
Resource material to go with Journeys in the Spirit Youth Edition issue 15 Our Quaker Stories.  

Read this through before using it, you may need to explain some of the words used 
depending on the group you are working with. You can find out more about some things 
by clicking on the links underlined in blue. 

 
 

Telling the Quaker Story 

This activity looks at the roots and developments of Quakerism, including some key 
points in Quaker history. 
 
It starts in 1652 which lots of people say was the year Quakerism started. George Fox 
had a vision on top of Pendle Hill in Lancashire of „a great people to be gathered‟ and 
shortly after spoke to a group of seekers at Firbank Fell.  At this time there were lots of 
groups people who were looking for an alternative to the church with priests telling them 
what to believe and do and who were rebelling against the power of the church.  
 
What was important for Friends was the Inward Light. Early Friends had a vision of the 
world transformed by a second coming of Jesus that wasn‟t in human form but had 
happened inwardly. Because of this Early Friends said that how people lived and what 
they did was more important than dogma or creeds. 
 
From 1654 a group of over 50 itinerant preachers known as the Valiant Sixty (including 
James Naylor, George Fox, Margaret Fell and Francis Howgill) travelled throughout 
Britain, to Europe and America carrying the message of Quakerism.  
 
Next Stop is 1657. This was when Friends were first given the nickname „Quakers‟ by 
Justice Bennet of Derby when George Fox was being tried for blasphemy. Fox wrote 
that Bennet "called us Quakers because we bid them tremble at the word of God.” This 
is a reference to the Bible (Book of Isaiah 66:2).  
 
The original name was „Friends of the Truth‟ this isn‟t just about honesty but also saying 
that it was wrong to have double standards – and what they saw as the failure of those 
who said they were Christians but didn‟t live up to their Christian standards  
 
One example of this is an occasion that George Fox met his cousin and a friend at the 
fair and they went off for a drink. Each agreed to pay for their own share. At first George 
enjoyed being with them and chatting to them, after a while he‟d had enough and 
wanted to leave. “No” they said, “lets get more drinks and the first one to stop pays the 
lot” this really annoyed George as he thought they weren‟t being honest so he got up, 
left some money for his share and went.  
 
Next the story moves forward to one of the things Quakers are most famous for – the 
Peace Testimony – the first declaration of the Quaker Peace Testimony was made in 
1661 to Charles II. This made clear that Quakers sought peace and for all people to 
“brought into love and unity with God and one with another”. This came from the 
Quaker principle of being consistent in their actions and that if “the spirit of Christ” 
taught that war was sometimes wrong then it could never be justified (Quaker faith & 
practice 24.04). 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Valiant_Sixty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Naylor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Fox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Margaret_Fell
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Howgill
http://www.blueletterbible.org/Bible.cfm?b=Isa&c=66#comm/2
http://qfp.quakerweb.org.uk/qfp24-04.html


 
The early Friends were rebels and religious radicals - they didn‟t think that people 
needed priests or churches and believed that everyone could experience God and be 
inspired by God directly. 
 
Early Friends rejected many social norms – such as taking off their hats for their 
superiors (because they didn‟t see themselves as having any) and the swearing of 
oaths (because they thought you should always tell the truth whatever the situation). 
This led to Quakers suffering from violence and persecution.  
 

Between 1650 and 1687 about 13,000 Quakers were imprisoned – for disturbance; 
blasphemy, or refusing to swear oaths. Two acts of Parliament made it particularly 
difficult for Friends. The first was the Quaker Act of 1662, which made it illegal to refuse 
to take the Oath of Allegiance to the King and country and banned these people from 
holding meetings. The second act was the Conventicle Act of 1664, which reaffirmed 
that holding secret meetings by people who did not pledge allegiance to the country 
was a crime 
 
At this time much of the Quaker structure and organisation was introduced as a 
response to persecution (e.g. Yearly Meeting, Area Meeting – which were known as 
Monthly Meetings at the time). One outcome of this was stronger group discipline, and 
control of what individuals did. In 1702 a book of rules and guidance called „Cautions 
and Counsel‟ was issued. Group authority took precedence over the authority of 
individual experience and as a result meetings for worship often had no ministry. 
 
Later Quakers became involved in the anti-slavery movement. In 1761 slave owners 
were expelled from the Yearly Meeting and Quakers were key in lobbying for the 
abolition of the Slave Trade in 1807. Another example of Quaker work was Elizabeth 
Fry‟s work in prisons and for prison reform. In these two examples Friends matched 
practical action with campaigning for changes in legislation.  
 
In the nineteenth century, Quakers became more open to other religious and social 
ideas. In 1859 some of the rules that had been introduced were relaxed. There was no 
longer a penalty for marrying a non-Quaker and in 1860 plain dress and plain speech 
became optional. 
 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century evangelicalism increased amongst Friends. 
Evangelicals emphasised the authority of the Bible and salvation through doing good 
deeds.  
 
In the late nineteenth century Friends became interested in science and questioned the 
literalness of the Bible. The Manchester Conference in 1895 marked a move away from 
the evangelistic influences and allowed liberal Quakers to articulate their views to a 
wide audience. It also led to the setting up of Woodbrooke in 1903 and education about 
Quakerism was seen as important at this time. 
 
In this Liberal period there was a return of the idea of Inward Light and personal 
experience, rather than what the Bible said, as being important as well as a mystical 
awareness of the presence of God.  
 
This led to questioning over whether one had to be a Christian to be a Quaker. The 
question was first asked by Rufus Jones in 1930 and the discussion has been going on 
ever since! 
 
Quakers had been known as pacifists for a long time and lots of Quakers were 
conscientious objectors and refused to fight in World War I and World War II. Quakers 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oath_of_Allegiance_%28United_Kingdom%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conventicle_Act_1664
http://quaker.org/liberal-history/manchester.html


did work to support the way (e.g. the Friends Ambulance Unit) and did relief work in 
Europe both during the war and afterwards. In 1947 Friends Service Council (what is 
now Quaker Peace and Social Witness) were awarded Nobel Peace prize. 
 
Since the 1960s there has been an increase in the diversity of belief amongst Friends 
many people have joined Friends from other faiths and from none and the influence of 
Christianity has diminished. 1959 saw ending of birthright membership (that people 
born to Quaker families automatically became members). Now about 85% of Quakers 
didn‟t grow up as Friends. There are also Quakers who are members of other churches 
and religious groups as well. 
 
Quakers are also social liberal and inclusive. Two important events that show this are 
the publication of in1963 of Towards a Quaker view on Sex which was the first time 
Quakers publically stated their acceptance gay people and that homosexual 
relationships were not wrong. In England and Wales homosexuality was illegal until 
1967 and in Scotland until 1980. In 2009 Quakers in Britain agreed to conduct same 
sex marriages. 
 
The focus for Quakers now is on individual and corporate experience. Quakers try to be 
relevant to the current  time and open to new ideas. 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Friends%27_Ambulance_Unit

