
 
Talking points                             

 
Boundaries of Quakerism  
 
Sometimes people say “you can believe what you like and still be a Quaker”. Is this 
true? Are there any boundaries to Quaker belief and practice?  What are the 
boundaries of Quakerism for people?  
There are four areas where there might be boundaries to what it means to be a 
Quaker. These are: 

• Belief: What we believe  
• Language: The language we use to talk about what we believe and our 

spirituality 
• Practice: What we do together with other Quakers, how we worship 
• Behaviour: What difference being a Quaker makes to our values and how we 

live our lives 
This activity is best done in ‘chat room’ style. Offer 4 areas, if you have a big enough 
space then have these in the same room, if not then in different rooms, each one 
marked with one of Belief, Language, Practice, Behaviour.  
In each of the spaces put out copies of the appropriate sheet with the facts & figures, 
the quotations and the questions on. These sheets follow this explanation.  
Ask the people to select to go to one area, attempting to have roughly equal 
numbers in each area. When they arrive at an area they should read what is on the 
sheet and then explore with the other people there their thoughts on the questions. 
After 15 – 20 minutes give people the option to move to another area and go through 
the same process for that topic. Repeat up to four times. It is a good idea to have 
someone who remains in each area to facilitate the discussion on each occasion.     
After the final ‘chat room’ time come together as a group and ask someone from 
each area of the four areas to feedback to the group. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Boundaries of Quakerism: Belief 
What are core Quaker beliefs? Is there anything you have to believe to be a Quaker? 
Are there any beliefs that are definitely not Quaker?  
 
Facts & Figures 
14.3% of teenage Quakers believe in God, 35.7% don’t and 50% aren’t sure. 
When those who believe in God describe him, they use the following descriptions: 

• Inward Light 68.8% 
• Love 43.8% 
• Life force 37.5% 
• Spirit 31.3% 

Teenage Quakers identify themselves as:  
• Quaker 96.4% 
• Atheist 32.1% 
• Agnostic 17.9% 
• Humanist 17.9% 
• Non-theist 17.9% 
• Universalist 14.3% 
• Christian 10.7% 
• Spiritual 7.1% 

 
Quotations 

Quakerism is fundamentally about a direct experience of connection with 
something which is greater than our ego and rational mind (which we might call 
God/the light/the spirit/etc) and which can guide us in how we live our lives. 
Some elders of Bideford Meeting 2013 

 
Quakerism doesn’t just let you believe what you want, but helps you believe 
what you want, allowing us to interpret Quakerism for ourselves. JYM epistle 
2013  

 
If you call yourself Quaker because you like the social messages and that fact 
that we’re ‘so accepting’ or that we’re not going to stuff religion down your 
throat…that’s not enough to call yourself a Quaker. The only thing that truly 
defines Friends is… being committed to the process of…a return to right 
order…or the Kingdom of Heaven. Maggie Harrison 2012 

 
Questions 

• Can you believe what you want and be a Quaker? 
• If Quakerism is a religion/faith how can you be a Quaker and an atheist? 
• Is the diversity of belief amongst Quakers a strength or a weakness? 
• If Quakerism is based on experience not belief do you need to think it is 

possible to have a spiritual experience to be a Quaker? 
• What do you think the boundaries of Quakerism should be in relation to 

belief? 
• What do you think about the quotations? Are any how you’d define the 

boundaries of Quakerism? Are any not? 



Boundaries of Quakerism: Language 
Looking at the language we use to talk about what we believe and our spirituality 
 
Facts 
Different people use similar (or the same) words to talk about the same thing. 
Language is often the only way we have of explaining our beliefs to other people. 
Even if we draw a picture in response to being asked for our thoughts or feelings we 
will have to resort to words to describe the picture to other people.  
 
When we hear others speak we will hear what we mean by the words they say rather 
than what they mean by them. Often this is not a problem but sometimes it can be, 
this is especially the case when using religious language or speaking about spiritual 
experience. Do we know for sure that somebody saying “I believe in God” means 
something different for someone saying “I believe that everyone has light within 
them.”  The words and concepts that we use will differ depending on our experience, 
the way we think and what we have been taught. 
 
Quotations 

The Quaker Way is part of a current of religious mysticism that has always 
acknowledged the limits of language to describe reality… the point of the 
word… God… is not to name some hypothetical being, but to point towards an 
experience of reality that cannot be fully captured in words. Craig Barnett, 2013 
 
Identity labels are a shorthand for membership in a group, for belonging. Nat 
Case, 2012 

 
In the meeting I attend, I can’t be myself… it’s become so normal not to talk 
about Jesus Christ that I would be thrown out. Anonymous Friend, 2013 

 
Dearly beloved Friends, these things we do not lay upon you as a rule or form 
to walk by, but that all, with the measure of light which is pure and holy, may be 
guided; and so in the light walking and abiding, these may be fulfilled in the 
Spirit, not from the letter, for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life. Advices & 
Queries. Postscript to an epistle to ‘the brethren in the north’ issued by a 
meeting of elders at Balby, 1656 
 
I want to be allowed to wear the labels (Quaker, non-theist, Democrat, 
American, White, Male, Straight) that fit me…. I want to not have outsiders to 
these groups assume they know what it means when I wear any label. I want 
people to approach unfamiliar identities with humility” Nat Case, 2012 

 
Questions 

• Do the words we use to describe what we believe matter? 
• What do people in the group mean by the follow words: God/ Light / Spirit / 

Jesus / Worship. 
• What are your reactions to these words? Are they part of your Quaker 

experience? 
• Are labels such as ‘non-theist’, ‘Christian’, ‘theist’, ‘Quaker’, ‘activist’, ‘spiritual’ 

helpful or unhelpful? When are they useful? When do they get in the way of 
understanding? 

• How can we use words to describe our spiritual experience which is so often 
very hard to describe? 

• How can we all call ourselves Quakers if we don’t have a common language? 
• What happens when someone understands something different from us when 

using the same word? 



Boundaries of Quakerism: Practice  
This explores what we do together with other Quakers, for example how we worship 
and make decisions.  
 
Facts & Figures 
How often do teenage Quakers go to Meeting for Worship? 

• Every week 4% 
• Nearly every week 19% 
• Once a month 4% 
• Occasionally 33% 
• Hardly ever 30% 
• Never been to the whole hour 11% 

 
What do they do in Meeting for Worship? 

• Think 92.9% 
• Listen 71.4% 
• Meditate 32.1% 
• Sleep 10.7% 
• Worship God 7.1% 
• Pray 3.6% 

 
What do they think about Quaker decision making? 92% say that the way Quakers 
make decisions is important – but what do they see that way as being? 

• Seeking sense of Meeting 78.6% 
• Finding consensus 32.1% 
• A good idea 25.0% 
• Useful process 14.3% 
• Process of trust 14.3% 
• Seeking God's will 7.1% 

 
Quotations  

The whole point of Quakerism was that we could worship where we wanted, 
when we wanted… Meetings do not need to be on a Sunday, and especially 
they do not need to occur in a meeting house. Male 17 

 
In our meetings for worship for business we seek through the stillness to know 
God’s will for ourselves and for the gathered group…. We have a common 
purpose in seeking God’s will through waiting and listening, believing that every 
activity of life should be subject to divine guidance. Quaker faith & practice 3.02 

 
Questions 

• Do you have to go to meeting for worship to be a Quaker? 
• What do you do in worship? 
• Can you do anything in Worship and still be part of Quaker worship? Should 

we rename ‘Meeting for Worship’ as ‘Meeting for Thinking’? 
• If you don’t believe in God how can you seek God’s will in making decisions?  
• What are the boundaries of what’s acceptable in how Quakers make 

decisions? If we’re just relying on the group feeling shouldn’t we just vote to 
make it quicker? 

 



Boundaries of Quakerism: Behaviour 
Looking at what difference being a Quaker makes to our values and how we live our 
lives. 
 
Facts & Figures 
Amongst Quaker teenagers: 

• 82.1% say that the death penalty is never acceptable 
• 21.4% say that lying in your own interest is never acceptable 
• 78.6% agree that in certain circumstances, breaking the law can be morally 

justified 
• 35.1% agree that violence can never be morally justified. This means a 

majority see violence as being morally justifiable in some circumstances. 
 
Some of the ways that teenagers say that Quaker beliefs and values make a 
difference to how they live their life are: 

• “I am more peaceful.” Female 14 
• “Judge my actions and words before acting/speaking.” Female 16 
• “I try to avoid conflict.” Female 17 
• “I am more open to different things and different people.” Female 15 
• “I try to buy fair trade.” Female 15 
• “Because of Quakerism I’m a vegetarian.” Female 15 
• “I am more open minded and being with Quakers and going to meeting makes 

me care more.” Female 17 
• “I try to be more accepting and kinder.” Male 13 
• “I have a stronger belief in pacifism and fair trade.” Female 17 
• “I’m more politically and social justice aware, more peace-seeking.” Male 18 
• “I’m nicer than other people who I know who aren’t Quakers.” Female 18 

 
Quotations 

Quaker testimonies and activism arise from our corporate spiritual leading. 
They are not so much rules to be followed as promptings from the Light within 
us. Some elders of Bideford Meeting 2013 

 
For each of us our part in transforming the world will be different, but as long as 
we hold true to the Spirit in our everyday lives then we are Quakers in action. 
We cannot all be a Woolman or a Wilberforce but we can create ripples which 
spread from our small circles to the wider world. BYM Epistle 2007 

 
Quakers use the word testimony to refer to the ways in which Friends testify or 
bear witness to their beliefs in their everyday lives. In this context, the word 
refers not to the underlying belief, but the committed action which arises out of 
their beliefs, which testifies to their beliefs. Maud Grainger 
 
Testimony can be seen as one, where we may see the light for some parts of 
Testimony at different stages in our lives. Maud Grainger 

 
Questions 

• Can you be a Quaker if you agree with the testimonies but don’t see them as 
having a spiritual dimension? 

• Do you have to act in line with Quaker testimonies all the time? What times 
are easier? When is it harder? 

• How do you witness to being a Quaker? 
• Do you have to be a pacifist to be a Quaker? 
• What do you have to do (or not do) to be a Quaker? 


