
 

Starting Points 

Membership of the Religious Society of Friends past 
and present 
The Past 
During the early period of Quakerism there was no formal membership. 
However someone could be known as a Quaker if they attended meetings 
and were prepared to suffer for their beliefs (such as going to prison at a time 
it was illegal to go to Quaker meeting). This could be thought of as a sort of 
‘invisible membership’.  
 
In 1737  the ‘Rules of Removals and Settlements’ determined which Monthly 
Meeting a friend was entitled to poor relief (i.e. financial support) from. During 
this time there were no lists of members but monthly meetings recognised 
membership in practical ways e.g. giving support, recording in meeting’s 
official register of births, marriages and deaths. 
 
Over time the view of membership has evolved: 
 

“The essential element in true membership … is discipleship of Jesus 
Christ … we should seek above all to discern an inward commitment 
to him in those wishing to join”  
Membership Regulations 1966. 
 
“The classic Quaker view is that membership is a spiritual fact” 
Membership Regulations 1966. 
 
“Membership … we see primarily in terms of discipleship … those 
wishing to join the society should realise its Christian basis”  
1968 Church Government. 
 
“You are not a member until you make a profession of faith”  
Report on Membership, London (now Britain) Yearly Meeting 1989. 

The Present 
For Quakers today what is more important about being a member is how you 
behave rather than sticking to a list of beliefs. There are responsibilities 
attached to being a member but the practical side (giving money and taking 
on roles to support the meeting) is emphasised over what you actually 
believe. In belief terms the current conditions for membership only require: 

 
The applicant accepts at least the fundamental elements of being a 
Quaker: the understanding of divine guidance, the manner of corporate 
worship and the ordering of the meeting’s business, the practical 
expression of inward convictions and the equality of all before God. 
Quaker Faith & Practice 11.01. 

 



Membership can also be seen as a way of saying publicly that you feel you 
belong, that you agree with Quaker beliefs and practices and are committed 
to living your life as a Quaker.  
 

Membership is a commitment to a bunch of people just like marriage is 
commitment to one person (quoted in Alistair Heron, Caring Conviction 
Commitment Dilemmas of Quaker Membership today 1992). 

 
Membership also reflects  where someone is at on their spiritual journey and 
their relationship with a meeting. Our spiritual process is a continuous 
process, and becoming a member is just a marker along the way and it should 
be recognised that this is a phase that might not last forever.  Being a 
member doesn’t have to be a lifelong commitment, and although people 
shouldn’t think “I’m just going to be a member for three years” they shouldn’t 
be put off by thinking “If I join I’m tied in for life”. 
 
Why do Quakers have membership? 
Quakers do not have priests and so everyone who is a Quaker shares the 
responsibility for doing the jobs that are often done by priests in other 
churches. 
 
There are a number of reasons why Quakers have membership: 

• To support the spiritual life of individuals.  
• To support the spiritual and organisational life of the Quaker 

community.  
• To enable the community to work to bring about God’s transformation 

in the world. 
 
In Quakerism there is a tension and a balance between the needs of the 
individual and those of the community. It is manifest in the form of our worship 
– ‘we can worship alone but when we join with others in expectant waiting we 
may discover a deeper sense of God’s presence’. Membership serves the 
needs of both the individual and group and these needs should be balanced. 
 
Benefits for the individual: 

• Gives them sense of belonging. 
• Provides a structure for their involvement in Quakerism. 
• Holds them accountable to their undertaking to live by the Quaker way. 
• Supports them in times of difficulty and entitles them to ask for help 

whether spiritual or material. 
• It is potentially both demanding and supportive. 

 
Value to Quaker community: 

• It enables us as a group ‘to do things properly’ in the eyes of the world 
– to appoint officials such as treasurers or trustees who can be seen by 
banks and solicitors to represent a defined group of people. 

• It means we know who we should be caring for and who is entitled to 
what forms of support.  Although most meetings don’t  distinguish 
between members and ‘recognised attenders’ in terms of their patterns 
of pastoral care and oversight, there are certain funds that are 
restricted to members only.  

• Ensures there are people committed to the maintenance, nurture and 
transformation of the Quaker faith. 

 



 
 
Responsibilities of membership 

• Have a commitment to Quaker values and practices and accept at 
least the fundamental elements of being a Quaker. 

• Be willing to contribute to the life of the meeting by taking on roles and 
giving time and energy to events and necessary tasks.  

• Contribute to creating and maintaining the meeting as a community, 
with an atmosphere in which spiritual growth and exploration are 
possible for all.  

• Make a financial commitment appropriate to your means. 
• Membership is a spiritual discipline, a commitment to the well-being of 

one's spiritual home and not simply appearance on a membership roll.  
 
 
The Rewards and Benefits of membership 

• Receiving support and care in both good and difficult times. 
• Spiritual friendship, nurture and sharing your spiritual journey with 

others.  
• Accountability and challenge. 
• Joining in with social activities, fellowship and friendship with like-

minded people. 
• Learning and sharing together. 
• Being part of a community (local, area and national) and the world 

family of Friends. 
• Being part of a tradition with a history and a reputation for active social 

witness and peace building. 
• An opportunity to use your gifts and talents in a wide variety of roles to 

support and run the meeting to learn and develop through this service. 
• The right to play a part in decision-making at all levels. 
• Making a difference as a group, joining together in action and seeking 

to change the world. 
• Learning from the (different) experiences of others. 
• The challenge and insight provided by engaging with diversity and 

difference. 
• Having individual concerns which may be actively supported by the 

whole community. 
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