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The Quaker Testimony of Simplicity 

CHARLES E. FAGER 
 
For truly, when 1 was in Lancaster Prison, I looked out of the bars of 
the window in the tower, and saw the angel of the Lord God, with his 
drawn glistering sword, shaking it over this nation, to execute God's 
vengeance, and the court was all as a flaming fire; and this I saw before 
the beginning of the Dutch war, before the plague, and before the fire.... 
  - George Fox1 
 
 Unless one is familiar with the movement's early history, it will not be 
easy to believe that Quakerism came into being as a self-conscious heir 
to the most trenchant and unsparing tradition of Old Testament 
prophetism. This is because men like Amos, Isaiah and Jeremiah 
exhibited so many characteristics that contemporary Quakers avoid: 
they were loud and witheringly sarcastic in their insistent public 
proclamations; their frequent symbolic actions were bizarre and often 
offensive; and they were rightly regarded by their country's rulers as 
direct threats to the nation's way of life. These are a far cry from 
modern Quakerism's stress on quiet, behind-the-scenes persuasion 
and conciliation, its obsessive and laborious seeking for internal unity 
on even the mildest of public statements or actions, and its concern for 
staying on good terms and “maintaining communications” with as many 
conflicting groups as possible. Moreover, when Quakers do undertake 
to break the law on principle corporately or make some public witness 
to their beliefs, they generally go about it in a manner that seems 
almost calculated to avoid attracting attention. 
  
Quakerism's original tone and self-understanding, though operating 
through superficially similar mechanisms and procedures, were very 
different from what they are now. I believe that many of these original 
characteristics made the movement more vigorous, more faithful and 
more effective then than it usually is today, and that their recovery and 
adaptation to current conditions could bring the Society much closer to 
both its own heritage and the needs of those who are grappling with the 
Spirit outside the tradition of which Quakerism is a product. 
 
 This conclusion results from a study of the Quaker testimony of 
simplicity or plainness. Viewed in a historical perspective, I believe this 
testimony provides a telling measure of the changes in Quakerism 
since its beginning over three centuries ago, and from it we can, I think, 
glean several critical imperatives for the movement's future. To see why 
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this is so, the testimony's contemporary meaning will first be outlined 
and then critically compared to its original content. 
 
CURRENT FORMULATIONS REGARDING SIMPLICITY 
 
 There are to my knowledge no works of any length on the subject of 
simplicity by recent Quaker writers, although many general surveys 
mention it in passing. These remarks, however profound, remain 
individual expressions. The books of Faith and Practice issued by the 
various Yearly Meetings, on the other hand, express the official position 
of the membership. Statements for these publications are drafted by 
delegated committees with care and deliberation, and must be 
approved by the Yearly Meeting as a body before being published.  
 
Thus, assuming there is still some basis for the Quaker reputation for 
honest expression, it is here that we can hope to find formulations 
which reflect the beliefs - and to some immeasurable but meaningful 
extent the practice - of large groups of Friends. 
 
 Among the recent statements by Yearly Meetings in what can be called 
mainstream Quakerism (Friends General Conference, Friends United 
Meeting, and London Yearly Meeting), one formulation is clearly most 
representative. It is that adopted and published by the Philadelphia 
Yearly Meeting in 1961. Historically Philadelphia has been considered 
the ”weightiest” or most influential among the highly autonomous 
American Yearly Meetings, second in status only to London, the first in 
the Society. While there is much cross-fertilization among Meetings on 
the matter, the extent to which this statement has become almost 
standard is surprising. It was quoted or paraphrased in all the books 
available to me.2 It or its paraphrase formed the bulk of the section on 
Simplicity, and most had no other statements of their own. Because of 
its representativeness, it is quoted in full below: 
 
Even in times when life was less complex than it is today, Friends 
emphasized the importance of simplicity. The heart of Christian 
simplicity lies in the singleness of purpose which is required by the 
injunction to seek first the Kingdom of God. As men seek to express the 
spirit of God in their daily lives, they realize the necessity of putting first 
things first. 
 
Simplicity does not mean that all conform to uniform standards. Each 
must determine in the light that is given him what hinders his compelling 
search for the Kingdom. The call to each is to abandon those things 
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that clutter his life and to press toward the goal unhampered. This is 
true simplicity. 
 Friends are watchful to keep themselves free from self-indulgent 
habits, luxurious ways of living and the bondage of fashion. This 
freedom is the first condition of vigor in all kinds of effort, whether 
spiritual, intellectual or physical. Undue luxury often creates a false 
sense of superiority, causes unnecessary burdens upon both ourselves 
and others and leads to the neglect of the spiritual life. By observing 
and encouraging simple tastes in apparel, furniture, buildings and 
manner of living, we help to do away with rivalry and we learn to value 
self-denial. 
 But this does not mean that life is to be poor and bare, destitute of joy 
and beauty. All that promotes fullness of life and aids in service for 
Christ is to be accepted with thanksgiving. Simplicity, when it 
removes encumbering details, makes for beauty in music, in art and 
living. It clears the springs of life and permits wholesome mirth and 
gladness to bubble up; it cleans the windows of life and lets joy radiate. 
It requires the avoidance of artificial or harmful social customs and 
conventions but it opens wide the door to cultivate and express to all 
sincere cordiality, kindness and friendliness. This sort of simplicity 
removes barriers. and eases tensions. In its presence all can be at 
ease. 
 
 To the multitude of committees and good causes that press upon us 
we must often say no if we are to maintain true simplicity of life. Inner 
guidance from the Center of our lives will at all times restrain us even 
from good works that seem urgent. Simplicity is closely akin to sincerity 
- a genuineness of life and speech in which there is no place for sham 
or artificiality. The care given by early Friends to avoid flattering titles 
and phrases and to aim for rectitude of speech undoubtedly has done 
much to turn attention to honesty in the spoken and the written word. 
Care is needed to avoid and discourage the insincerity and 
extravagance that are prevalent in the social world. We need also to 
speak the simple truth, in love, when occasion requires it. Such an 
attitude does not exclude sincere cordiality and kindness. 
 
 A life of simplicity and sincerity may be full of activity but it must be a 
life centered in God. Of him who leads such a life it can be said, as it 
was of Brother Lawrence, “He was never hasty or loitering, but did each 
thing in its season with an even, uninterrupted composure and 
tranquility of spirit. 'The time of business,' he said, 'does not with me 
differ from the time of prayer, and in the noise and clatter of my kitchen, 
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while several persons are at the same time calling for different things, I 
possess God in as great measure as if I were on my knees.'“ 3 
 
 It is not hard to agree with this Philadelphia statement to the extent that 
the essence of simplicity in Quaker thought and practice consists of 
organizing life around the Inner Light and its leadings. But once beyond 
this rather abstract homily, the first thing one notices about this 
statement is its vestigial quality. In it the testimony seems to be treated 
rather like an ancient family heirloom which has been carefully handed 
down from generation to generation: it is venerable and presumably 
priceless, but its original function has been all but forgotten. The little 
specific content the statement carries can be contained in two 
propositions: 
 
 1) To keep in the Light one must seek to stay independent of the 
world's corrupting luxuries, fashions and even causes; and 
 2) This independence is best sought and maintained through a 
personal lifestyle that avoids conspicuous consumption and involves 
self-denial. There is barely any reference to social content in the 
testimony, and not a word of any relevance to the Meeting's corporate 
life. 
 
 One could hardly disagree with anything in the statement; moreover, it 
breathes an air of verisimilitude, confirming the writer's unsystematic 
but widely-based impressions of how modern Quakers do in fact try to 
live. Yet its ethos is clearly that of the stereotyped inward-looking sect, 
preserving its purity with the methods of Quietism. All of this confirms 
the testimony’s reliquary character. 
 
 Whether such an attitude was ever a credit to Quakerism is 
questionable; that it is utterly inadequate for the Society today is almost 
certain. The clearest and most penetrating critique of this statement's 
thrust will emerge from the examination of what simplicity meant for the 
earliest Quakers. 
 
EARLY QUAKER FORMULATIONS 
 
 The first Friends' writings and experiences do not actually contradict 
the Philadelphia advices. Yet their words and actions went considerably 
beyond them in both letter and especially in spirit. The spirit will be 
discussed first, since it was primary in the writing and work of George 
Fox as he traveled about England calling the movement into existence. 
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A typical example of Fox's emphasis can be found in the opening of his 
1661 epistle to Friends, 
 
 “The line of righteousness and justice stretched forth over all 
merchants &c.”: 
 
All Friends, everywhere, live in the seed of God, which is the 
righteousness itself, and inherits the wisdom and is the wisdom itself; 
with which wisdom ye may order, rule and govern all things which are 
under your hands (which God hath given you) to his glory.... 
  So all friends, of what calling soever, that dwell in the power of God, 
and the light of Christ Jesus: dwell in that, act in that; that ye may 
answer that of God in every one upon the earth with your actions, and 
by your words, being right, just and true. This goes over the unjust, 
untrue, unholy, and unrighteous in the whole world; and reacheth to the 
good and true principle of God in all people ... thereby ye come to be as 
a city set upon a hill. . . . So let your lives preach, let your light shine, 
that your works may be seen.... 
  And in this life, power, and wisdom of God that is endless, ye are a 
terror to all that are in the wisdom below.... and ye are a terror to all that 
are in the unjust and unequal doings, and all the defrauders, cozeners, 
cheaters, overreachers, liars, and wrong dealers. . . . Your life and your 
words are a terror to all that speak not truth in their dealings . . . your 
lives do judge them, and are a judge to them; and through your 
constancy, faithfulness and life, which is everlasting, ye bring many to 
amendment.4 
 
 Three ideas in this passage, which are characteristic of Fox, are 
important for us.  
 
First is the insistence upon the “seed of God” (a synonym Fox often 
used for the Inner Light) as the basis and goal of a Friend's action.  
 
Second, the Light and its movings were always righteous and ethical in 
content; this was one important standard for distinguishing a genuine 
leading from a temptation. (This does not mean, however, that the Light 
could be reduced to some abstract moral principle or code, like the 
Golden Rule or the Sermon on the Mount, excellent as these were. 
Quite the contrary, the Light was a manifestation of the living Spirit of 
God, and since “the Spirit bloweth where it listeth,”  (John 3:8) it was 
always righteous but never predictable as far as specific leadings were 
concerned.  
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Early Friends were led to do all sorts of outlandish and dangerous 
things: going naked in public for a sign - as did the prophet Isaiah; 
disrupting the established worship services; sailing off into the teeth of 
the Inquisition to convert the Pope; etc.) This ethical emphasis 
separated early Friends from such contemporary groups as the Fifth 
Monarchy Men and the Ranters - with whom they were often lumped by 
hostile authorities. Ranters believed that nothing their spirit suggested 
could be evil, and hence spent themselves in riotous and dissolute 
behavior. Fifth Monarchy Men interpreted passages from the book of 
Daniel in such a way that they felt called upon to wreak judgment and 
bring on a new order through acts of violence, in this case against 
government officials. 
 
Third, and perhaps most significant for us, was Fox's repeated and 
organic connection of individual righteousness with the interrelated 
missionary tasks of preaching and judging. Friends were obliged to 
cultivate private virtue, but they were to do so for a very public purpose, 
namely, in order to reach and witness to “the true principle of God” in 
others, in addition to insuring therewith their own personal salvation. 
Fox was too smart to fall into the trap of identifying religion with good 
works; he was also too smart to let his comrades settle for the 
sectarian's private inner perfection. And in any event, the Spirit that led 
him paid no attention to such easy distinctions. As one student of the 
period put it: 
 
Obedience to the Spirit, however, led primarily to campaigns rather than 
moral codes, for early Friends worked to change the world as they had 
been changed. Their way of life was part of their warfare and a 
demonstration of their message. Standards were aggressive, not 
defensive; they were called testimonies and were seen as instruments 
of conversion. 
 
This was the spiritual seedbed of which the testimonies were the 
natural flowering. There was a remarkable degree of practical unanimity 
regarding the meaning of the testimonies very early in the movement's 
history. But since there were no systematic theologians among the First 
Publishers of Truth, no neatly arranged and commonly accepted lists 
were developed until sometime later. Thus the classification of the 
elements of simplicity which follows is my own. 
 
 If the simple life was the Light-centered life, then the early Friends' 
missionary objective was to bring men toward a realization of and 
encounter with the Light which they believed each man had within 
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himself. To do this, any evil or vice which interfered with and dulled 
men's openness to the Light had to be preached and witnessed 
against, in a manner which “spoke to the condition” of the hearer. And 
inasmuch as man was not a solitary but a social being, there were evils 
to be witnessed against that were social rather than just individual.  
 
Rufus Jones points out that “Fox had his first awakening in his 
nineteenth year, not over his own sins, but over the moral conditions 
and social customs about him.” 
 And further: 'the peculiar 'testimonies' which played such a striking role 
in the early period of Quakerism had their origin and ground in the 
deep-seated purpose to break down the slavery of superficial fashions 
and cramping customs, and to restore individual responsibility, spiritual 
initiative, and personal autonomy. Man himself, with his inherent divine 
rights and his eternal destiny, is put in the place of sacred and time-
honoured systems.” 
 
 Jones also points out that none of the Friends' specific ideas were 
original with them; but their gathering of them into an organic whole 
around the preaching of the Light was new, radically so.  
 
It is in such terms, as means of freeing men to respond to the Light, that 
the testimonies which can be grouped under simplicity and plainness, 
including the plain dress, plain speech, refusal of oaths, the one-price 
system, and refusal to trade in or manufacture many goods, are 
properly understood. These various actions shared certain 
characteristics, which have been hinted at in the previous quotations, 
but which for our purpose must be made explicit and illustrated with 
examples. 
 
 First of all, the testimonies were signs of the proper Christian 
consistency between faith and practice. This consistency· was not 
merely a logical necessity. It was also seen to be one of the most 
important evidences for the validity of the Quaker assertion that their 
movement was based on and led by the Spirit of God. It was both a 
living example and a standing challenge to the unconverted world. Fox 
emphasized over and over again in his epistles how it was Friends' 
living in the Light and its righteousness that spoke to “that of God” in 
others. 
 
  Second, the testimonies involved corporate as well as individual 
exercises: through them Quakers were known to the general public, 
they identified the individual Friend with others of that persuasion, and 
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thus built solidarity within and between Meetings. One important aspect 
of this corporateness was internal: part of the Meeting's responsibility 
was to help Friends stay open to the Light's unpredictable movings by 
keeping their worldly affairs as unentangling as possible. As early as 
1656 Fox had felt it necessary to advise Friends against becoming too 
wrapped up in commerce and outward affairs. Noting with satisfaction 
that the Quaker reputation for honesty had increased their trade, he 
warned: 
 
But there is the danger and the temptation to you, of drawing your 
minds into your business, and clogging them with it; so that ye can 
hardly do anything to the service of God, but there will be crying, my 
business, my business; and your minds will go into the things, and not 
over the things. . . . And then, if the Lord God cross you, and stop you 
by sea and land, and take your goods and customs from you, that your 
minds should not be cumbered, then that mind that is cumbered, will 
fret, being out of the power of God.7 
 
Part of this function was carried out negatively, by urging Friends to 
stay away from businesses and pleasures which involved them in the 
compromising fashions and injustices of “the world.” This included 
disciplining or even disowning any who engaged in them. Yet, firm as 
this discipline was, it did not amount to a withdrawal from or scorn for 
the world (as it tended to do in later generations); in fact, Friends like 
William Penn were very clear in their rejection of such asceticism: 
True godliness does not turn men out of the world, but enables them to 
live better in it; and excites their endeavours to mend it; “not to hide 
their candle under a bushel, but to set it upon a table, in a 
candlestick....” Christians should keep the helm and guide the vessel to 
its port; not meanly steal out at the stern of the world, and leave those 
that are in it without a pilot, to be driven by the fury of evil times upon 
the rock or sand of ruin.” 
 
Both Penn's view and his metaphor were common ones, which were 
reflected in the more positive thrust of early Quaker institutions. In fact, 
among the earliest corporate structures of the Society of Friends was a 
welfare and vocational training system more elaborate and effective 
than any in its day.9 To the limit of their resources, Meetings provided 
relief to their poor (and, where they could afford it, non-Quaker poor as 
well); placement and upkeep of apprentices with masters, preferably 
Quakers, along with any necessary help in getting started for young 
people who had completed their training; and support for the families of 
“publick Friends” whose calls to the traveling ministry had their 
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Meeting's endorsement. 
 
Simplicity was pursued cooperatively in many other ways. One thinks, 
for example, of the several instances when groups of new Quaker 
converts built solemn public bonfires, to whose flames they consigned 
the “vain trimmings” and luxurious apparel which they were abandoning 
along with the unregenerate life they represented. It also operated in a 
defensive way, since acting on the Light often entailed considerable 
penalties and suffering, which called Friends into prodigious collective 
relief and support projects for the sufferers and their families. These 
included not only food, shelter and legal defense, but even offers by 
Friends to lie in prison in the stead of others who were physically or 
financially less able to endure imprisonment. Finally, when the situation 
demanded it, the testimony's corporateness showed itself in what could 
only be called mass civil disobedience; thus, when their meetings were 
declared illegal, Friends met anyway all over England and were jailed 
en masse until there was hardly an adult Quaker at liberty and many of 
the meetings were continued, still in defiance of the law, by their 
children. 
 
The testimony's third general characteristic was that both collectively 
and individually it stood as Friends' witness and judgment against the 
world for its injustices and oppressions. Fox's preaching and writing are 
shot through with outraged 
cries for social justice as being not only prudent and “in the national 
interest,” but also as an unmistakable characteristic of the right 
relationship with God. He was especially scornful of the manners, 
fashions and conspicuous consumption of the wealthy, and this not only 
because of the artificial social distinctions they exemplified and shored 
up, but also because they were culpably connected with the poverty 
that was rampant in the land. His warning to the merchants of London 
was typical: 
 
And again, ye merchants, great men and rich men, what a dishonour is 
it to you to go in your gold and silver, and gold chains about your necks, 
and your costly attire, and your poor, blind women, and children, and 
cripples, crying and making a noise up and down your streets, a 
disfavour to your city.... Now judge yourselves, and see how short you 
come of them in life and practice, which say you are Christians and 
profess the gospel; these things are a grief to many sober people in the 
city, to see that magistrates have no more feeling of these things, and 
yet so much profession of religion and preaching among them, and so 
much riches that men never knew want of; and thereby many come to 
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be hardened, and one might think, if it were but to keep the honour of 
their city, they would not let above all blind men, and cripples, and lame 
people, and poor fatherless children make a noise up and down the 
streets and steeple-house-doors; but out of their abundance they would 
lay a little aside, and have a place provided that all the poor, blind, lame 
cripples should be put into, and nurses set over them, and looked to, 
cherished, and seen unto that they do not want; and thus they that 
could work, to work.10 
 
Fox's proposals sound obvious and even innocuous enough now, but 
they were dangerously radical talk then. He also spoke bitterly of the 
“full employment” rationalizations of the wealthy for their extravagance, 
arguments which sound surprisingly, suspiciously modern: 
 
... The Quakers (say the world's people), like a company of fools and 
novices, cry against us and say we are all daubed about and dressed 
with pride; how must the poor live, if we must not wear their lace? and 
gold and silver, and ribands on our backs? .... 
 
But Fox retorts: 
 
The makers of these things, let them make plain things, and do you 
wear plain things. . . . And if you say how shall the poor live if you do 
not wear that; give them all that money which you bestow upon all that 
gorgeous attire, and needless things, to nourish them, that they may 
live without making vanities, and needless things, and costly attire for 
you, and through that you will live, and they will live both; giving the 
poor all that which you lay out in needless toys and ribands; and then 
you shall not be like fools, and fiddlers, and -the dancing light women, 
with all their bunches of ribands and toys about them 11 
 
William Penn, in his No Cross, No Crown, was even more sweeping in 
his condemnation. After citing a long list of individual, scriptural and 
historical arguments against these fashions and luxuries, the simple cry 
of the poor for justice was, as it were, the clincher: 
Lastly, supposing we had none of these foregoing reasons . . . let it be 
sufficient for us to say, that when people have first learned to fear, 
worship and obey their creator ... to alleviate and abate their oppressed 
tenants; when the pale faces are more commiserated, the starved 
relieved, and naked clothed; when the famished poor, the distressed 
widow, and helpless orphan, God's works, and your fellow-creatures, 
are provided for! Then, I say it will be time enough for you to plead the 
indifferency of your pleasure. But that the sweat and tedious labor of 
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the husbandmen, early and late, cold and hot, wet and dry, should be 
converted into the pleasure, ease, and pastime of a small number of 
men; that the cart, the plough, the thresh, should be in continual 
severity laid upon nineteen parts of the land to feed the inordinate lusts 
and delicious appetites of the twentieth, is so far from the appointment 
of the great governor of the world, and God of the spirits of all flesh, that 
to imagine such ignoble injustice as the effects of his determinations, 
and not the intemperance of men, were wretched and blasphemous.12 
 
Fox and his comrades, as we shall see in detail later, denounced with 
particular vehemence sharp business practices, exploitation of rural 
peasants by landlords, the inadequacy of the existing public relief 
apparatus, and other social inequities. Their campaigns made use of 
every medium of communication then available: broadsides nailed up in 
marketplaces, pamphlets and books by the score (many printed 
surreptitiously in defiance of official censorship); public meetings and 
debates at every opportunity; a stream of petitions and prophetic 
warnings to the magistrates, Parliaments, Protectors, kings and 
Councils of their time. 
 
 These examples should be sufficient to show why we have described 
the early testimonies as being individual and collective actions which 
exhibited and witnessed to the power of the Light in Quakerism and 
which aimed at pointing out, testifying against and breaking down 
personal habits and social patterns which kept men from the simplicity 
of the Light-centered life. 
 
TOWARDS A MORE ADEQUATE CONTEMPORARY TESTIMONY 
 
 It is worth pointing out here that the early Friends' attitude toward the 
past was considerably less than reverent. Fox and the First Publishers 
unceremoniously discarded most of the rituals, institutions and 
theologies developed in 1600 years of Christian history. For them the 
Inner Light relentlessly exposed men's false “windy notions,” and if 
followed· wholeheartedly, opened the way for true religious expression 
in the world. 
 
 We can, I think, best show our respect for Quakerism's founders by 
being no less discriminating toward them and their practice. A Quaker 
belief or testimony is not authoritative for us today simply because it 
can be traced back to the movement's beginning. Several original 
testimonies are no longer meaningful in themselves, such as the use of 
“thee and thou'', and refusal of hat honor. Moreover, there were some 
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aspects of early belief that might even be objectionable to us, such as 
the acceptance by Fox and most of his contemporaries of slavery or 
their sweeping condemnation of all the arts as works of the devil. 
 
 Thus the picture sketched in the preceding section of early Friends and 
their testimonies was not an effort to establish them and their practice 
as authoritative per se. Yet it should be obvious why their 
understanding and practice of simplicity was in my view far superior to 
the present formulations. Indeed, it seems to me that the testimony's 
original meaning, thus elucidated, constitutes a sober and far-reaching 
judgment on the Society and its present state. 
 
My purpose, however, is not to expound and belabor 
Quakerism's present shortcomings. I think it more useful to ask what 
the testimony's original spirit and thrust would lead to, if applied to 
contemporary conditions. The comparisons should speak for 
themselves, and the answers to the question should provide some 
constructive signposts toward a more adequate Friends' witness. 
 
To approach the question, let us first repeat that the plain and simple 
life is one centered around and directed by the Light and its leadings. 
Whatever personal and social conditions inhibit our capacity to stay 
thus centered are to be witnessed against. Certain baneful individual 
practices, such as use of tobacco, alcohol, drugs and gambling, have 
received much attention from many Yearly Meetings, and have been 
given considerable space in their lists of Queries, Advices and books of 
Faith and Practice. 
 
The 1961 Philadelphia Faith and Practice devotes almost its whole text 
under the heading “Social Customs and Individual Responsibility” - 
there is no section on Social Customs and Corporate Responsibility - to 
admonitions against alcohol and gambling. Its Advices repeat these 
strictures and add tobacco and drugs to the list. And the Queries 
include such questions as  
>“What are you doing ... to encourage total abstinence ... ?” >“Are you 
free from judicial oaths, from betting and gambling and from practices 
based on the principles of gambling?” >“Are you free from the use and 
handling of intoxicants and the misuse of drugs?” 
 
 While some of these problems have been attacked with shortsighted 
and even socially harmful methods (by supporting Prohibition, for 
example), their unpleasant effects are real and widespread enough that 
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concern for them at the Yearly Meeting level is appropriate: and 
commendable. 
 
 As pointed out earlier, however, a question not asked is whether there 
are social and economic practices (beyond matters of war and race., 
which have been taken note of, however inadequately) which operate 
impersonally or institutionally to create obstacles to a Light-centered 
life. Philadelphia's Advices and Queries in the 1961 Faith and Practice 
include vague recommendations - which hardly anyone, Quaker or not, 
could either disagree with or make specific - about making 
“brotherhood” and “service” the aim of our relations with others, and 
exhort Friends to “understand the causes of social and industrial ills and 
to do our part as individuals and as a Society for their removal.”  
 
The phrase “as a Society” is the only allusion in all this material to even 
the possibility of corporate action in such matters. The final paragraph 
of the section “Social Customs and Individual Responsibility,” under the 
subheading “Other Social Practices,” urges Friends to avoid (as well as 
alcohol and gambling) whatever else their light suggests would be 
“harmful” or “annoying” to others. Only Query Seven comes near the 
mark when it asks “What are you doing as individuals or as a Meeting 
... to insure equal opportunities in social and economic life for those 
who suffer discrimination because of race, creed, or social class? [and] 
To create a social and economic system which will so function as to 
sustain and enrich life for all?” 
 
 This is a serious, even critical omission in my view because 
progressive social science and personal observation alike have shown 
convincingly that such impersonal practices do indeed exist, and that 
the obstacles they create are at least as serious and debilitating as any 
of the above-mentioned personal vices which have so preoccupied 
Yearly Meetings, and, in my view, probably more so. Such practices, 
one would think, ought to come constantly under Friends' stern scrutiny 
and be subject to their protests, both individually and corporately, in a 
way that today they clearly are not. 
 
Two main types of current social practices seem to me particularly 
offensive to the thrust of the simplicity testimony. 
 
 The first is the maintenance of unfair economic privilege at the public 
expense. To illustrate the extent and impact of such privilege, let me 
draw some examples from conditions in the Boston area, where I 
resided when this essay was written. Bostonians pay the highest 



 16 

electric power rates in the nation, largely due to the absence of publicly-
generated power or effective public regulation. Boston residents also 
pay the highest automobile insurance rates in the nation, even though 
rates are publicly set; the state insurance agency which approves rate 
changes is notoriously more responsive to the carriers' desires than to 
the drivers' budgets. The import quotas on petroleum products, which 
are a boon only to large domestic oil companies, produce unnecessarily 
high prices for fuel oil and gasoline in the area. And Bostonians share 
with the rest of the country a spiraling price tag for all forms of medical 
care, especially proprietary drugs - on which shameless profiteering is 
rampant - and professional fees, which keep doctors the highest-paid 
professionals in the nation. 
 
It is important to emphasize that none of these items is a 
luxury which sober-minded, plain-living people could better do without. 
They are essential services, and for all of them - and others as well - 
the people of Boston pay considerably more than the cost of the service 
plus a fair return for the investor. Every family in the city thus pays an 
“invisible tax,” as it were, to support the inflated profit rates of such 
protected financial interests as these. 
 
 Particularly for less well-off families, these “taxes,” though levied only a 
few cents or dollars at a time, can take up a substantial portion of their 
income and impose a serious burden upon them which otherwise would 
not be there. 
 
The First Publishers of Truth did not shrink from naming 
and condemning the unfairly privileged groups and institutions of their 
day. These included many large estates, church and royal lands whose 
revenues were protected from taxation. W. C. Braithwaite suggests that 
in this area particularly, Fox was, if not a revolutionary, still quite radical: 
 
17 
 
Fox, at the end of the Commonwealth period, had far-reaching social 
reforms in his mind. In [1659] he had issued similar proposals under 
fifty-nine heads. Many of these are aimed at money-loving priests.... He 
would have all fines belonging to Lords of the Manor given to the poor, 
“for Lords have enough” ... he would abolish tithes, give abbey-lands 
and glebe-lands to the poor, and turn the great houses, abbeys, 
churches, and Whitehall itself into almshouses, and he would have all 
fines and amercements and great gifts given to great men, devoted to 
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the relief of poverty. This outspoken piece was not reprinted in Fox's 
Works. 
 
 Moreover, the testimony against tithes, which probably cost the first 
Friends more than did any other stand, was aimed directly at the most 
obvious such privileged group, the official clergy. Fox and the others 
regarded these levies as clearly unbiblical (except in the now-
superseded Old Testament), and further as an outrageous imposition 
on Dissenters. But they also objected strenuously to the fact that the 
tithes went to a ministry which was too often most like corrupt union 
officials: self-seeking and indifferent to the needs of those from whose 
labor they lived and whom they were supposed to be serving. 
 
Fox denounced them in an angry rhetorical letter: 
 
 Did the [Israelitesl do well in spending their money for that which was 
not bread, and their labour for that which doth not satisfy? ... and is 
there none in our age that are as greedy dumb dogs ... that makes the 
people spend their money for that which is not bread, and their labour 
for that which doth not satisfy? and is there none in our age of Isaiah's 
spirit, raised up to cry against such, think ye?'4 
 
 If there was any doubt whether Isaiah's spirit was indeed alive, Fox 
dispelled it angrily: 
 
 I desire the bishops and the priests to look into their bishoprics and 
parishes, and see what scabbed flocks they have, lying; swearing, 
cursing; damning . . . abundance of theft; murder and whoredom.... jails 
are filled up and down the nation with thieves and unclean persons . . . 
of their scabbed flocks, which the bishops and priests ... who are hired 
and take their tithes, easter-reckonings, and midsummer dues, to watch 
over them and look after them and yet let them go astray; yea they are 
so greedy, they take tithes of them that are not of their church, and spoil 
the goods of many, and cast them into the jails, because they will not 
pay them, and cannot own them to be ministers of the gospel. 
 
 Fox cannot be painted as a social/political revolutionary in the modern 
sense: he and his Friends called for many far-reaching changes, but 
generally they accepted the basic structures of their society, not as 
somehow sanctified, as other Puritans eventually did, but rather as 
relatively and potentially good if used fairly and administered justly by 
men attentive to the Light's ethical demands.  
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But it was this same demand for justice throughout society, whatever its 
current political and economic arrangements, which compelled them to 
testify against economic favoritism and oppression, and which ought to 
speak most dearly to us now. The money that pays for the unearned 
profits of favored interests today comes out of the labor and time of the 
masses of the population - who have precious little of either to spare - 
as surely as did the tithes in England. 
 
If these “invisible taxes” were eliminated and charges for the services 
brought down to more equitable levels, the citizenry would be freed to 
make other, and probably more creative, use of the funds involved or 
the time now taken up with earning them. They would, in short, be able 
to simplify their lives just that much. As John Woolman put it in terms of 
his time: “Poor men, eased of their burdens and released from too close 
an application to business, are enabled to hire assistance, to provide 
well for their cattle, and to find time to perform those duties among their 
neighbors which belong to a well-guided social life.” 
 
 Another type of unjust social practice that is relevant here is what could 
be called, borrowing Fox's phrase, “deceitful merchandize.” This 
includes the common manufacturing practice known as planned 
obsolescence, and the manifold trickeries of packaging and advertising. 
These impose additional “invisible taxes” on the income of most 
consumers. Several serious, well-documented works have been 
published which set forth in detail the means and extent of these 
marketing stratagems, and we need not go into their mass of detail 
here.17 
 
 If these “invisible taxes” were eliminated, people would be free to 
organize their lives more according to patterns and values of their own 
choosing. Religiously-motivated people, and Friends particularly (one 
hopes), could devote more attention to the demands of their faith. 
Woolman understood how such inequities oppressed those of small 
means, and he described their connection to other social pathologies in 
his own day with language as implacable as it was gentle: “Every 
degree of luxury of what kind soever, and every demand for money 
inconsistent with Divine order hath some connection with unnecessary 
labor. By too much labor the spirits are exhausted, and nature craves 
help from strong drink; and the frequent use of strong drink works in 
opposition to the celestial influence on the mind.”18 
 
 That last sentence is understatement enough for any laconic Quaker, 
and surely as appropriate an explanation of the widespread abuse of 
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alcohol, tobacco and other harmful stimulants today as it was of 
drunkenness in colonial New Jersey. It is an insight notably lacking from 
the current statements on these abuses which we examined earlier.  
 
Woolman, finally, wrote solemnly of the duty of those who saw the 
validity of his arguments and shared his faith. With these words we will 
turn to a consideration of the practical implications of our thesis: “They 
who enter deeply into these considerations and live under the weight of 
them will feel these things so heavy and their ill effects so extensive 
that the necessity of attending singly to Divine wisdom will be evident; 
and will thereby be directed in the right us of things in opposition to the 
custom of the times; and will be supported to bear patiently the 
reproaches attending singularity.”19 
 
The original thrust of the testimony of simplicity, applied to modern 
conditions, - would single out and indict many social conditions and 
patterns as being obstacles to openness to the Light. Clear-thinking 
Friends who are so inclined can undoubtedly find specific practices 
upon which its condemnation would fall, in addition to those I have 
mentioned here, and those who can agree with this interpretation will be 
moved to seek ways of bearing the testimony which are faithful to that 
spirit. It should also be evident that present formulations and advices 
regarding simplicity, while perhaps not inconsistent with this spirit, are 
less than adequate to it, as is Friends' current practice: Some possible 
courses are described below which could perhaps contribute to a more 
effective and faithful witness. These suggestions fall into two broad 
categories: the first is outward, aimed. at witnessing to others for our 
convictions-and against whatever violates them; the other is internal 
and- concerns efforts within Quakerism to enable Friends to live the 
testimony more fully in their personal lives. 
 
 As a preface to spelling out the ideas in the first category, let me point 
out and emphasize that except for analytical purposes, simplicity is not 
here regarded as being isolated from other Quaker testimonies, 
especially those against war and racism. On the contrary, just as 
Woolman saw that the roots of both war and slavery could be traced to 
the selfishness and pride: which prang from the love of luxury and the 
unbridled pursuit of profit, it should be equally plain to us that the 
inequities and protected interests of our own society identified here as 
enemies to simplicity are also, most of them, intimately and culpably 
involved with the militarism and race prejudice that still so pollute the 
land. 
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-- Moreover, in addition to the burdens of “invisible taxes”-which take up 
substantial portions of our income are the all-too-visible-taxes, most 
levied on a regressive basis by the government for the support of 
monumentally wasteful, unnecessary and demonic weapons-systems. 
Although for economy of presentation they are mentioned here only in 
passing, the interconnections among these evils and hence also among 
our testimonies against them should be· diligently kept in mind and 
incorporated into our actions. 
 
First, then, to outward actions. How might Friends witness against 
social inequities in the original spirit of simplicity?  
 
Here we will focus on two centers of such inequities, namely the drug 
and automobile industries. These are chosen first of all because their 
practices are among the more obvious of their kind, and second 
because there is evidence of some public awareness and resentment of 
these practices, which suggests that a properly managed witness 
against them could hope for widespread support among the population 
at large.  
 
One creative, and I think potentially quite effective, witness against the 
practices of automobile and drug manufacturers would be a multi-
faceted corporate campaign of petition and persuasion based on the 
lessons and techniques of the nonviolent movements of the 1960's. The 
strategic battle plan (which reminds us of “the Lamb's War,” a term by 
which Fox and his comrades often described their own efforts) for such 
a campaign could proceed as follows: 
 
First would come the attainment of a broad conviction among Friends of 
the necessity for and propriety of some corporate action.This, sadly, 
might well be the most difficult task of all. Once a consensus was 
reached, action could be begun with the preparation of a report on the 
practices to be opposed. Such a report would need to be a product of 
the most weighty scholarship and sober ethical reflection the Society 
could muster. One hopes it could be issued under the auspices of the 
American Friends Service Committee, to make use of and confirm that 
body's great reputation for meaningful contributions to public 
awareness. 
 
Advertisements for the study could solicit support from individuals and 
groups outside the Society who agreed with the campaign's goals. 
These could be gathered into petitions and possibly coalitions of like-
minded organizations. Delegations from such coalitions would be 
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charged with the next major step, that of presenting to executives in the 
target industries the petitions and requests for specific corrective 
actions on their part (e.g., lowering of drug prices by decreasing 
needlessly expensive saturation medical advertising and abandonment 
of profiteering; or decreasing automobile prices by eliminating most 
unnecessary style changes and making instead a serious research and 
development effort to increase an automobile's useful life, safety, etc.). 
If a satisfactory response was not forthcoming within a reasonable 
stated time, the delegations would report back to their constituencies 
and recommend that the next phase of the witness be initiated. 
 
 This next phase would center around efforts, first to focus public 
attention on the practices and the industries' reluctance to change 
them, and second on mobilization of public support for application of 
nonviolent pressure to the target industries, hoping to appeal to their 
short-term economic self-interest once it was clear they would not 
respond to the public's long-term best interest. 
 
 This pressure could be applied in many ways:  non-obstructive picket 
and vigil lines outside industry offices and plants; further reports on their 
practices, perhaps paying particular attention to the connections of their 
policies with other social evils (war contracts and racism, plus pollution, 
waste of resources, and accidents for automobiles; or the distribution of 
untested, unsafe drugs by pharmaceutical companies, etc.). Selective 
buying campaigns would be launched, in which supporters would 
pledge, say, not to buy a new car, or in the case of necessary but 
greatly over-priced prescription drugs, to mail a protest to the 
manufacturer with each purchase; groups of pharmacists and 
automobile dealers could perhaps be prevailed upon to join the 
campaign and make appeals to their suppliers for changes in policy. 
Churches, universities and other nonprofit institutions, whose 
endowment portfolios often include shares in such highly profitable 
companies, could be petitioned by their members to use their voting 
power to change corporate policy, or failing that to sell these stocks and 
replace them with securities which, if possibly slightly less profitable, 
were more consistent with the public welfare in the conduct of their 
business; memorials and petitions could also be presented to 
governmental bodies and officials on all levels, urging them to explore 
ways in which public action might be taken to impress the demands of 
the public interest upon the target industries. 
 Such campaigns as these would demand a substantial investment of 
time and money from those involved in them. Moreover, there would be 
no guarantee of quick or easy success against such pillars of our 
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economy as the two industries suggested here. Still, even if the stated 
goals were  not immediately achieved, these or similar efforts could at 
least be expected to invigorate the Society carrying them on, and bring 
its members to a more sophisticated understanding of the richness - 
and the trials - of their specifically Quaker and more generally Christian 
traditions. While this alone would, in this writer's opinion, make them 
worthwhile, it also seems to me that a determined corporate witness by 
even so relatively small a group as the Society of Friends could, 
however short it fell of its immediate objectives, hardly fail to shake its 
target institutions to their very foundations. The conviction that when we 
act faithfully on the leadings of our individual and corporate Light we 
cooperate with and gain strength from a force greater than ourselves is, 
I think, part of the meaning of faith for Friends as it is for other 
religiously-motivated people. 
 
The other category of action is internal to the Society,. 
and here a corporate response also seems appropriate. Early Friends, 
as we have seen, regarded it as part of their Meeting's responsibility to 
help each other live as simply (i.e., as free from “outward cumbers” and 
thus hopefully as close to the Light) as possible. 
For this purpose they developed mechanisms and customs which, while 
less than perfect, were far ahead of their time. Most of these customs 
and mechanisms have now fallen into disuse. Many were made 
unnecessary by changes outside the Quaker fold - others by the 
internal developments which left most Friends firmly planted in the more 
financially secure sectors of their societies. 
 
 Yet if some of the forms are obsolete, the spirit of simplicity's internal 
imperative is not. Other writers, most notably  
R. W. Tucker in his penetrating essay in these pages; “Revolutionary 
Faithfulness,” have pinpointed many of the traps of affluence and 
resultant class thinking into which American Friends in particular have 
fallen. 
 
Here it is only worthwhile to mention what Tucker calls “anarchic 
individualism,'' an emphasis on private action and virtually unrestrained 
tolerance of different viewpoints, however contradictory and 
incompatible.. For too many Meetings this attitude has diluted their 
potential for corporate life to the point where their official positions and 
actions have almost no real content at all, and all their common life 
really amounts to is a tacit agreement to avoid any issues on which 
strong feelings or differences are likely to be expressed. 
 



 23 

It should be apparent just how far such a condition is 
from original Quaker life. As Tucker puts it: “The original Friends 
Meeting was a community of revolutionary faithfulness, revolutionary in 
a collective sense even more than in its individuals. The intense 
corporateness of early Quakerism is its most alien characteristic to us 
today, yet the one perhaps most needed by Friends, because it offers 
so much to a world afflicted by the dissipation of community.”20 
 
 He also points out how this corporateness related to the individual 
leadings of members: “When today we read the accounts of men like 
James Naylor or Marmaduke Stevenson, we are struck first by their 
total faithfulness, second by their readiness to abandon family duties in 
the cause of faithfulness. These were people over thirty who yet could 
be trusted, because they had behind them Meetings which, in 
endorsing their concerns, automatically took over their private 
responsibilities for them.”21 
 
 Again, rather than dwell on the Society's present shortcomings, let us 
explore the question, what might a modern Quakerism that was more 
true to the spirit of simplicity, as here expressed, look like? 
 
 First, it would presuppose, as would the outward actions, some broad 
consensus as to the major tasks and methods to which a Light-centered 
community is called at this point in history, a consensus which in some 
sense could be regarded as definitive for Friends, without claiming to be 
exhaustive, and certainly not final. We simply must, I believe, have 
more unity and clearness on the concrete meaning and direction of our 
heritage in our time. Homilies about “brotherhood,” “service” and even 
“peace” can be found in almost every denominational (not to mention 
secular service club) statement of aims. What do these words mean in 
our personal and community lives that is unique and powerful enough 
to warrant our separate identity as a people? And where is this 
uniqueness leading us in the real world beyond the covers of our Faith 
and Practice abstractions?  
 
These are some of the questions, answers to which would constitute 
the beginnings of the consensus I am speaking of. Its achievement 
would not demand unanimity or uniformity; nor would it amount to 
writing the creed which Quakers have largely - and fortunately - avoided 
so far. The process of reaching it, however, would in all probability 
teach us much of the meaning of Penn's dictum, “No cross, no crown.” 
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 Once this consensus was established, the Society's corporate arms 
could develop mechanisms to assist Friends in following their individual 
and collective leadings within it. Along with the development df these 
simplifying mechanisms, a critical examination, in the light of the 
consensus, would be conducted of the employments and lifestyles of 
Friends in our society; the thrust of which could be summed up in two 
queries:  
 
First, how much of Friends' present general affluence has been 
purchased at the cost of quiet, cumulative compromises with institutions 
and practices that are at bottom incompatible with basic tenets of our 
Quaker witness?  
 
And second, how well in fact have affluent Friends, especially, 
observed the Philadelphia statement's admonition against needless 
luxury and wasteful personal consumption, conspicuous or otherwise? 
 
 Early Friends, while generally avoiding the gnat-straining legalism the 
Society later fell victim to, nonetheless knew that many employments 
and extravagances of their day were inconsistent with their lofty 
profession and were thus to be avoided. Converts often felt compelled 
to alter completely the way they earned their living and their style of life, 
usually at considerable personal sacrifice. The earliest corporate 
advices on the matter, the Balby Epistle of 1656, noted that a major 
function of the fledgling Monthly Meetings had been and ought to be to 
guard and guide - but not dictate - each member's measure of Light, 
and “to provide·employment for such as want work, or cannot follow 
their former callings by reason of the evil therein.“22 
 If a sober reexamination of conscience did lead a significant number of 
Friends to feel a need for some change in their way of life - as seems 
likely to this writer - it would be appropriate for the Society to be ready 
with resources and mechanisms to help them through the transitions. 
The objective, it must be emphasized, would not be to enclose Quakers 
in an isolated enclave of “purity” or to prevent interaction with “the 
world,” but rather to free them from debilitating compromises so they 
could interact with the world in a more closely Light-attuned manner. 
As these mechanisms were perfected and the changes 
accomplished, the resources available to members would doubt? less 
increase, since for many Quakers most of their leadings would 
probably, happily, coincide with their secular careers. This would in turn 
add to the possibilities for corporate action: one direction could be the 
support of campaigns like those outlined in the preceding section; 
another could be help to those whose leadings sometimes did not 
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coincide with their employments. Still another would be a likely increase 
in the need for relief of suffering for conscience's sake, since unless 
war and racism evaporate overnight, we may assume that a more 
faithful Quakerism would produce men and women whose courage and 
audacity matched their convictions. 
 
In the forging of these collective tools there are some 
particular characteristics which we should strive to make them embody. 
First of all, they should be voluntary and open to the maximum extent 
possible. Doubtless some responsibilities will be shared by or limited to 
a Meeting's members (e.g., financing its budget or making disciplinary 
decisions); there would also probably be some minimum standards of 
discipline with which they would be expected to comply (corresponding 
to, for example, use of “thee” and “thou” and refusal of tithes among 
early Friends).  
 
But beyond these necessary constraints, openness implies not limiting 
the operation of simplifying mechanisms to members wherever this 
could be done without compromising their function. Many non-Friends 
may find themselves in unity with us on these matters but not have 
such tools available in their own denominations; or, cooperation with 
some other sympathetic group might open resources· to Friends which 
they could not otherwise themselves mobilize. 
 
These operations would heed to be clearly subordinated to the larger 
corporate witness, lest they become the major value of membership 
and begin attracting “converts” more interested in the benefits than the 
witness. Early Friends largely escaped this difficulty because, while 
their mutual aid system provided those in need with considerable 
tangible assistance, just to identify with them and their testimonies also 
involved a very real “taking up of the cross” in the imprisonment, 
distraint of goods and public ridicule to which anyone known as a 
Quaker was subject.  
 
A more Light-centered modern Quakerism would probably be more 
persistently, lovingly militant in witnessing in a social order as corrupt 
and dehumanizing as ours, and thus could probably look forward to 
minimizing the problem of “free-loaders” in a manner similar to that of 
their earliest forebears. 
 
Throughout this essay simplicity has been understood as the Quaker 
testimony which insists on and aims to preserve the centrality of the 
Light in individual and corporate witness; to this extent I agree 
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substantially with both letter and spirit of the 1961 Philadelphia 
statement. Reasserting this centrality in Quakerism is the objective of 
the specific suggestions advanced.  
 
Protests against unfair drug prices, and the establishment of simplicity 
committees are not ends in themselves. Nor are they simply planks in 
some radical political platform (although they parallel some of the better 
modern radicalism, as did early Quakerism in its time), attempting to 
use the Society of Friends as a convenient propaganda front. Rather, 
they developed in the writer's thinking as possible practical implications 
of the testimony's contemporary meaning. 
 
Their results, hopefully, would be to lead the Society out of the weed-
grown cemetery so many Christian churches inhabit, into the turbulent 
arena of the “real world,” across which the Spirit's winds are clearly 
gusting, leaving marks on many within it, both innocent and guilty. 
 What would a simplified Quakerism, waiting in silence for the 
manifestation of its Light, hear and see? It might well hear what many if 
not most of the new Seekers beyond our ranks have heard: a word of 
judgment on our nation as ominous and as far-reaching in its portent as 
any utterance of the prophet Amos. 
 
All across the spectrum of what has been called the religious 
subculture, from the astrologer's announcements of the Aquarian Age 
to the bloody eschatology of the Manson Family, and including the 
Weathermen's Cosmic Consciousness of death in battle, one runs into 
the conviction that great and awful events await us, events that will 
show up the “world's wisdom” for the foolishness that it is, as a 
transcendent, ethical reality reasserts its sovereignty over history 
against man's usurpation.  
 
If many of the popular predictions coming out of the subculture - such 
as the disappearance of California into the Pacific - have (fortunately) 
misfired, our time has nonetheless been rocked by a series of 
catastrophes that only a true prophet could have foreseen, and there is 
little reason to expect the future to be any less uncertain. 
 
While this outlook seems plausible enough considering 
 the world situation, it is not presented here as a thesis to be argued, 
but rather as a measure of light to be corrected and illumined by the 
leadings of others.  
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If this were to be what the Light revealed to Quakerism, a faithful 
response to it could take the Society in directions that might sound 
fantastic or inconceivable now, and which may make my earlier 
proposals seem rather innocuous. But then, Quakerism seemed equally 
fantastic to many when it first appeared, and there are many striking 
parallels between our current social situation and that of England in the 
1650's, particularly in the level of cultural disintegration, and the 
violence being bred of desperation among those demanding changes in 
society to match the changes in themselves.  
 
Quakerism was one of the rare products of that period of upheaval 
which managed to reconcile seemingly incompatible elements into a 
creative and very potent personal and social force . It was capable of 
calling self-centered mystics into disciplined, radical politics, and 
likewise of challenging the ruthless revolutionaries who drowned their 
ideals of justice in blood.  
 
In it, in short, the continuing power of the Judeo-Christian tradition for 
humanizing the effects of raw religious experience was once again 
manifested in a time when these effects were a critical fact of life and 
death.  
 
The need for such a force today is as obvious as the lack of it is 
terrifying. Could a simplified, Light-centered Quakerism again become 
able to play such a role, if that is its calling? Do we think that in our 
present world we can possibly settle for less? 
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