1768, Lurgan meeting house, Mic 
16/2%, f. 287.
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testimonies were read aloud and then sent on to the Half Year’s meeting.^* Amongst the 

Lurgan testimonies were testimonies to William Lynas who had died in 1658. Despite the 

lapse in time since his death his life was recalled and included in a list o f testimonies to 

deceased ministers written towards the end o f the century. The recollection and recording 

o f Lynas’ life in the 1650s as one o f the first ministers in Ireland and his willmgness to 

bear persecution for his witness to the truth, allowed later generations to construct a long 

tradition o f  Quaker behaviour to which those following could aspire. Here again, Friends 

were constructing a history o f their ministry that portrayed the ministry as an ideal form o f  

Quaker behaviour and thus upheld the strict observance o f Quaker customs. The testimony 

to Lynas was a template for other Quakers, whether leading Friends or not:

William Lynas the elder was convinced of truth in the beginning of its breaking forth in those parts, 

lived in the belief of it, received friends with a willing mind and meetings were kept at his house at 

the first settling meetings hwe; obtained a good report amongst the neighbourhood by his Christian 

behaviour, stood in his testimony for the truth and bore reproach for Christ’s sake in whom he 

believed and continued in feith until he died and departed this life the 22“̂  of the 4'*’ month in the 

year 1658.^’

The Lurgan minutes also recorded the life o f  James Bradshaw, another early 

Quaker leader who had served his community until his death in 1686. The testimony noted 

that,

James Bradshaw was convinced of truth when a corporal in the army and for his obedience to the 

Lord was displaced of his pay then due being about 20 pounds was detained from him and then he 

betook to follow other employment for a livelihood he continued in his faith towards God, stood in 

his testimony for truth for which imprisonment, reftised to pay tithes and other demands which for 

conscience sake he could not pay, kept in fellowship with friends and suffered patiently the loss of

See introduction to these testimonies in P.R.O.N.L, Record Book of marriages, births and deaths, 1682- 
1768, Lurgan meeting house, Mic 16/29b, f  287.

A testimony to William Lynas (P.R.O.N.I., Record Book of marriages, births and deaths, 1682-1768, 
Lurgan meetinghouse, Mic 16/2%, f  287).
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goods taken from him and so continued during his life and being well stricken in years he departed 

this life the 20"' o f the 9* month 1686.̂ ®

Examples such as these demonstrate that the persecution that ministers endured 

could serve as an encouragement to all others to remain steadfast in the wake of suffering. 

This is highlighted in the testimony to Isabel Robson of Lurgan, which told of her 

resilience when her husband was imprisoned:

Isabel Robson (wife o f Francis Robson) was convinced o f  truth and continued in the belief o f  it and 

with her husband as a true yoke fellow endured great trials and loss o f  goods in the time o f his being 

kept prisoner yet continued steadfast in hCT faith and testimony for God, received Friends in great 

love and so remained during ho- time in this world and in a thankful remembery o f God’s goodness 

to her in accompanying her with his good presence and giving ho- spiritual satisfaction in all trials 

and exercises so she departed this life the 11* day o f the 9*'’ mwith 1671^'

Among those remembered by Friends in the Lurgan testimonies was Hugh 

Stamper. In this case, in addition to the testimonies given by others. Stamper gave a 

deathbed testimony and reflected on his role as a leader amongst ministers in both Lurgan 

and Ulster Province meetings. His testimony was witnessed by members of the men’s and 

women’s meetings in Lurgan whose names were entered at the end of his testimony but it 

had a wider influence because it was sent to the Half year’s m eeting.U nlike many other 

Friends in Ireland, Stamper had met George Fox in the 1650s; he became a Friend ‘soon 

after the breaking forth of the truth there [England] and travelled on foot from 

Cumberland, where he lived up, to London in great zeal and fervency to meet with George 

Fox to be better informed concerning religion and the true knowledge of God’.̂ ^

Stamper settled in Ireland, where he endured imprisonment for his faith:

A testimony to James Bradshaw (P.R.O.N.I., Record Book o f marriages, births and deaths, 1682-1768, 
Lurgan meetinghouse, Mic 16/29b, f  290.).

A testimony to Isabel Robson (P.R.O.N.I., Record Book o f  marriages, births and deaths, 1682-1768, 
Lurgan meetinghouse, Mic 16/29b, f. 287.).

The testimony o f  Hugh Stamper o f  Lurgan next his departing out o f  this life which was the 9^ day o f  the 7'* 
month in the year 1676 (P.R.O.N.I., Record Book of marriages, births and deaths, 1682-1768, Lurgan 
meeting house, Mic 16/29b, f. 262.).
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... after some years [he] came to Ireland and dwelt near Lurgan where he was a good patron and kept 

his testimony for God was helpful to many for the strengthening of the faith towards God and for 

conscience sake endured long and often imprisonment with loss of goods the which suffered with 

great patience as being pamitted for the thrall of his faith and being cited to the Bishop’s court for 

not going to hear divine service so called and refusing to pay tithes where appearing put his 

adversaries (the parish priest) to silence by sound and wholesome refiitation was also summoned to 

the assizes as being a dissenter where aftw great threatenings and accusations was by the judges 

committed prisoner in the gaol of Armagh...^"'

In this testimony it was made clear that Stamper upheld the discipline concerning 

belief and behaviour. When he became ill, he took comfort in the Lord’s presence, which 

had sustained him against evil;

... he stood faithful to his testimony for God against the traditicm of men and had great care that no 

disorder should be permitted in the church in doctrine or other misdemeanour without advice or 

reproof for his care was great for the promotion and advancement of truth and when it pleased the 

Lord to visit him with sickness he, in a sense of the Lord’s presence being with him, related how the 

Lord had preserved him so that that the Adversary could not prevail against him saying he died in 

the faith he had lived in for several years past advising that none who professed the truth should 

regard what scoffers, mockers and drunkards should say against the truth with several other words 

of counsel and advice adding these are the words of a dying man thus in steadfastness of faith he 

finished his course and departed this life the 8“’ of the 7* month 1676.^*

Stamper’s ovm statement, at the end o f the meetings’ testimony to him, declared his 

willingness to suffer for the truth. It was addressed ‘to all Friends and people’, a public 

statement of his faith;

This is to certify to ail Friends and people that I [died] in the same feith that I have made profession 

of and lived in and suffered for these 23 years that I am as willing to die as to live. All the desire I

The testimony o f  Hugh Stamper o f  Lurgan, f  287. 
ibid., f. 281. 
ibid., f  287.
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have to live is to see truth prosper and if suffering come I am willing to suffer. And truth is as 

beautiful at this day as it was at the beginning, blessed be the Lord for if thwe is no weight nor 

burden lies at my door, I have wronged no man in England nor Ireland, neithCT have f been 

burdensome to any but always if there was any differences I took the wrong - for peace sake I have 

not oppressed any man.

Stamper also made a plea for Friends to avoid discord, particularly within the 

community, and to keep free from sin:

So my dear fnends, beware of oppression, walk in love, one to another passing by infirmities, 

forgiving one another, for ever as Christ, that if you forgive not one another, how shall the Heavenly 

FathCT forgive you even as he who would not forgive his brother missed of pardon. Keep the hearts 

clear and let no rottenness remain therein. Keep your heart void of offence towards God and man 

and when any evil does appear judge it down with the light...

Stamper’s testimony referred to the separation from other Christians that the 

Quaker community insisted upon. Quakers had created a spiritual home on earth for which 

they were persecuted but which led, in turn, to their salvation. His call to Friends to reject 

the visible world echoed the Letter o f love to the young convinced where William Perm 

rejected ‘....the continual feasting on visible and elementary things; so that now we may 

daily experience, through obedience to that pure light and truth in the inward parts, which 

leads to all meekness patience and purity...’.̂ ®

William Penn’s No cross, no crown, first published in 1669, discussed the beliefs 

and customs which set Friends apart from other Christians and for which Friends suffered. 

Taking the same lead as Perm, Stamper reminded the reader that suffering allowed the 

believer to progress to salvation:

Bear up the heads and give not away the crown for no visible thing here below for they are but 

trifles and things of no value. Dear lambs, keep the crown sure that you need not care what suffers.

The testimony o f  Hugh Stamper o f  Lurgan, f  262.
”  ibid., f  262.
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murder, liars, backbiters and drunkards say for their way leads to hell and they shall never inhwit 

the kingdom of heaven. Dear friends, in the suffering of all things you shall come to wear the crown. 

No cross, no crown. Take notice of that Friends, keep the crown that your bow may abide in full 

strength in the needful time of trouble when pains of death comes upon you which will come upon 

all in due time.... Since I lay on this my bed of sickness there is nothing but peace on either side. ...I 

do not speak these things to exalt myself for tiiCTe is not exalting in the grave, but I must bear up my 

testimony for God and for his truth. Friaids you know these things before this to stir up your minds 

to stand steadfast in the truth, and let none take away the crown from you. Be faithful in the day of 

small things and despise them not, and the Lord will make you suffer overmuch and so shall you 

become your honourable man and woman and he will shower down multitudes of blessings upon 

your heads^’

Stamper’s closing exhortation was an acknowledgement that his testimony would 

serve future generations of his community:

And with often exhorting friends to faithfulness and to be of an honest heart and to keep nothing 

there but that which is of a right nature, saying take notice of my words for they are the words of a 

dying man and they are very weighty and if you will not hear you will be made to remember 

hereafter when I am gone and when the time of his departure drew near he said come when it is thy 

blessed will, for I am ready for thee and a little before he departed he sat up in his bed and spoke 

these words now Lord Jesus now my soul into thy everlasting kingdom of glory which is from 

everlasting to everlasting with some more words and so departed this life'*”

This pattern o f testimony giving was replicated in other meetings in Ireland; a 

testimony to John Chambers o f Dublin, who died in 1714, exists in the testimonies 

collected by the National meeting. Chambers’ life was devoted to strict discipline; it is 

clear from this testimony that there was concern about the upbringing o f the children o f  

Quaker parents because the children were bom into the faith instead o f being convinced. 

The testimony calls on young Quakers and the children of Quakers to realise that outward 

adherence to Quaker ways and Quaker parentage was not sufficient to fully participate in

William Penn, A letter o f love to the yom g convinced {Cork, 1669), p. 3.
The testimony o f Hugh Stamper o f Lurgan, f  262.
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the community. It was expected of them to ‘seek after God in deep humility’, to seek a 

relationship with God so that they would experience the same closeness to their 

community as early Friends experienced through convincement;

He was also earnest in advising those who were young in years and children of believing parents 

though of pretty orderly conversation among men that they might not contait themselves with an 

outward show of religion clean and plain outside only or form of truth attained barely by education 

and think all was well with them in such a state or because they sprang from godly religious paraits 

who served the Lord feithfiilly and were honourable in his church whilst living or of such who yet 

remained amongst us but be earnestly concerned for themselves to seek after God in deep humility 

of mind and wait upon Christ to have their hearts sanctified by his holy spiritual baptism and 

washing of regeneration and to know the circumcision of the spirit to circumcise their hearts and 

ears that they might be Israelites indeed Jews inward and the seed of Abraham by faith In Christ 

Jesus and so succeed their parents in the line of righteousness in which is obtained the blessing of 

the Lord in this life and the crown of Glory hereafter that will never fade away.

These examples from Cork, Lurgan and Dublin show that the experiences of 

believers who were convinced early in the history of the sect were used to support 

discipline and to create an ideal identity for Quakers by the turn of the century. Printed 

spiritual journals had a similar role to the testimonies compiled by meetings but being in 

print ensured that the journals could reach a larger readership. The journals had the 

advantage of being able to cross geographical and confessional boundaries unlike their 

unpublished testimonies in meeting minutes. The act o f publication was usually motivated 

by the need to defend or justify the faith, however, rather than overt proselytisation.

Typical o f this genre was the joiunal o f the life of John Bumyeat (1653-1690), a 

well-known minister in England and Ireland, which was compiled after his death. Printed 

in 1691, his letters and tracts were combined with the testimonies transcribed into the

The testimony o f Hugh Stamper o f Lurgan, f  262.
A testimony given forth from our Men's meeting o f Dublin held there the 26'^ day o f the 8"' month 17] 4 

concerning our dear Friend, John Chambers, late o f the said city who departed this life the 24'^ o f the first
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minute books. A testimony from George Fox, written in 1690, introduced the journal.'*  ̂

Bumyeat and Fox had known each other well and had travelled together through America, 

Fox wrote:

...he travelled with me from Maryland through the wilderness, and through many rivers, and 

desparate bogs, where they said never English man nor horse had travelled before; where we lay out 

at nights, and sometimes in Indian houses, and many times were very hard put to it for provisions: 

but the Lord by his eternal arm and power did support us, and carry us through all dangers...'*^

Fox stressed Bumyeat’s role in promoting the meeting system and supporting the 

maintenance of discipline,

...he was an elder, and a pillar in the house of God....He was a man endued much with the vWsdom 

of God, and in it had a care of the welfare of the church of Christ, to keep in peace, out of strife and 

contention and laboured with the apostates and backsliders to turn them to Christ and His peaceable 

truth; so that they might study to be quiet and keep in the unity of the spirit....! knowing his very 

well, and his travels and service in the Lord’s power and truth...

Bumyeat had been present at the Yearly meeting in 1675 and his perseverance on 

matters o f church government was recognised by leading Friends in London. A testunony 

from leading Friends in London, including William Penn, recalled Bumyeat’s stance 

against separatism:

A skilful marks-man, yea, one of the Lord’s worthies of Israel...wisdom was given him to direct his 

arrows to the very mark....and was by the Lord made instrumental to wound that self-separating and 

dividing spirit, that had for want of watchfiilness in the divine light and faithfulness to God’s spirit 

and truth in the inward parts, prevailed over some, who notwithstanding in a disguise, and under

month 1714 and was buried in Friends's burial place near Stephen’s Green the 26'^ day o f the same month 
(F.H.L.D.,Testimonies of deceased ministm, Y.M. F.l, 3 D, f  46.).

George Fox, ‘A testimony concerning the life and death of our dear Friend and brother in the Lord, John 
Bumyeat, the 13* of the 9“’ month 1690’ in Jdin Bumyeat, The truth exalted in the writings o f that eminent 
andfaithful servant o f Christ, John Burnyeat (1691), pp 1-3.

ibid., p. 2.
'*'* ibid., pp 2-3.
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specious pretences, endeavour to sow the seeds of dissention, discord, separation and division 

among the gathered of God/^

A testimony from Friends in Cumberland, where Bumyeat was bom, recorded a similar 

observation:

And his arrows returned not in vain, particularly against that wicked spirit of separatism, wherever 

he met with it. He was often concerned in testimony against those that profess the truth and ways of 

God, and yet did incline to suit themselves to the vain fashions and customs of the world, as inlets to 

a wrong spirit, and became evil precedents to others, especially young people that are too much 

employed in their minds with foolish dresses and feshions, that never knew the weighty work of 

truth and power of God in their hearts to work a change there; but were to apt to look out at others. 

These things he did often testify against, as one having authority, being himself redeemed out of 

those things by the power of God.'**

Friends in Cumberland remembered Burnyeat’s early years and their narrative was 

similar to that by Friends in Youghal about Deborah Sandham. As discussed earlier, 

Sandham’s early years, convlncement and her waiting in silence to be moved by the spirit 

to speak, were recorded. Bumyeat was, like Sandham, portrayed as a seeker,

And going from one man to another, who were counted men of experience yet found no true 

satisfaction, until it pleased the Lord to send his ministCTs to turn his mind to the invisible Word of 

life, which he gladly received in his heart, and came to wait in humiliation, to feel the operation of 

it. So he was brought forth early in the day of the breaking forth of God’s light and power in our 

age, when it pleased God to visit many people in divers nations of the world and to make known his 

everlasting truth in the north-country which day of light, and truth, and grace many waited for....'*’ 

Thus, the testimony made mention of Bumyeat’s link with the earliest history o f the sect:

‘An account by way of testimony concerning our dear Friend and brother, John Bumyeat, London the 10* 
of the 11* month 1690’ in Bumyeat, The truth exalted, p. 13.

‘The testimony of Friends in Cumberland, 22"  ̂of 2"** month 1691’ in Bumyeat, The truth exalted, pp 5-6. 
ibid., pp 3-4.
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...our dear Friaid J.[ohn] B.[umyeat] being called by grace to the knowledge of the Lord, his truth 

and power, and receiving the same in love, faith and obedience, he came to witness the eflFectual 

working thereof to his sanctification, and so became a vessel of honour fitted for his master’s use, 

even Christ, and learned to rule his own house well, in washing first the inside, and the outside 

appearing clean also. Then his light began to shine before men, to the glory of God, that called him. 

And this being first done in him, and for him, to his particular peace and satisfaction in the Lord’s 

eternal truth, then the Lord opened his mouth in a few words in mudi taidemess, whidi tended 

greatly to the comforting of his people; he always being careful to wait for the motion of the word, 

and to keep close with it: whereby he grew in his gift, and was drawn forth to visit Friends in this 

county, where we dearly loved him.'**

The testimony o f women Friends in Cumberland also gave an insight into the 

covenant theology of post-Restoration Friends;

He [Bumyeat] was dear unto us in the Lord, with whom our souls were bound up in God’s 

everlasting covenant; and though his body is gone to the dust, yet our souls rejoice vvdth many more, 

in that we enjoy his spirit, and are come to the geno-al-assembly and the church of the first-born, 

and to God the judge of all, and to the spirits of just men made perfect, and to Jesus the mediator of 

the new covenant...."*’

The community o f Friends was not just a temporal one but, here, a spiritual community. 

The new covenant was mediated through Christ and God as judge saved all just souls. 

Friends in Ireland also testified to Bumyeat’s ministry in a testimony signed by 

Anthony Sharp and Amos Strettel:

As for our dear Friend and worthy brother in the Lord John Bumyeat, late of Dublin deceased, 

whom some of us have known many years, we have this testimony in the truth concerning him, viz. 

That he has been steadfast in the Lord’s work, an able minister of the Gospel, and faithful labourer, 

who had a word in season to minister to the several conditions of Friends and people....his testimony 

for the power of truth and righteousness was clear, many were convinced by him. His conversation

■** ‘The testimony of Friends in Cumberland, 22“* of 2"“* month 1691 ’, p. 4.
‘The testimony of several women Friends in Cumberland, 22”* of 2”'* month 1691 ’ in Bumyeat, The truth 

exalted, p. 11.
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was so heavenly, and becoming the principle of truth....he had great openings and discoveries of the 

mysteries of God’s kingdom; he had also the tongue of the learned, and was fitted for every good 

word and work the Lord employed him in.̂ *̂

Friends in Ireland recalled Burnyeat’s contribution to the stability o f the meetings 

in Ireland, beginning with his acceptance o f marrying within the community;

Whai he took a wife amongst us, how careful and circumspect was he of truth’s honour, and the 

concord and unity of Frimds and brethren!....He was meek and gaitle, and of a healing spirit; and it 

was the unspeaking love and mwcy of God to us in this nation, and particularly this city of Dublin, 

to order his outward abode and settlement amongst us. By whom many were convinced of the truth, 

and turned from the evil of their ways; and the peace of the church, the unity and fellowship of 

Friends increased....He was a messenger of glad tidings, and directed us to the blessed light, that 

God had caused to shine in our hearts, when we were strangers to it. Yea, then did it appear, as a 

witness for the Lord against all ungodly practices. It was a day of glad tidings to many, when the 

Lord made him one of his trumpets to us, to found his Gospel to the reaching God’s witness in our 

hearts....^'

The testimony to Bumyeat, like that to Deborah Sandham, remarked on his 

willingness to wait in silence for the spirit, a trait which marked ministers as examples o f  

self-control and piety. Again, ministers were portrayed as upholders o f  the meeting system 

and as patterns o f Quaker belief and behaviour that ordinary Friends could model 

themselves upon:

He was a true pattern of godliness and piety, in an humble, meek and inoffensive conversation; apt 

to teach, ready to give heavenly advice and instruction: a good example in all things. An early 

comer to meetings, and a diligent waiter therein: many times he would sit a pretty while in silence 

(not being forward to speak) reverently waiting upon the opening of the heavenly life (like the good 

householder spoken of) to bring forth of his treasury things both new and old. Twice, during the late

‘A  testimony of several Friends in Ireland in whose hearts it sprung and who gave it forth in the behalf of 
our dear brother, John Bumyeat, dated in Dublin the 22"“* of the 2"** month 1691 ’ in Bumyeat, The truth 
exalted, p. 15.

‘A testimony of several Friends in Ireland’, pp 15-16.
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Troubles he visited Friends in Munster, and in this province o f Leinster, unto whom he was very 

open; and had large meetings: for in many places the world’s teachers were fled, and left their 

flocks. Many times in the Public meetings he would bear a feithfiil, plain and clear testimony against 

superstition and idolatry, and against that loose, wicked, blasphemous and unclean spirit, that many 

gave up to be led by.^^

Placed after the testimonies were two pamphlets which Bumyeat, in conjunction 

with other Friends, wrote defending Quaker beliefs from detractors. With Dublin Friend, 

Amos Strettell, who later gave testimony to Bumyeat’s ministry, Bumyeat wrote the 

Innocency o f  the Christian Quakers manifested in 1688. The increasing wealth amongst 

Friends by the 1680s gave rise to the charge by Independent minister James Barry that the 

attainment o f  affluence was a driving force behind those becoming Quakers. Rejecting this 

attack, Bumyeat and Strettell countered:

Now all seriously considering their faithfiilness toward their God, their patience in sufferings, their 

peaceableness toward the several governments they have lived under, their honesty and charity 

towards their neighbours, will plainly demonstrate, James Barry’s charge cannot be true, viz. The 

getting o f  riches is one o f the most powerful engines to propagate the art o f  Quakerism, as he 

scornfully calls our Holy religion; which we affirm to be no other than worshipping God in his own 

spirit and truth...”

In their defence against Barry’s many tracts complaining about Friends, Bumyeat 

and Strettell set out their understanding o f salvation. Christ, through the spirit, works in the 

hearts o f  all men to bring salvation:

And how can this new birth be, without the work of the spirit of Christ in the heart? And how can 

the work of regeneration be wrought and no inherent righteousness? Or, how can it be, that a man 

may be bom of the spirit or from above and have no righteousness abiding in him? And without this 

work or regeneration and new birth you see, Christ says he cannot enter the kingdom of

‘A testimony of several Friends in Ireland’, pp 16-17.
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heaven....Christ says, John 15. /  am the Vine, ye are the branches; abide in men and I in you: and 

verse 5. He that abides in me and /  in him, the same brings forth much fruit: without me ye can do 

nothing. Now can it be possible that any should be in Christ and Christ in them, and yet no 

righteousness inherent (that is sticking to or abiding in them/'*

While the eschatological expectation of Christ’s Second Coming was absent, the authors 

believed that Christ’s inward renewal o f his people was taking place:

...You may see the end of all that abide not in Christ, As withered branches cut off, they are 

gathered for the fire. So that they that abide not in Christ bear no fruit, and are neitha- justified nor 

saved, agreeing with the very parable Christ speaks, Matthew 9:17 Neither do men put new wine 

into old bottles, else the bottles break and the water runs out and the bottles perish, which plainly 

demonstrates, there must be an inward work of renewing: for it is not the old that must enter...’’ 

Thus, their defence o f their ministry delineated a different, less millenarian, gift for 

ministry which was given by the spirit and enabled ministers to serve their communities:

Now how is this ability received from God, if not by his spirit? And therefore he gave different gifts 

of the spirit for the work of the ministry and by that they were opened and enlarged and made 

able....For what a man receives of spiritual benefit, it must be by the spirit, either immediately or 

mediately by its working through an instrument ^

The duty o f a Quaker minister was to direct his community and through this role, 

enabled weaker Friends to be saved:

And therefore ought all people to be turned unto the spirit and light of Christ Jesus in their hearts 

and if your minister do not direct and turn you thereunto, he is no minister of Christ nor will ever 

bring you to Christ your saviour and then how can you be saved? And if he turn you to the light and

John Bumyeat and Amos Strettell, ‘Innocency of the Christian Quakes manifested; the truth of their 
principles and doctrine cleared and defended, from the loud (but false) clamours, base insinuations, and 
wicked slanders of James Barry’ (1688) in Bumyeat, The truth exalted, p. 199. 

ibid., pp 206-7. 
ibid., p. 207. 
ibid., p. 215.
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spirit of Christ, then he must own the revelation thCTeof in die diurch or else he denies Christ in his 

offices to teach his people, who is both king, priest and prophet in his church..

In another tract written with John Watson in 1688, The holy truth and its professors 

defended, Bumyeat argued that the new covenant saw a new priesthood and tithes were 

abolished under this covenant:

So it’s plain, the priesthood that received tithes, and the law that made them of divine right to the 

priesthood, are both changed, and both a new law o f covenant and priesthood set up and established 

by the oath and promise of God 

Bumyeat and Watson compared the Quaker ministry with that o f other traditions, 

contrasting their gift from the spirit with the form and structure o f  ordained ministry:

And so from Him, we say, we have received our call by His Eternal spirit, and do wait upon him to 

receive our ability daily, that what we do, may be by the gift of the grace of God given unto us; that 

God in all things may be glorified. And if this be not according to the Scripture, and the way of God, 

do you in your next show what is? And prove your way o f being bred up at schools, and learning 

your tongues, and taking your degrees there, and observing your ceremonies in your ordination, and 

coming forth according to your traditions; and then looking for a benefice the greatest you can get; 

and then settling in a parish for so much a year, until you can hear of a place with a greater benefice; 

and then remove for greater gain and preferment. And while you stay in a parish, take such lordship 

upon you, that none of your church or hearers may have liberty to speak or preach, but such as are 

so ordained, as you are?...’’

The sufferings endured in Ireland were due to failure to pay tithes and meeting together for 

worship:

And in these persecutions the ministers have often had a hand themselves, in sending forth wicked 

informers, and sometimes appearing in their own persons. Besides the great sufferings, wherein may

Bumyeat and Strettell, ‘Innocency of the Christian Quakers’, p. 218.
John Bumyeat and John Watson, ‘The holy truth and its professors defended’ (1688) in Bumyeat, The 

truth exalted, p. 233. 
ibid., p. 243.
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have suffered for the ministers’ wages and hire, which hath not been a little: this in England. Yet we 

have not escaped in Ireland, but have often been imprisoned for meeting together to worship the 

living God, as we have also been for the ministers’ wages.^®

To conclude, Bumyeat and Watson gave a declaration o f Quaker beliefs that ended 

with the verses from the Gospel o f John on Christ the Light:

However, we are a people that believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, that the father sent him into the 

world to lay down his life a ransom for all men; that whosoever believes in him, shall not pwish, but 

have Eternal life: that he was crucified vsathout the gates of Jerusalem, and so became a propitiation 

for the sins of the whole world: and that after he had suffered, and was buried, God the Father raised 

him again by his Eternal spirit, aftw which he showed himself unto many witnesses, and then 

ascended into Heaven, and is glorified with the Father with that glory he had with him, before the 

world was made. And we further believe, that he is the Light of the world, and that he ought to be 

followed, according to his own words, Jn 8. 12, And that he lights every man that comes into the 

world, according to Jn 1. 9. And that this light, whCTewith he lights every man, all ought to believe 

in, that they may be children of the light, according to Jn 12. 36.*'

The record o f John Bumyeat’s life and ministry, as with the other testimonies and 

printed journals, offered a template for correct Quaker behaviour, not just for those singled 

out with a gift for leading but for all Friends. The Quaker community recorded the 

testimonies to dead ministers in order to remember their lives. The collation o f these 

records served as a historical record of the individual and of the wider Quaker community. 

Each testimony stressed the same points: adherence to Quaker ways and serving the 

community. Quaker ministers were held as examples o f Quaker perfection, all Quakers 

could aspire to behave as they did and the lack o f formal qualification for the Quaker 

ministry, other than serving the community and longevity, allowed this to be so. In other 

religious groups there were many barriers between the minister and the community. In

^  Bumyeat and Watson, ‘The holy truth and its professors defended’, p. 248. 
ibid., p. 251-2.
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Quakerism, the minister was part of the community and so was used as an example of 

upright behaviour to which others might aspire.

The Quaker communities by 1700 had created a sense of continuity from the earlier 

part of their history by reaching back into their past to instruct members who were bom 

into the tradition. The convincement and exemplary lives in the face o f suffering of the 

earlier ministers was recalled by later generations. This allowed those who were later bom 

into Quakerism an understanding of the earlier immediacy o f the movement thereby 

encouraging them to emulate the behaviour o f the deceased ministers. By the end of the 

seventeenth century, it was clear that the Quaker community was attempting to constmct a 

history of the sect in order to strengthen the adherence within the community. The social 

memory of the sect was committed to paper.
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Conclusion

The Religious Society of Friends was, by 1700, an established sect despite the 

development of seemingly denominational factors such as church government in the 1660s. 

In the early history of the sect, many Quaker prophets travelled between informal meetings 

held in believers’ houses but, by 1659, many of the early leaders were dead and the failure 

of their eschatological aims in the same year forced Friends to adapt to life amongst the 

wider community. By the mid-1660s, George Fox had become the clear leader o f the 

Quakers and had set about creating a cohesive meeting system in England and Ireland. 

This thesis has examined the theological and disciplinary facets of the Quaker meeting 

system in England and Ireland, tracing the theological changes and disciplinary problems 

in Quakerism during the post-Restoration period.

A comparison of early Quaker tracts from the 1650s by Fox and Nayler with those 

written later by Barclay and Penn emphasises that a theological change had taken place. 

Friends now understood the light to be a principle by 1700 rather than their earlier 

eschatological interpretation of the light as the appearance of Christ the light in the 

individual. The decline in eschatological language and belief in Quakerism was also 

marked by an increasing emphasis on church discipline.

Barclay and Penn defended Fox’s leadership when his concerted effort to enlarge 

and organise the meeting system in England and Ireland provoked a series of schisms in 

the 1660s and 1670s. The issues included opposition to separate women’s business 

meetings, to the power of Fox and the central London meetings, and the issue of hat 

honour. These all emanated from one issue, that is, how the right of an individual Friend to 

act as the spirit led balanced with the right of leading Friends to guide all Friends through 

the meeting system. Barclay’s The anarchy o f  the Ranters was crucial in offering a 

justification of Fox’s meeting system: it argued that Quakerism derived its church
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government and discipline from the early church thus undermining the schismatics’ 

arguments about the loss of liberty of conscience.

In Ireland, leading Quaker ministers such as Anthony Sharp and William 

Edmondson were firmly on the side o f Fox and his leadership; they also accepted separate 

women’s meetings. They were guided by Quaker epistles, which were instrumental in 

maintaining communication with disparate communities o f believers. The local evidence 

shows that Irish Friends used a 1668 epistle by Fox as a blueprint for their men’s business 

meetings and that their adherence to this epistle was instrumental in maintaining discipline 

and sectarian identity. The women’s meeting minutes in Ireland also evolved into an 

effective means of controlling behaviour; epistles written by Fox and his wife Margaret 

Fell inspired these women in their role as ‘mothers in Israel’ in their communities.

The epistles sent to meetings in England and Ireland by Fox served to control 

Quaker behaviour as well as to act as a religious support. However, other written 

documents helped to shape the Quaker communities, for example, the testimonies to dead 

ministers and the journals of these ministers. These testimonies ensured that by 1700 there 

was continuity with the earlier years of Quakerism, reminding those who were bom into 

Quaker families of the exemplary lives of deceased Friends. As Francis Bugg, one of the 

Quaker schismatics who was critical of Fox’s meeting system, remarked on the collection 

of such testimonies

...you [the Second day morning meeting] who assumed to yourselves the sole power in 

ecclesiastical things amongst the people called Quakers, as is evidently demonstrated by your 

licensing, abidging or condemning and altering what is to be printed, and by your epistles directory 

to our Quarterly and Monthly meeting sometimes to send up our sufferings to London, sometimes to 

send up the names o f those ministers who first preached the Gospel in the dispensation of the light
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amongst us and the names of such who first received them, that so I conceive they may be canonised 

together....'

Therefore, Quaker communities imposed discipline and collected records of early Quaker 

lives in a deliberate attempt to mould the behaviour o f the later generations and to produce 

a body of documents that portrayed the separateness o f Friends from other Christian 

traditions.

' Francis Bugg to the Second day morning meeting in London (F.H.L.L. A.R. Barclay MSS (transcript), pp 
285 -6).
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