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Introduction 
 

he essays collected here represent work from 2000 to 2019. Many of them summarize and extend the 
research and writing I had done from 1976 to 2000, documented in a trilogy of books on early Friends 
(Gwyn, 1986, 1995, 2000). This collection constitutes a sequel to Words in Time (1997), which Chuck 

Fager had invited me to assemble from essays and addresses in the late 1980s and 1990s, for his Kimo Press. 
That book is now out of print but still available online through his Quaker Theology website.   

I view these essays in the literal meaning of that word: attempts, experiments. They are not intended to be 
definitive, the last word on their subject, but as attempts at a reconstructive theology of Quaker faith and practice. 
That is, they attempt a restatement of Quaker theology for the twenty-first century, based in part upon what I 
have learned from my study of Quaker history, particularly the witness of early Friends.   

Assembling this collection has reminded me of the important role my friends have played in inspiring, 
inviting, encouraging, and shaping these essays. Book-length projects usually developed out of my own internal 
processes. But shorter pieces like these were often inspired by conversations with these friends, or invited by 
them for books they were editing. Friendship and dialogue have been vital to the life-process of my work. I 
want to highlight three key friendships. 

T 



My friendship with Richard Sturm is by far the most long-standing. Richard and I met at Union Seminary 
during my first year there in 1971, and soon began theological conversations that went on well into the night. 
Later in the 1970s we were both in doctoral programs, working on apocalyptic theology. Richard was working 
with the apostle Paul and I was working with George Fox. Our conversations were formative, for me at least. 
Richard had already written one doctoral dissertation on ancient Greek tragedy in the late 1960s. That work 
later served as the basis for another collaboration, included here. Richard had a long career as a beloved 
seminary professor, teaching mainly among racial minorities and immigrants already active in ministry around 
New York. He is now retired and continues to live in Brooklyn. We still have conversations like none other.   

Chuck Fager and I go back to the latter 1980s. I was already an avid reader of his newsletter series, A 
Friendly Letter. Chuck is an activist and journalist who worked for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
during the Selma campaign and spent a night in a jail cell with Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ralph Abernathy. 
(His memoir of those early years, Meetings, has the original voice and probity of the best Quaker journals.) 
Chuck’s journalistic instincts combine with a genuinely Quaker sense of social concern, ruffling a few Quaker 
feathers with his plain-spoken critiques of Quaker institutions. He has a genuinely theological interest (he 
describes himself as “religious not spiritual”) that bears fruit in the Quaker Theology journal which he co-edits 
with Steve Angell of the Earlham School of Religion. Our first significant contact occurred when Chuck 
interviewed me about Apocalypse of the Word in 1987.  

Chuck organized a conference at Guilford College in January 2011 to mark the fiftieth anniversary of 
Eisenhower’s “military-industrial complex” speech. My presentation mystified everyone, but eventually found 
fuller expression in The Anti-War: Militant Peacemaking in the Manner of Friends (Gwyn, 2016). In 2013-14, while I 
served as Quaker studies teacher at Pendle Hill, Chuck was the Cadbury Scholar, researching on the Progressive 
Friends movement. Our weekly check-ins on his work were fascinating. They inspired me to undertake a related 
project on the Friends General Conference (Gwyn, 2018; also see Fager, 2017).  

Ben Pink Dandelion and I met in 1995 at Pendle Hill through our mutual friend, Caroline Jones (whom I 
married in 1999). I was lying in bed with the flu while Ben told me about his doctoral work, a sociological study 
of British Friends. It was the kind of second- and third-level analysis that I rarely hear from Quaker scholars. 
We became immediate friends and allies. Ben was on the threshold of a remarkable career at Woodbrooke 
(Pendle Hill’s sister Quaker study center in England). He was the key innovator of new programs in the latter 
1990s that renewed Woodbrooke’s importance and viability among British Friends. In addition, he has 
generated a variety of academic institutions, including the Centre for Graduate Quaker Studies and the Quaker 
Studies Research Association. In his prolific speaking, teaching, and writing, Ben has become a leading 
spokesperson for Friends on both sides of the Atlantic. Some of our ventures are described in this Introduction.     

These friendships have been nurtured by communities, hallowed places in time and space that encourage 
dialogue and cooperation. Pendle Hill and Woodbrooke have been the primary communities in my life as a 
Quaker scholar. But Friends meetings have also been important. The first essay in this collection, “A School of 
Prophets,” describes a fertile period of innovation during my two pastorates with the Berkeley Friends Church. 
And my book on the Gospel of John, Conversation with Christ (2011), developed from a series of prepared 
messages during years as pastoral minister with the First Friends Meeting in Richmond, Indiana. In a rapidly 
secularizing society, such communities and the friendships they engender stand out like a city set upon a hill – 
at least for those with the eyes to see.   

 

Grief and History 
 



I’m aware that most of these friendships that developed around scholarship and writing are with men. In some 
respects, they sound like the “old boy network.” But these friendships are about shared concern, not position 
and power. And men do seem to have a particular (by no means exclusive) propensity toward history. I once 
heard Robert Bly, a guru of the men’s movement, comment that the gateway emotion for men is grief. All other 
emotions develop from it. Grief and loss imply a temporal sense, a sense of personal and/or collective history. 
I can’t speak for other men, but my penchant for history is strongly tinged by grief and loss, regarding events 
both in my personal life and in the general drift in American society over the past half-century. (A memoir, Life 
in Gospel-Space (2020), describes some of that personal history). My interest in Quaker history, particularly early 
Friends, has been a personal search for history that can help us redeem this American present. As this book 
demonstrates, personal history and collective history are intimately intertwined, at least for me.   

Most of these essays contain at least some reference to apocalyptic theology and its perspective on personal 
and collective events. I hope the reader will bear with some repetition in this regard. Each essay applies the 
apocalyptic perspective somewhat differently, according to the subject at hand. That perspective would benefit 
from some unpacking here at the outset. It may be useful to relate it to the four levels in the medieval model 
of biblical interpretation, which I adapt here to my own case. (I am influenced here by Dante’s adaptation of 
that model in his Comedy [see Holmes, 1980] and Fredric Jameson’s Marxist adaptations [1971, pp. 60-61 and 
1981, pp. 29-32].) 

At the first level, there are the concrete events of my life in the chaotic flow of quotidian circumstances. Some 
of them I immediately recognize as significant. Others take on significance only over time, when I can see them 
as part of larger patterns, or according to particular templates of interpretation. I have drawn upon many 
different templates over the years: psychological, socio-economic, philosophical, religious, and so on.   

But the template I have given priority is the gospel of Jesus of Nazareth and the wider literature of the 
Hebrew and Christian Scriptures. This is the second, allegorical level of interpretation. For me, this is more than a 
default option of Christian devotion. The living person of Jesus has interrupted, redirected, and redeemed my 
life in ways I would have been pig-headed to ignore. That still leaves plenty of space for other, complementary 
templates, but the gospel continues to be the powerfully productive allegory for my life. Conversely, I can only 
understand the gospel in the terms of my own life experience. I cannot fit my life into the first-century 
Palestinian world of the gospel, nor does it fit into mine. “Gospel-space” is of a different order, between that 
world and mine.   

The third, moral level arises from the second. It develops concretely out of the circumstances of following 
God’s call step-by-step, as Jesus did. I am informed by the examples of Jesus, the prophets, and apostles. But I 
have to find my own embodiment of them. This morality does not consist of general principles, specific rules, 
or fear of consequences. It generates narratively from the economy of my life trajectory and what I have learned 
along the way. The divine calling is everything. It has led me in an errant life, in the double sense of a wandering 
search and of making mistakes. A radical commitment to discerning and following God’s leadings is bound to 
include some mis-takes. I don’t mean to be cavalier about it, but I try to be realistic about the risks.    

In medieval interpretive schemes, the fourth level is traditionally called anagogical (literally “leading up”). It is 
often understood as a mystical timelessness. But alternately, this fourth level can lead to an expanded sense of 
history. The history of the Bible and life of Jesus are not to be reduced to its meaning for my personal life and 
self-understanding (levels two and three). It can generate a vision of history in my time and place. I prefer to 
call this fourth level apocalyptic (literally, to “reveal,” to “take away the veil”). It demystifies the mundane 
circumstances of my world. For the Marxist literary theorist Fredric Jameson (1981, pp. 29-32), this fourth level 
is the material history of class struggle and liberation within the capitalist mode of production. Since The Covenant 
Crucified (1995), I have included that material perspective within my apocalyptic definition. I attempt a binocular 



depth perspective, both material and spiritual. In the spiritual perspective, God transcends everything, but 
paradoxically the divine presence is knowable everywhere by its effects and affects. Meanwhile, the material 
perspective keeps that spiritual transcendence grounded in the immanence of the socio-economic forces of 
history. Taken together, these material and spiritual perspectives behold the promise of God’s covenantal 
shalom, a just and peaceful world.     

The Book of Revelation is the apocalyptic text par excellence. There, John is “taken up” repeatedly into this 
fourth level, which unveils the cosmic struggle between the Lamb and the Dragon below the mundane 
circumstances of Christians living under an empire. But it still includes a brief, mythopoetic reference in chapter 
12 to the pivotal life of Jesus (level two), and letters of exhortation (level three) to the Christian communities 
starting to struggle under persecution, and locates John living on an island (level one), viewing the entire cosmic 
conflict.   

I share with John that insular, distanced perspective. Particularly since 2000, the time-frame of these essays, 
I became increasingly unhopeful about the American prospect. My country has moved more decisively into 
empire mode. The open moment of the 1960s, like the open moment of England in the 1640s-50s, has long 
been closed down. With the rest of the world, Americans race past environmental red lights and tipping points 
at speeds that have only increased. While many Quakers continue to focus on specific symptoms, making 
courageous protests and experimental alternatives here and there, I am inexorably drawn to stand back and 
seek a larger sense of events, drawing upon Marxist analysis and apocalyptic theology. Early Friends pose a 
powerful mediating example between the ancient case of the early Christians and these present circumstances. 
As I suggested in the Introduction to Words in Time (1997), these three reference points triangulate in a fashion 
that can aid us in navigating “this night of thick darkness which can be felt,” as Fox described the Restoration 
of monarchy and state church in the 1660s.  

 

Wait and Watch 
 

The recurring advice of the Hebrew prophets and wisdom teachers, as well as Jesus and Paul, is to wait and to 
watch. My years of ministry and scholarship have been devoted to waiting and watching. Waiting is stillness 
and attention in time, sensing resonances between present and past, with implications for the future. Watching 
is stillness and attention in space. It is a way of contemplating social relationships and economic structures. In 
an activist culture today, such an attitude seems culpably passive. But there is passion in that apparent passivity.  
The Passion (literally “suffering”) of Jesus in the gospels begins when he is handed over to the authorities to 
be judged, rejected, and executed. From that point on, he says and does very little, but suffers in solidarity – 
compassion – with the rest of humanity and all creation. We share in that passion as we wait watchfully in 
solidarity with those who suffer, as we remove ourselves from the social mechanisms that cause that suffering, 
and as we unmask the powers that perpetuate them. W. H. Vanstone (1982, pp. 112, 114), writes,  

To the man who waits, the world discloses its power of meaning – discloses itself in its heights and its 
depths, as wonder and terror, blessing and threat. Man becomes, so to speak, a sharer with God of a 
secret – the secret of the world’s power of meaning.  

God sees before Him not only the world which He has made in all its depth of meaning but also 
myriads of points at which something of that depth of meaning is received by human consciousness 
and reflected back to Him. 

While many speak today of humans as co-creators with God, Vanstone emphasizes that we are also fellow-
sufferers with God. This passionate existence is one key to our human dignity in God’s image. 



An example of engaged waiting and watching is found in the prosperous London Quaker merchant John 
Bellers (1654 – 1725). In a small tract titled Watch unto Prayer (1703), he describes watching as “conversation 
with heaven,” “as needful to the soul as breathing is to the body.” On its own, the tract reads like standard 
Christian piety. Yet, while Bellers watched inwardly toward God, he also watched the conditions of London’s 
poor masses grow alarmingly worse. It inspired him to address Parliament with Proposals for Raising a Colledge of 
Industry of All Useful Trades and Husbandry (1695), advocating vocational training for the poor, a scheme with the 
prospect of a profitable return for investors. His visionary program was largely ignored at the time, but was 
studied and admired by Karl Marx in Capital (see Clarke, 1987).   

To wait and watch faithfully over time gives substance to things hoped for. Sometimes it simply keeps hope 
alive and despair at bay. It is the patience (from the same root as passion) that suffers through much 
disconfirming evidence. We sustain this practice in part through friendships like the ones I have named above. 
We encourage one another to persist and endure. I still wait and watch for a more just, peaceful, and sustainable 
world. I may or may not live to see it. But the Lord sustains me and my friends in giving substance to that hope.     

 

The Essays 
 

The essays in this collection are ordered chronologically. Some description of their occasion and where they 
first appeared in print might be helpful to readers.  

“A School of Prophets: Teaching Congregation Members to Preach” is different from the Quaker-
historical essays that follow, though it is influenced by what I have learned from early Friends over the years. 
It describes a series of experiments in worship and ministry I undertook during two stints as pastoral minister 
with the Berkeley Friends Church in the 1980s and 1990s. Our work together, experimenting with more 
participatory forms of vocal ministry, was a rich experience. I wrote this essay at the invitation of David 
Greenhaw and Ronald Allen, who were editing a festschrift for Charles Rice, professor at Drew University, where 
each of us had done PhD degrees in biblical studies and homiletics. Charles was a wise mentor and encouraging 
friend to me in those years (1977-82). I was pleased to contribute an essay in his honor at the time of his 
retirement. My degree from Drew prepared me to teach preaching at the seminary level, but that never worked 
out. Instead, this essay describes an experiment with a small meeting of loving, committed Christian Friends. 
It appeared in Preaching in the Context of Worship (2000).   

“The Early Quaker Lamb’s War: Secularization and the Death of Tragedy in Early Modern 
England” derives from a week-long course at the Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre in Birmingham, England 
in October 2001. The course was a collaboration with Richard Sturm and Ben Pink Dandelion, and enlisted 
two new scholarly friends, Rachel Muers and Brian Phillips. As mentioned above, Richard had written a 
dissertation on the origins of ancient Greek tragedy. He distilled a definition of tragedy that the rest of us 
applied to different periods of Quaker history: 

Tragedy, originally a particular artform in ancient Greece but today a more comprehensive term going 
beyond specific artistic expressions, is an event, expression or experience of suffering that arouses 
sympathy and fear, evokes reflection on humanity’s deepest values and concepts, and ultimately affirms 
providence in the discovery of hope, justice, truth or wisdom gleaned in and through that suffering.   

The idea for the course began in 2000, soon after I arrived as Quaker Studies Tutor at Woodbrooke. Ben 
and I realized we could assemble with Richard a thesis that tragic consciousness is central to both the New 
Testament and to early Quaker witness. My essay explored the tragic valences of early Quaker apocalyptic 
spirituality, extending work already done in The Covenant Crucified (1995) on James Nayler. Brian Phillips’ work 



with Edwardian Friends before the outbreak of World War I highlighted the loss of tragic consciousness in 
liberal Quakerism. Then, utilizing his sociological study of contemporary British Friends, Ben examined the 
loss of liberal Quaker faith in providence during the twentieth century. Finally, Rachel Muers reframed the 
issues from the multi-perspectival standpoint of postmodern and feminist theologies. Our collaboration was 
published as Towards Tragedy/Reclaiming Hope: Literature, Theology and Sociology in Conversation (2004). Rereading my 
essay years later, I found that I had packed it with too many complicating details (my perennial temptation). I 
have trimmed it considerably for this collection. I returned later to the dynamics of tragedy in post-sixties 
American society in Personality and Place: The Life and Times of Pendle Hill (2014). 

“George Fox’s Witness Regarding Good and Evil” was invited by Ben Pink Dandelion and Jackie Leach 
Scully for a book they were editing on Quaker attitudes toward good and evil. Good and Evil: Quaker Perspectives 
(2007) combines historical and contemporary Quaker viewpoints. The invitation provided me an opportunity 
to summarize work I had already done on Fox. It highlights Fox’s epistemological approach to good and evil 
in both personal and social dimensions, within the unified field of an apocalyptic framework. I wrote the essay 
while serving as pastoral minister with the First Friends Meeting in Richmond, Indiana (2003-10).    

“James Nayler and the Lamb’s War” started with another invitation from Ben, this time to teach a 
weekend at Woodbrooke in October 2006 marking the three-hundred-fiftieth anniversary of Nayler’s notorious 
sign-enactment in Bristol. Nayler was the focus of the pivotal chapter in The Covenant Crucified, and I was glad 
for the occasion to further my research on him. In particular, I wanted to calibrate his life and writings more 
closely to the rapidly changing political developments of the 1650s. While Fox articulated the fuller theological 
framework of the Lamb’s War, Nayler delineated that theology more closely in relation to state and society. 
Ben later invited me to give the 2007 Richardson Lecture at Woodbrooke, to summarize the course I had 
taught. The lecture was published in the March 2008 issue of Quaker Studies. It is reprinted here with only minor 
editing. Once again, I’m grateful to Ben for his encouragement.   

“Quaker Eschatology through Time” correlates early Quaker apocalyptic eschatology with later periods 
of Quakerism and the different ways Friends have dealt with eschatology and time. In this essay, I set up a 
dialectic of eschatology (temporal end) and teleology (end-purpose), showing how each period of Quaker 
history articulates a shift in that dialectic. This kind of schematic history is inevitably reductive: it ignores 
exceptions and variations in any given period. But it does offer fresh perspectives on the predominant 
tendencies in Quaker history. Since early Quakerism (like early Christianity) was highly eschatological in its 
outlook, the End is a privileged perspective for viewing each period of subsequent development. Last things 
first! 

By this time, Ben had teamed up with Steve Angell, Quaker Studies professor at the Earlham School of 
Religion, pooling their wide-ranging connections to produce what is becoming a series of comprehensive 
volumes presenting the state of Quaker scholarship. They invited me to contribute this essay as one of thirty-
seven chapters by a wide range of scholars in several different disciplines for an encyclopedic (644 pages) Oxford 
Handbook of Quaker Studies (2013). The version included here is edited, with some parenthetical notes regarding 
subsequent publications. 

“Quaker Beginnings: Seventeenth-Century Context” was another project initiated by Ben and Steve 
Angell, this time a survey of early Quaker theology. They invited me to contribute a chapter putting early 
Quaker theology in its historical context. I was able to draw upon my earlier work in Seekers Found (2000) on 
pre-Quaker radicals in England and their convergence in the Quaker movement. But here I present an overall 
account of early Quaker theology using classical theological categories in dialectical pairings: epistemology and 
eschatology, hermeneutics and ecclesiology; Christology and pneumatology, hamartology and soteriology, 
cosmology and ethics. I highlight Fox’s theology, but include other important voices where useful. In each case, 



I show how early Friends altered Puritan and Spiritualist theologies, arising from their epistemological break 
from Protestant biblicism. The fifteen other chapters of the book, contributed by a variety of British and North 
American scholars, focus mostly on the lives and theology of particular early Friends, so this theological 
overview was a useful way to start the book. An earlier version of this essay appears as the opening chapter of 
Early Quakers and Their Theological Thought, 1647 – 1723 (Cambridge University Press, 2015).  

“Communicating the Word amid Babel” was invited by Robert Woods for a multi-volume work on the 
communicational ethics of various Christian theologians. He tracked me down as someone who could 
contribute a chapter on George Fox. I was glad to give it a try. My PhD dissertation on Fox, which became 
Apocalypse of the Word (1986), included chapters on Quaker ministry in worship and in public witness. This was 
an opportunity to revisit some of that work thirty years later. Fox’s ideas about the pure language of Eden 
versus the confusion of Babel has parallels with Jacques Ellul’s insights into language in the latter twentieth 
century. Ellul’s combination of Barthian neo-orthodoxy and sociological analysis has made him a touchstone 
for progressive evangelicals. Quakers could pay more attention to him. A French Jewish Protestant Marxian 
anarchist surely has something to tell us. My friend Giuseppe Rensi of the Berkeley Friends Church introduced 
me to Ellul’s work in the mid-1980s and I will always be grateful.   

“Four Moments of Truth: The Case of War Tax Resistance” is freshly minted for this collection, but 
it draws upon previous work. In the conclusion to Seekers Found (2000), I developed a heuristic model for 
understanding how the Quaker movement precipitated out of a variety of radical ideas and experiments of that 
period. Emerging from that mix, early Friends made extravagant claims to have found and enacted “Truth.” 
The model combined four standard philosophical accounts of truth into an interactive dynamic, to analyze 
those early Quaker claims. I developed the model further in a 2010 article in Quaker History (#17), which was 
later reprinted in a collection edited by Jeffrey Dudiak (Befriending Truth, 2016). But that version is over-
complicated. This book’s essay adapts just one part of that long piece, to analyze war tax resistance in my own 
life experience and among American Friends in the 1980s.  

“Pendle Hill: A Case History in Mysticism and Resistance” derives from a talk I gave at a Quaker 
Institute at Pendle Hill in December 2019, invited by Francisco Burgos (now Executive Director at Pendle 
Hill). It was an opportunity to lift out a thread from my large history of Pendle Hill, Personality and Place (2014). 
“Mysticism and Resistance” was the rubric chosen by the organizers of the conference. (I prefer “apocalyptic” 
or “prophetic” as terms that combine both personal revelation and social resistance.) Pendle Hill’s life over 
ninety years offers a lively case history in the ways “mysticism” and “resistance” interact over time in the life 
of a prophetic community.    

“Of Torches and Generations” was invited by Chuck Fager as a contribution to a book he was editing. 
He solicited essays from ten elder Friends. reflecting on their lives in various forms of witness among Friends 
and beyond. The collection was published in November 2019 as Passing the Torch: When Quaker Lives Speak. 
Chuck’s invitation led me to reflect on my life in ministry among Friends, in light of Karl Mannheim’s sociology 
of generations. What were the experiences that formed me and my generational cohort, the baby-boom 
generation? Millennials are a cohort formed by very different experiences. Will they have any use for the torch 
I have borne? It seemed like a good piece to conclude this collection.   


