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Kuenning: Comments

Comments
o n Ruth Pitman's paper (see

QRT 660)

2.

LARRY KUENNING

.

Both Ruth Pitman and I think that there ought to be a community of Christian faith with a real discipline one with important
similarities to the Quaker community of two and three centuries ago.
We differ in how we apply this belief: I belong to such a community
and she doesn't.
My community is small, as are the other communities I know
that try to practice corporate moral responsibility. A symptom of the
modern situation is that real accountability for Christian discipleship
is hard to find outside of tiny pockets. The heirs of the radicals of
earlier generations Quakers and many Anabaptists have moved
away from this heritage. The very word "accountability" means to
many of them merely to ask a few friends for advice, not that they
have to explain their life-style to their meeting much less, that the
meeting might demand changes.
Before considering church order, I want to comment on some
weaknesses in the doctrinal foundations of Ruth's paper. All societies
have law, but how are we to choose the right law, and why should we
obey it when it is inconvenient? Ruth says this choice is based on "a
certain amount of narrative." Yet narrative alone cannot convince us
of a law if we have no moral perceptions to start with. Actually
Ruth's practice here is better than her principle, for she supports the
Ten Commandments not only with story ("the God who brought us
out of bondage") but with implicit appeals to our own perceptions of
.
the Light that gave forth the la& (e.g., "the commandments reveal.
the nature of Love itself').
Again, Ruth argues that we need a story, and recommends as a
"20th-C faith" that we remain open to traditional stories in the hope
that they will become meaningful as they are lived. But how shall we
choose our stories? (The Bible? The Iliad? Paul Revere's ride?) Our
need for some story or other, though a motivation for search, is no
criterion of truth. (I'd care less about Christian tradition if I didn't
think Jesus was resurrected.)
Ruth's reference to "Atonement" places side by side the traditional Quaker idea of crucifying the self and the traditional Protestant
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by the Faith and Life Movement, June, 1979, and distributed by Friends World
Committee, Section of the Americas). The volume is unquestionably one of the
best sources on Qu5ker ecclesiology.
Included in Truth Triumphant through the Spiritual Warfare, Christian Labours and
Writings. . .Robert Barclay, usually cited as R.B. Works (London: Thomas Northcott,
1692) p. 194. The King James Version of Mt 18:15-17 (also verse 18) is given in
full, followed by the comment: "From which Scripture it doth manifestly and
evidently follow. .that Jesus Christ intended, there should be a certain Order and
Method in the Church, in the Procedure toward such as trangress."
William C. Braithwaite, The Second Period of Quakerism (Cambridge: University
Press, 1961) pp. 248-250. Braithwaite also adds about the statement: "It
obviously marks an important stage in Quaker history. .Quakerism had never
been merely subjective. .The 1666 epistle was a first attempt to strengthen
government in the Church." A n entire chapter on the settling of monthly
meetings follows.
The Friend, October 10, 1969, p. 1248.
Quoted by Hugh Doncaster in The Friend, April 10, 1970, p. 414.
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Comments
PATRICIA EDWARDS-DELANCEY
Wilmer Cooper's very helpful paper on the crisis of accountability which Friends face rightly points out that crisis is not new but has
always been with us. From the early period Ranters, Diggers,
Grindletonians, Levellers, Fifth Monarchy Men and others have
posed crisis from without. And internally, it would seem from my researches, accountability and its meaning or interpretation has been at
the root of most of the crises and historical splits among Friends.
Likewise in the late 19th and early 20th Cs, the fundamentalist vs.
modernist split in mainstream Christianity was manifest within the
Religious Society of Friends as well.
The Richmond Declaration was a response to Wesleyan revivalism, whose accountability took a Creedal form. Similarly, the cessation of the recording of ministers and discontinuation of the recognition of elders and overseers was a modernist-Friends reaction against
institutional forms of accountability. Today there is a double polarity
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Light," and to relearn seeking together the Light of Christ within.
Coupled with this is the need to recover "the lost art of eldering" one
another in those things which are eternal as well as those things
which are communal and practical.
(D) Friends need to develop standards of membership. These
must be based on a clear sense of purpose for the meeting with standards appropriate to that purpose. Non-creedalism does not mean freedom to believe and practice anything we want. As one Friend has said,
"we need to be called out of disorder" into what George Fox called
"the Gospel Order."
(E) Friends need to be imbued with a message of hope. Such a
message affirms not only the divine order, but a belief that this divine
order will finally prevail. This hope must also extend to our own
mission as Friends. We must have hope and confidence that God
continues to work through us as individuals and as a Society in order
to fulfill the calling which was originally given to Friends, and of
which we are heirs today. The world is hungry for the Quaker
message, because it is a message of hope for a world in travail.
We began this paper by raising the question about how we can be
accountable to one another in the way we handle freedom and
discipline within our community of faith, the Friends Meeting. And
secondly, we asked whether in our faith and practice as Friends we
are faithful to the early Quaker vision. Our performance record of
accountability on these two counts has been erratic and inadequate.
There are both warning signs as well as signs of hope as we assess
what has gone wrong and as we attempt to chart new directions. A
new sense of resolve and vigilance is called for if we are to fulfill our
mission and calling as Friends.
As we ponder these things, the words of Jesus to his disciples may
be appropriate for us: "The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are
few; pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into
his harvest" (Mt 9:37-38). We are challenged to "shake the world for
ten miles around," as George Fox's ministry "under the power of the
Lord" was said to do in his day. May God empower us to demonstrate
that kind of ministry in our day.
NOTES
1. In an article, "Everything You Wanted to Know About Membership and Why,"
included in the volume on the Friends Consultation on Membership (1984), sponsored
by Earlham School of Religion and Quaker Hill Conference Center. John
McCandless draws heavily on an article, "Being a People of God" by Charles
Thomas, which appeared in The Church in Quaker Thought and Practice. (published
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idea of "Christ's death in our stead," with no hint that these are
distinct concepts. I cannot expound here on the distinction, but it has
been very important in Quaker history and is relevant to Ruth's
concerns. Emphasis on the latter concept at the expense of the former
has led to some of the short-cut Christianity she laments in the
Gurneyites.
On the subject of accountability, itself, I share Ruth's views
enough that I may be able to supplement her presentation, and
provide a few minor corrections, within her general framework. But
my conclusions will be more radical than hers.
My first supplement concerns disownment. Disownment is not
just a technique for maintaining the church's reputation, as embarrassing as it is when a member's behavior reflects poorly on the community's testimony to Christ. Such a member's sin against the community must be dealt with, but perhaps more important is another
problem: the process of corporate decision-making has been undermined, since that is supposed to be based on corporate discernment of
the mind of Christ. This relates to the question of who interprets the
law.
In speaking to that question, Ruth rightly stressed the classical
Quaker type of leadership, but she didn't mention that the rank-andfile members were also involved. Any new elaboration of the eternal
law, such as the prohibition of slave-owning, had to be approved by
the monthly, quarterly, and yearly meetings of the members not just
those of ministers and elders. And it had to be approved by the "sense
of the meeting," not just by majority vote.
But expecting to recognize a new moral principle, and make it
binding, when a quarter of the members don't even care to live up to
the principles already accepted, is like expecting the city of Detroit to
impose tougher safety standards on auto makers. In the 18th C
Quakers could strengthen their stand on slavery because their
membership was basically and for the most part committed to
corporate discipleship to Christ even in the face of suffering. This
corporate solidarity was due in part to continuous weeding of those
who weren't really committed. Even so the prohibition of slaveowning wasn't easily attained. With a lot of half-hearted members on
board it would have been impossible.
Thus disownment of the recalcitrant is a necessity. Without it,
the community soon ceases to be united in a faith that leads to a life of
discipleship and taking up the cross of Christ. The diversity of moral
practice in modern Quakerism, which hardly ever disowns anybody,
is an example of the consequences.
37
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for the Quaker witness that has become so confused and garbled. My
own view, however, is that the early Quaker vision has been insufficiently realized for us to lay aside our work at this point. Neither do I
think we should consider joining up with some other larger and
numerically more successful group. Is not God still calling us to bear
witness to and to live out the vision which George Fox and early
Friends set before us? But as we respond to this calling there are basic
questions which must be addressed now and for the future. These can
only be summarized here, but perhaps that will be sufficient to stimulate further thought and perhaps inspire action.

The yearly meeting and the book of discipline are other unmentioned structures which my community has found important, and
which other neeQuaker and neeAnabaptist groups would do well to
adopt. A yearly meeting (for discipline, not just for inspiration) brings
different local groups under a single disciplinary structure. Among
small discipleship communities today members are usually accountable to each other only within a particular group: one community is
not accountable to another. If our predecessors had behaved that way,
John Woolman's efforts to abolish slave-owning might have gone no
further than Mount Holly Meeting.
A book of discipline preserves a clear record of the community's
perception of Truth. If human memory is the sole source for what
happened in previous years the rules can be changed inadvertently or
even sabotaged. This is less likely to happen when the community's
stand is available in writing. The group can still change its mind, but
it must do so consciously and corporately.
I will comment fairly briefly on some of the other structures of
classical Quakerism which Ruth mentions. She rightly stresses the
radical change from upright life to skill as the criterion of leadership,
representing a change of faith. Only a community that believes that
God directs history, and that his purposes are best served by faithfulness to the moral Truth he reveals, will be willing to rank integrity
ahead of competence in choosing leaders. Other types of leadership
based on other beliefs
also exist, of course. The "charismatic"
leader who keeps his followers emotionally high needs neither
bureaucratic competence nor more integrity if his followers take this
"high" for the Holy Spirit.'
Although I agree that actions can take on symbolic significance
which conveys more than official theology, I question one of Ruth's
examples: the use of peculiar dress, originally called "plain" to signify
what it was ordinary unadorned clothing, with the message, "Christ
teaches plainness and humility." This gradually became an ethnic
style whose message was, "We hold our religion by tradition." Now
that Quakers have dropped ethnic dress, some fringe groups have
imitated it, with the message, "We must be holy; don't we look it?" I t
still upholds a law, but is the law still God's?
I t is hard for me to say much about such structures as acknowledgments, queries, and meetings of ministers and elders, since my
community, and other Christian-disciple communities I know, are too
small to need them. With six members you don't need many formalities. Problems will not go unnoticed even if there are no queries. You

--

SOME CRITICAL QUESTIONS FOR FRIENDS TO ADDRESS

In summarizing these points, it is suggested that we begin with
the same assumption that William Penn proclaimed for our forbears
in the 17th C, namely, that the early Quaker vision was "primitive
Christianity revived." Integral to that was Friends belief in "continuing revelation," namely, that God's revelation is not closed but that
God continues to reveal his will and truth to us today. But Friends
also believed that such new spiritual leadings and openings would not
cancel out or conflict with God's special revelation in the life,
teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus. They understood and
experienced the resurrection of Jesus not only historically but in
terms of the risen Lord who manifests himse1f;through the Light of
Christ within.
They also claimed, drawing heavily from the Gospel of John, that
this disclosure of God to humankind was not1confined to a particular
time and place, but was universally available to all persons. As already
indicated this constituted the universalism of early Quakerism. I t is
in this context of a Quaker heritage of faith and experience that I
would like to single out some critical points for Friends to consider.
(A) Friends today need to discover a sense of identity: Who are
we? Where did we come from? Where are we going? And most important of all, Whose are we? Generally speaking Friends have lost their
identity, thereby seriously limiting their sense of purpose and destiny.
(B) Friends need to recover a sense of relicious authority: Who
is the author of our faith? What is the source of our religious experience? Most Friends would say that they want to emulate Jesus. T o do
so, we need to participate in his authority that of the living God
whom he revealed.
(C) Friends need to recover a sense of corporate accountability
to one another as the "People of God" and the "Children of the

-
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will and manipulative strategies. The historic Quaker view was that
as Friends seek the Light of Christ together, they shall be brought
into a common sense of unity.
CAN WE ACHIEVE A QUAKERISM OF RENEWED ACCOUNTABILITY?

I t is well known that convinced Friends outnumber birthright
Friends in a substantial number of meetings and yearly meetings, even
in some of the traditional centers of Quaker beginnings. We can be
grateful and thankful for this growing edge of Friends, but we must be
vigilant in helping new members and new meetings gain sufficient
knowledge of the history and tradition of Friends, so that they will
not deny or misrepresent the very things they hope to sustain in their
new-found association. A t the same time, these newer meetings and
newer Friends have something to teach all of us as we try to envision
a new future for Friends.
If this critique of where we are seems to have been unduly hard
on liberal Quakerism and evangelical Friends, a similar critique could
also be made of those expressions of Quakerism which lie somewhere
in between. In assessing the accountability or lack of it on the part of
the various branches of Quakerism, there is plenty of blame to go
around. Both evangelicals and liberals have preserved as well as
violated certain elements of the early Quaker vision. Hence, in terms
of responsibility for what has happened, we should not write off any
segment of the Society of Friends.
If we are concerned about recovery of authentic Quakerism we
will need to give further encouragement to such things as the rediscovery of Biblical and Christian roots in some quarters of liberal
Quakerism. And we need to recognize that among evangelical Friends
there have been valiant efforts by prominent and respected individuals to recover the essentials of the Quaker witness and testimonies
within the evangelical tradition. Other important forces are helping
Friends to recover the essential focus and vision of Quakerism.
Among these has been a quarter of a century of experience with the
Earlham School of Religion. Friends from both evangelical and liberal
persuasions have had life-changing experiences at ESR in terms of a
new understanding and appreciation for their Quaker and Christian
roots. This has affected their determination to make a difference as
they go out to serve Friends in all branches of the Society, both at
home and abroad.
I t is easy to look at the many signs of decline and decay among
Friends and perhaps conclude that God may not have any further use

know who is good at what sort of ministry even if there's no written
list. And you know whether J.W. has repented of putting W.S. into
even if he hasn't put it in writing. I am not praising smallthe ~ o n d
ness or deprecating formal structures; I wish our community were big
enough to need more of them, and I encourage those who talk about a
disciplined church to consider joining one.
Finally, to expand on Ruth's comments on membership: I agree
that the basic membership requirement should be a direction of the
will, but toward what? Ruth says, "a dedication of the will to learn
what a particular tradition teaches as it is lived." Shouldn't she have
said, "to learn what Christ teaches as he is followed"? After all,
Ruth's tradition Quaker Christianity contains a strong protest
against letting human traditions eclipse God's law. But if the membership requirement should be a dedication of the will, can all the various
meetings Ruth describes as antinomian become accountable communities by changing their membership requirements?
The obstacles are tremendous. Supposing you persuade a meeting
to adopt the new membership standard, what do you do with those
who came in under the old standard, whose life orientation is not a
dedication to follow Christ? Will they change their life orientation
just because the meeting has changed its rules? How will the meeting
even mobilize itself to make this change, as long as these people are in
it?
If you leave them in, you have the problem described in commenting on disownment: the community cannot form a corporate
sense of the mind of Christ if half the members are not looking for it.
Do you throw them out? Even assuming it could be done, I might
question whether it is fair. These people joined because they were
offered an antinomian environment. Even if the meeting repents of
the offer, is it fair to change the arrangements now?
But there is an entirely different approach to the membership
problem. It was the approach of the early Quakers, and it is also that
of my own group. Call it the "separatist" approach; it goes like this:
First, stop trying to change your meeting's structure, which derives
from the faith of its members and will not change unless they change
their faith. Second, find those people (in your meeting or out of it)
who have, or can be converted to, the Christian faith, in its full dedication to discipleship. Third, meet with those people, for both
worship and discipline, and be ready to develop with them appropriate
structures of accountability as Christ leads.
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3. The secularism of our age has influenced Quakerism in more
ways than is often realized. Some Friends espouse a secular humanism
and agnosticism whose secular values appear to its "god." This bears
little resemblance to the prophetic vision of George Fox and his overwhelming sense "that the power of the Lord is over all." This secularism has been accompanied by philosophical and political individualism which has impacted the faith assumptions and practice of Friends
both evangelical and liberal. Whether the goal is personal salvation
(for the evangelicals) or self-realization (for the liberals) the connectedness with the church as the "Body of Christ" and the "People of
God" is discounted, if not lost.
4. "Universalist Friends" make up a new form of Quakerism
which wants to disengage itself from the historical and Biblical roots
of the Quaker faith, and to disassociate Friends from Christianity.
The claim is that religious pluralism is the wave of the future, and
that Quakerism as they define it should provide a bridge for the
religions of the world. Universalist Friends ignore the authentic
Quaker universalism held by George Fox, which was so clearly
spelled out in Robert Barclay's Apology, namely, that Christ (the
universal Logos of God), whether known by that name or not, is
available to all honest seekers after God. Moreover, Friends believed
that this Christ was the source of salvation for all humankind.
Universalist Friends only exacerbate the problem Friends already
face of how to accomodate our existing pluralism without becoming
completely fragmented. This leads to what Hugh Doncaster has
described as, "any Friend can believe anything and the Society of
Friends stands for nothing."4 Or in the words of Lewis Benson,
Quakerism is "a refuge for those who want freedom to follow their
own individual bent in an atmosphere that is mildly religious and
fiercely tolerant."s Not only is the survival track record for such
pluralism and individualism nil in church history, it could lead to a
religious anarchy and disaster for the Society of Friends.
5 . The "consensus" method of Quaker decision making has
substantially altered the traditional "sense of the meeting" search for
divine guidance. Consensus is the substitution of a political/
sociological model for a religious one. Even though the consensus
method of doing business is much preferable to majority-minority
voting, the underlying assumption that there is a common will of God
for the meeting is often ignored. Guidance by the mind of Christ
in a spirit of worship and prayer is very important in setting aside self-

Among the structures to develop is your relation to other church
organizations. There is a disagreement, here, between moderate separatists and radical separatists. The moderates would establish the new
community but keep one foot in the ancient churches of their tradition. The radicals say you should come out of them all. The early
Quakers were radicals.
There is also a difference between independent separatists and
catholic separatists. The independents see no need for structural ties
between their own little community and other discipleship groups.
The catholics (small "c") say that all discipleship communities should
be connected for disciplinary purposes. The early Quakers were catholic~.
This approach is not for those who put their faith in human ormore outrageously
ganizational skill. T o them it may be crazy
simplistic than Ruth thought her own approach. I propose it for those
whose faith is in God's power to make something out of people's
faithfulness. I don't know how many of these there are. As Ruth
says, the problems about accountability are rooted in a crisis of faith.

-

NOTE

1. Ruth's sociological perspective on law and leadership, though of a different temper
from classic Quaker treatments of this subject, may be inescapable in the face of a
modem newQuaker dilemma. In original Quaker theology, the leaders' understanding of the law carries the day because the same Truth that inspires it also
confirms it to the followers. But what if the followers' sense of inner guidance
The diversity of interpretations among newQuaker
confirms the leaders'!-e
groups shows that this must sometimes be happening. Can classical Quaker ecclesiology be maintained intact in the face of this experience!
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