Diversity of Friends Beliefs

Excerpts from Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice and from other sources

Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice, (Chapter on Spiritual Beliefs of Friends in Northern
Yearly Meeting, pp. 15-16, which begins with quotes from two other yearly meetings)

“We hope we shall never finish considering our fundamental beliefs...”
—Yearly Meeting of Aotearoa/New Zealand. 1991

“Friends find their essential unity in their profound and exhilarating belief in the pervasive
presence of God and in the continuing responsibility of each person and worshipping group to
seek the leading of the Spirit in all things. Obedience to the leading of that Spirit rather than to
any written statement of belief or conduct is the obligation of their faith.” Faith and Practice of
New England Yearly Meeting 1985, p 205

While professing no creeds, we have strongly held beliefs for which Friends both past and present have
suffered, gone to jail, and even died. While acknowledging the diversity of expression among Northern
Yearly Meeting Friends we affirm the following common basis of faith.

We believe that within each person there is the Divine Spirit. We refer to this “true light that enlightens
everyone coming into the world” (John 1:9) by different names: the Light Within, the Inward Christ, “that
of God”, the Seed, the Inward Teacher, the Holy Spirit, the Divine Companion, the Word, a Higher Power,
and other names. . John Woolman in the 1700’s stated this fundamental belief:

There is a principle which is pure, placed in the human mind, which in different places and ages
hath different names; it is, however, pure and proceeds from God. It is deep and inward, confined
to no forms of religion nor excluded from any, where the heart stands in perfect sincerity.
(Journal of John Woolman)

“Quakerism grew within Christianity, and many of the terms reflect that. However, throughout our
history, Quakers, in giving testimony to their experience, used a variety of other rich and descriptive
religious languages, which many today find meaningful, freeing, and more inclusive...... Some Friends
believe in this inner power which may be called love; yet do not identify the source of this power and love
as being from an external Higher Power or God. These Friends share the belief that each person has worth
and is precious and agree that everyone should be treated with dignity, mutual respect, and love.”

Frequently Asked Questions about Quakerism, from Friends General Conference (FGC)
https://www.fgcquaker.org/quakerism/ [downloaded 3/7/2024 and again 2/14/2025]

What do Quakers believe?

We believe that every person is loved and guided by God. Broadly speaking, we affirm that “there is that
of God in everyone.” Everyone is known by God and can know God in a direct relationship. We are called
to attend to this relationship and to be guided by it. Quakers use many words to describe the Divine. Some
of them include: God, the Light Within, Christ, Spirit, Seed, and Inward Teacher.

Are Quakers Christian?

The Quaker way has deep Christian roots that form our understanding of God, our faith, and our practices.
Many Quakers consider themselves Christian, and some do not. Many Quakers today draw spiritual

This handout of excerpts was compiled by Julia Isaacs (inquirers@madisonfriends.org) and was last updated June 2025.




nourishment from our Christian roots and strive to follow the example of Jesus. Many other Quakers draw
spiritual sustenance from various religious traditions, such as Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and
the nature religions.

It sounds like Quakers can believe anything they like — is that so?

Quakers invite the word of God to be written in our hearts, rather than as words on paper—we have no
creed. But we also believe that if we are sincerely open to the Divine Will, we will be guided by a
Wisdom that is more compelling than our own more superficial thoughts and feelings. This can mean that
we will find ourselves led in directions or receiving understandings that we may not have chosen just
from personal preference. Following such guidance is not always easy. This is why community is
important to Quakers, why we turn to each other for worshipful help in making important choices, and
why we read the reflections of other Quakers who have lived faithful lives.

Julia’s Additional Notes

Madison Friends Meeting and Northern Yearly Meeting are affiliated with the Friends General
Conference (FGC). We are what is known as the liberal or unprogrammed, or Hicksite, or FGC, branch
of Friends. We are one of at least four major branches of the Religious Society of Friends:'

1. Those who generally gather in meeting houses and practice unprogrammed, non-pastoral, silent
worship within a broad theological continuum that includes folks who are very Universalist as well as
some who are highly Christ-centered and scripturally based. [This is us, most liberal Friends are directly
or loosely affiliated with Friends General Conference (FGC) (www.fgcquaker.org).]

2. Those who gather in meeting houses to practice the unprogrammed, non-pastoral, silent form of
worship but are more Christ-centered theologically. /Conservative Friends, small numerically but many
would see as most like Early Friends. There is no national association of Conservative Friends, for more
information, see lowa Yearly Meeting (Conservative) hitp.//iyvmc.org/, Ohio Yearly Meeting
(Conservative), http://www.ohioyearlymeeting.org, or North Carolina Yearly Meeting (Conservative).

3. Those who gather in either meeting houses or churches and are Christ-centered and have programmed,
pastoral form of worship and may or may not be very evangelical. [Friends United Meeting (FUM) —For
more info on FUM generally, see FUM web site at www.fum.org/.

4. Those who gather in churches and are very Christ-centered and very evangelical and have
programmed, pastoral form of worship. Evangelical Friends Church International
https://efc-international.org

For more on the diversity of Friends’ beliefs, see:

e Nine Core Quaker Beliefs (Arthur Larrabee) (Quakerspeak video)

o  What do Quakers Believe? https://quakerspeak.com/video/what-do-quakers-believe/
(Quakerspeak video with responses of 26 Quakers)

e Northern Yearly Meeting. (2017). Faith and Practice.

e Wilmer Cooper, 4 Living Faith, A Historical and Comparative Study of Quaker Beliefs.

1 The descriptions of each of the 4 branches came from an old web site of Evangelical Friends International (history, downloaded
2/15/03).



