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The Word of the Living God to His Church



Written in 1653, in the earliest years of the Quaker movement, this is among the first documents to set out a practical order for the gathering and care of Friends' meetings. Dewsbury writes not in his own name but as a mouthpiece, delivering what he presents as the direct charge of the living God to those chosen to oversee the flock. It lays down the rhythm of regular meetings, the duty of watchful elders, and a careful, graduated discipline for dealing with those who walk disorderly — beginning in tender love and ending, only if all else fails, in separation. Composed years before George Fox's more famous organization of the Society of Friends, it stands as a remarkably early blueprint for gospel order, breathing both the fierce authority and the pastoral tenderness that marked Dewsbury's ministry.




This is the word of the living God to his Church, which he has called and chosen out of the world. He has called it to place his Name in, and to order and guide it in his pure wisdom, to his praise and glory. He alone is worthy — God over all, blessed for ever.


In every particular meeting of Friends, servants and children of the most high God, let there be chosen from among you one or two. Let these be the ones most grown in the power and life, and in the pure discerning of the Truth. Let them take the care and charge over the flock of God in that place. And this is the word of the living God to you who are chosen.


Watch over the flock of God, to whom I commit the charge and care, to take the oversight of it — not by constraint, but willingly; not for filthy lucre, but of a ready mind (1 Peter 5:2). I charge and command you, in the presence of the living God, not to rule as lords over God's heritage (1 Peter 5:3). Rather, rule in the power of the Spirit in all purity. Be examples to the flock, and see that order be kept in the Church.


See that you meet together constantly, according to the rule that has been given forth — once a week, or more if it may be, besides the First-day [Sunday] meeting. And have a general meeting with other Friends near you, once in two or three weeks, as the Lord orders and makes way. Be not slack and backward, but diligent to the Lord in improving every opportunity for Friends to meet.


In every town where Friends are scattered, let some Friend who is most grown in Truth see that they meet together to wait on the Lord. Let them wait three or four hours, as the Lord orders, one night or two in a week. Let them watch over one another with a pure single eye, to see that those who come amongst them walk orderly, according to what they profess.


If any walk disorderly, then let those to whom the care and charge is committed deal plainly with them — or any other who discerns them, and is moved to speak to them. Reprove them, and minister to the pure in the conscience, for the restoring of them. And if they will not reform, acquaint two or three more who are the most grown in the Truth. Then you, with the others who spoke to them, in tender bowels of love, admonish them. With plainness of speech minister to the pure in their consciences, to raise up the Witness, to judge and cut down the deceit. So their souls may be saved, and their nakedness covered.


But if they still walk in disorder when the Church is met together, reprove them. And if they do not yet reform, but walk in their filthiness when the Church is met together in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, charge them to depart from amongst you. So cast them out (1 Corinthians 5:13), and have no union with them, not so much as to eat with them, until they repent and turn to the Lord, to walk in obedience to that which is pure. If they do, then receive them again. But if they still walk in the stubbornness of their wills, and do not bend to the pure in their conscience, keep them out, that no unclean person dwell in the house of God.


Then will the blessing of God be with you, to see that there be none in outward want in the Church, and that all walk orderly in their places and callings. And if any root of bitterness spring up (Hebrews 12:15) in any, which causes strife in their minds one against another, then as soon as you know of it, call such before you, and examine the matter strictly. Stand in the wisdom and power of God, to guide you to judge the cause, and end it in righteousness.


But the cause may be hard for you to discern, so that the measure you are grown to cannot discern between the parties. Then I charge and command you, in the presence of the living God, not to be hasty in the cause that comes before you, ordering it in your doubtful and dark minds. For what is not of faith is sin (Romans 14:23). Rather, send for some who are more grown in discerning, to judge the cause, and end it in righteousness. Then will deceit be brought down, and strife kept out, and the innocent set free to serve the Lord.


So your union will be in Christ Jesus, where you will bring forth fruit, abiding in him; and through his blood you shall overcome the world, within you and without, and shall reign as kings upon the earth. In the power of Christ you shall command the unclean spirit, in all his appearances within you and without. He shall submit to the power of God in you — to his glory, in him who alone is power, and to whom all glory be for ever.


The eternal, pure, powerful, and dreadful Spirit of the most high God rest upon you, whom he has chosen to watch over his flock. May his mighty power open the pure eternal eye in you, to discern and separate between the precious and the vile, the holy and the unholy (Ezekiel 22:26). May it furnish you with courage and boldness, and pure wisdom to rule in the power of his Spirit. So shall you cut down deceit, and wash the disciples' feet, bowing to the pure in its least appearance. Minister to it, to strengthen the desire raised up towards the Name of the Lord, until judgment be brought forth into victory. Then will you have your reward in that which is eternal, begotten of him who reigns over all, blessed for ever; and Wisdom is justified of her children (Matthew 11:19).


Writ in the Year 1653. W.D.
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