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The Rise of the People Called Quakers.


Benezet opens his account with the beginnings of the movement in England around the middle of the seventeenth century. He traces the ministry of George Fox, a shepherd’s son of grave and serious temper, who gathered great numbers to an inward attention to the Light of Christ in their own hearts. He explains how these convinced people came to be called Quakers in derision, though among themselves they took the name of Friends. The chapter then sketches the plain character of the early Friends: their sober conduct, their honest dealing, their refusal of empty compliments and worldly diversions, and their use of the plain speech. It ends with their disuse of the heathen names of the days and months.





	George Fox becomes the principal instrument of gathering the Friends into a religious society

	From 1647, at twenty-three, he travels through England calling seekers to inward silence and the Light of Christ

	Great numbers are convinced and first called Children of the Light

	The reverential awe attending their meetings earns them the derisive name of Quakers

	They style themselves Friends, from their mutual love and patient suffering of injuries

	The early converts are marked by gravity, honesty, temperance, and plainness of dress and speech

	They decline hat honor, flattering titles, and the heathen names of days and months

	They refrain from gaming, dancing, and stage playing as tending to raise the mind above the fear of God







These people were first distinguished by the name of Quakers in England, about the middle of the last century. George Fox was the principal instrument of gathering them into a religious society. His outward employment while young was chiefly in the care of sheep; and from his infancy, being of a grave, solid, observing turn of mind, he was early restrained from the follies incident to youth. He was solicitous, above all things, to obtain the favor of God, and to avoid everything which either the scriptures or the inward principle of Divine Grace taught him to believe was offensive to him. Yet in so doing, many corrupt practices which custom had made familiar to the professors of Christianity presented themselves as obstacles in his way. These for a time occasioned him much anxiety, lest his own particular outlook should mislead him. But as he retained an inflexible integrity, he gained experience by the things that he suffered.


As his understanding was gradually enlightened, he received satisfaction concerning many doubts he had long painfully labored under. In the year 1647, and the twenty-third year of his age, he traveled through several counties of England, seeking out such as, in religious tenderness, were inquiring after the way of life and salvation. These he taught, both by precept and example, the benefit of retiring into silence. He instructed them to cease from all self-performances, to turn to the Light of Christ in their own hearts, and to wait to feel the instructions of his Spirit there. This he did, that their knowledge, worship, and religious services might not stand in the will of man, but in the power of an endless life (Hebrews 7:16).


In this service of love he continued some years, and his labors were so blessed that great numbers were convinced by his ministry, and by that of others who were gathered into the same inward divine principle. These at first were called Children of the Light. But the power and reverential awe attending them so affected their own minds, and the minds of the piously disposed people to whom they ministered. Often it caused them to tremble before the Divine Majesty, under an abasing sense of their own unworthiness. From this they were, in derision, called Quakers, which name they have since been most generally known by in the world. Yet from their mutual love and patient suffering of injuries—which they held ought ever to mark the followers of Christ—they styled themselves Friends, or the Friends of Truth.


Thus it was that a man without any worldly advantages of station or learning, merely by a continued attention to the guidance of that Divine Light which he bore testimony to, became an instrument in the Lord’s hand. By the energy and power of his ministry, the convincing plainness and clearness of his doctrine, and the corresponding holiness of his life, he collected from all professions and most ranks great numbers of piously disposed people. These were at length embodied into a religious society, governed by one of the best systems of Christian discipline that history affords any account of.


These converts to the Light of Christ in the soul of man were distinguishable for a grave, sedate deportment; singular uprightness in their dealings; and punctuality in the performance of their promises. They were marked, too, by a sparingness in discourse, great temperance and frugality at their tables, and plainness and simplicity in their dress and behavior. They declined servile and fantastical gestures, compliments, and other customary forms of salutation—such as putting off the hat, scraping the foot, bending the knee, and drinking healths—esteeming them to be violations of that sincerity and seriousness which becomes Christians. Yet they considered it their duty to treat all men with gentleness and respect.


They made use of the singular number (thou) as most proper and consistent with Scripture and with the most approved ancient writers, avoiding the customary use of the plural (you) when speaking to a single person. They likewise avoided such flattering titles of address as serve to feed the pride of the human heart, accounting them both contrary to the simplicity of the gospel and inconsistent with truth. They disused such names of the months or days of the week as were derived from the gods of the heathen. They believed that under the gospel dispensation those prophecies were to be fulfilled, by which the Lord declared he would so effectually take away the names of Baalim from his people that they should no more be remembered (Zechariah 13:2; Hosea 2:17).


They maintained that the end of true religion is to redeem the minds of mankind from the spirit of the world, and to bring them to an inward communion with God. Therefore the pursuit of worldly fashions and all diversions—such as gaming, dancing, stage playing, and other amusements of the same harmful tendency—are to be refrained from. Such things evidently tend to raise the human mind, which is prone to vanity, above the preserving fear of God. They weaken its desire after those outpourings of his love and goodness with which it ought to seek daily to be leavened. For according to scripture testimony, and the corresponding evidences of gospel light in their own hearts, they found a plain truth. While men’s affections are engrossed by the pleasures and delights of this world, they are dead to a sense of the Divine Life in them. The absolute necessity of regeneration, and the power by which this great work is effected, are both included in that doctrine of the apostle:



“If ye live after the flesh, ye shall die; but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live. For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.” (Romans 8:13–14)
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