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Chapter 2: The Design of This Work: The Rise and Discipline of the Society of Friends



Before the narrative of William Dewsbury’s life begins, the author sets out what he means this book to do. He is not writing simply a life. He is arguing that the gathering of the people called Quakers was itself an era in church history, a visitation of Divine power as real as anything in the book of Acts. That gathering happened in an England already crowded with Puritans, Seekers, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Independents. Friends insisted they were not one more sect grown out of the same old root, and the first generation of their ministers said so plainly. The chapter then turns to the practical question that Dewsbury himself would help answer first of all: how such a people, once gathered, are to be ordered and cared for. It closes with a long official account of the origin and objects of the discipline, and with an epistle of George Fox on the tender handling of offenders. Readers who want the shepherd boy, the soldier, and the prisoner should know that this chapter is the frame around them. It was also the last thing its author wrote, and he did not live to finish it.






	The author states his design: to display the Lord’s dealings with a portion of his militant church.

	He argues that the rise of the Society of Friends was an era in church history, not a mere new sect.

	He answers the charge of enthusiasm and fanaticism brought against the first Friends.

	Friends level the distinction of laity and clergy, and strike at compulsory maintenance of ministers.

	The editor breaks in to say the chapter is an unfinished fragment, written on the author’s deathbed.

	A long extract from the Rules of Discipline traces the origin, character, and objects of the Society’s order.

	George Fox’s epistle on Gospel order closes the chapter with a plea for gentleness toward the fallen.







The purpose of this volume is to display the wonderful dealings of the Lord in these latter days with a portion of his militant church. In doing that, it sets before my readers a practical illustration of certain principles. Some of those readers belong to the religious Society of Friends and some to other denominations, and the illustration is meant for both. Those principles were opened, by a special extension of Divine regard, to the minds of a few obscure individuals, and through their labours to many others, as the principles of vital and primitive Christianity.


The darkness that had spread over the whole hemisphere of the visible church before the period of the Reformation was very great. It is therefore no surprise that a belief in immediate revelation, such as the people called Quakers hold, should have been thought to have ceased with the apostles and the first Christians. Nor does it appear that any definite series of facts arose between that period and the middle of the sixteenth century on which the body of professed believers were likely to adopt the opposite conclusion. Every influx of spiritual light that had at intervals broken in with more or less force upon the minds of individuals came from the only true Source of Light itself, and tended to prepare them for something further. But the extraordinary train of circumstances that attended the rise and settlement of the Society of Friends was such as to make that event an era in church history.


It is the design of the present work to draw the serious reader’s attention to some of those circumstances, which taken together make up what may justly be called a religious phenomenon. This thing was not done in a corner (Acts 26:26). Friends have not been a people whose principles led them to hide their Lord’s talent in a napkin, or the light of their testimony under a bushel. Yet the various denominations of Christians, even at the present day, are too little aware what abundant evidences of the Divine power and presence were granted at the first gathering of this people into a distinct and visible community. They are as little aware how admirably Friends were led forth and instructed by that power in adopting that beautiful order of church discipline, which has been attended with so many and such great advantages down to the present time.


Without question, George Fox and his “yokefellows” witnessed in a wonderful manner the overshadowing goodness, power, and mercy of the great Head and High Priest of our profession. In his wisdom and by his grace they “triumphed gloriously,” in spite of every obstruction that was permitted to afflict them, until at length their enemies were laid asleep. Nor is that the only respect in which the experience of this people has run parallel with that of the primitive church. With Friends also, the cessation of persecution has been attended by a state of rest and security, and even of lukewarmness and ease. Compared with the zeal of their first days, that state may too generally appear more like death than life. Yet through such of their faithful successors as have been raised up from one generation to another, a measure of the same leaven has gradually spread over the community at large. It is the leaven with which the early Friends were so abundantly imbued, the leaven that proclaimed “peace on earth and good will towards men” (Luke 2:14) under the all-powerful influence of heavenly harmony and love.


Much has been said at various times, and much may continue to be said, about the supposed enthusiasm and even fanaticism of the first Friends. If to be “zealously affected in a good cause,” in a day of thick darkness, is enthusiasm, then both they and the first Christians were indeed enthusiasts. But the calling of the early Friends was of a very peculiar nature, and it was not assumed by themselves through any choice or contrivance of their own. They were, it may be truly said, employed as instruments to lead the way into a new or further department of church reform. Their appearance was therefore new and peculiar in most respects. Under such circumstances they yielded obedience to that measure of light in and by which individual duty was made known to them. If that obedience is to be branded with the term enthusiasm, or with a worse name, because it led them into acts which the world accounted madness, then they were enthusiasts truly. And further, there is that efficacious faith by which its possessor is enabled to bear the contradiction of sinners against himself without fainting or weariness. If such terms are to be attached to the operation of that faith, then the early Friends were enthusiasts and fanatics. Fanaticism and intolerance, however, are often found to be closely allied. Accordingly the real fanatics of those days were in very many instances to be clearly detected among their opponents and their persecutors.


On the contrary, in the general course of their proceedings Friends acted under a degree of the influence of that holy “spirit of power, and of love, and of a sound mind,” which so largely possessed the primitive believers. Like those believers, the zeal of Friends in the main will be found on investigation to have been a well directed and a prudent zeal, though a glowing and an active one. This assertion still leaves ample room, in both cases, for exceptions to the standard of propriety of conduct that is now current. It leaves no room, however, for such exceptions as ought in fairness to discredit the principles themselves, or their development among the body of the agents in the cause. They may be safely attributed to the fragile nature of the vessels in which that purifying power and faith was so wonderfully manifested.


One of the first objects against which this reforming spirit levelled its weapons was the system of modern church establishments. With that system went the numerous and manifest corruptions that existed among them, to which their several adherents were so obstinately attached, from various motives. I mean, of course, such of those adherents as did not embrace these new views. One of the most enlightened and experienced among the first members of this Society said it well, speaking of the brotherhood:



We are not persons that have shot up out of the old root into another appearance, as one sect hath done out of another, till many are come up one after another, the ground still remaining the same out of which they all grew; but that [very] ground hath been shaken and is shaking, destroyed and destroying, removed and removing in us. And the root of Jesse hath been made manifest in us, and we have been transplanted by the everlasting power of life, and a real change brought forth in us, out of [and separated from] that spirit wherein the world lives and worships, into another spirit, into which nothing which is of this world can enter.




An impression of this nature had taken deep hold on the minds of the early Friends. It had become, indeed, a principle of action in them. We need not be surprised, then, that they made war in righteousness with what was corrupt everywhere. They saw no inconsistency when judgment began at what was reputed to be “the house of God” itself. At one blow, therefore, and under the conduct of their holy Commander who promised to lead his followers by his Spirit into all truth, they levelled all distinctions of laity and clergy, so called. This they did with respect both to worship and to discipline. Those distinctions had sprung up in the visible church and spread over it just in proportion as a worldly spirit took the place of that heavenly influence under which it was first gathered.


“According to the measure of the gift of Christ,” Friends gave infallible proof that they had been brought to the effectual experience of this blessed influence. Under it, as a gathered church, they met and sat down together in the name of Christ to wait. Each member in particular endeavoured to know its own place in the body, and all waited for the springing up of that divine life which alone could qualify any of them for the exercise of their several gifts. There are many remarkable instances on record of the tendering and refreshing operation of heavenly love and power, by which they were often abundantly attended, and their hearts at such seasons knit and united together. There Christ was all in all. The hands or the head could not say to the feet, “We have no need of you” (1 Corinthians 12:21). Every member had his own responsible station and office in the body, whether of silent exercise or of vocal communication, in prophecy, exhortation, prayer, or praise, for the instruction, edification, and comfort of the whole. This was truly primitive and apostolical.


Had such a work been undertaken in the wisdom or contrivance of man, or by mere imitation in a fanatic spirit, it would have been unmeaning, fruitless, and dead. But as it was undertaken, it remains a pattern to future ages. It shows the manner in which it has pleased the Chief Shepherd and Bishop of souls to visit his flock. He appears “in the midst of them,” leading them out of the death and formality of an empty yet wordy profession, into the life and liberty of his own free Spirit. Not that all other professors were wholly without life even at that period; the writings of Friends most fully admit that they were not. Formality and an outside profession were nevertheless the leading features of those times. Nor do I claim that the Life, in its immediate springing up, is at the present day very demonstratively seen in the Society in question. But the seed has been sown, and the way has been cast up and made plain. If the impressions that were deeply stamped on the minds of its early and most devoted members had the seal of Truth for their origin, their testimony will not be lost, however unpromising appearances may be at present.

*   *   *
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