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Chapter 1: To the Reader — To All Sorts of Readers, and to All Plain Country People


Samuel Fisher — once an Oxford-trained minister himself. Opens his massive reply to four of the most formidable Puritan divines of his day with a jest about city gates and a promise not to write a bloated preface. And then writes a gloriously characteristic one anyway. This first address to the reader lays out the plan of the whole book: David the country stripling against the academic Goliath, felled with his own sword. Along the way Fisher answers the standing slanders against the Quakers — that they secretly plot violence, that they reject government. That their refusal to swear makes them untrustworthy — before turning tenderly to plain country people and confessing, in disarmingly personal terms. Why he stooped so low as to wrangle with the Rabbis over the very tittles of their Hebrew text. Watch for the cascading alliteration that is his signature, and for the pastoral warmth that keeps breaking through the polemic.




Synopsis


	Fisher jests that a huge book with no preface would be a spacious city with no gate, then announces a four-part address: to all sorts of readers, to plain country people, to the scholastic Rabbis, and to the present powers.

	The whole work is framed as David versus Goliath — the "despised country stripling" cutting off the academic giant's head with his own sword.

	The four opponents are named and their books characterized: John Owen's treatises on the text of Scripture, Thomas Danson's two "trifling tractlets," John Tombes's nine sermons, and Richard Baxter's backing of them.

	Fisher lists the doctrinal points at stake — chief among them that the Light of Christ within, not the external text, is the only firm foundation and rule of saving faith.

	He answers three standing slanders: Quakers oppose persecution but own all good government; their weapons are spiritual, not carnal; and though they cannot swear, their promise binds them more than their opponents' oaths bind them.

	To plain country readers he offers the book as a hand "lent in love to the lost," leading through the letter of Scripture to the Light it came from.

	He confesses the real reason he spent so many pages on Hebrew points and tittles: Owen staked all saving truth upon them, trembling that if one tittle were lost, all certainty of God's mind would perish.

	The address closes with a shrug at complaints about the book's length: whoever dislikes it "may look upon as little of it as he likes."






To set no preface at all before such a bulk as this — one that seems, by its great quantity, to promise something of weight. Worth, or good quality within — would be to build a spacious city with no gate into it. That is an extreme on the other side, almost as absurd as the case of the man who, building the little city of Myndus, is said to have made its gates bigger than the city.

Yet to prefix a prolix epistle to a large book may prove as cumbersome to a conscientious reader as it is ridiculous, in a rational reader's eyes, to set many long preambles before a short one.

Therefore. Just as I shall forbear lashing out into any long or loud proclamations of the profit that may accrue to an unprejudiced peruser of the following fabric. Vino vendibili non opus est Haederâ [salable wine needs no ivy-bush] — so I shall not altogether omit (not for custom's sake. But for convenience) to premise, by way of initiation or introduction: first, some words more generally to all sorts of readers; second. Some more particularly to all plain country people; third, two or three words to all proud-spirited priests and scholastic Rabbis; and fourth. A few to the present powers of these poor priest-ridden British nations.

First, then, as for the book itself, in the four parts of it to which this address relates: know, all people. That here you have the tall academic sons of Anak — to whom the Seed of Jacob seem but grasshoppers. Incapable of grappling with their greatness — taken down. Or say rather that great Goliath's head is here cut off with his own sword, by the power of God in the heart and hand of a despised country stripling. Coming from following the ewes great with young, and perceiving the giant in his pride disdaining and defying God's armies. That stripling went out in the name of the living God to meet him, in answer to his arrogant challenge. And with a stone and a sling in his hand brought the uncircumcised Philistine down to the ground.

For here, by way of plain reply to sundry books of those four men, you will find the following. First, John Owen's two English treatises, which treat (pretendedly) for the Scriptures, but (in very deed) against them. As regards that very authority and integrity of their Hebrew and Greek texts which he pretends to plead for. Together with his third little tract of Latin theses, Pro Scripturis, Contra Fanaticos [For the Scriptures, Against the Fanatics]. In these. Not without a legend of lies about the Quakers as loud as his laughings at the Lord's Spirit and Light within are lewd. He vainly ventures to prove, in opposition to both, that the Scripture (in other words, the outward letter) is the truest Light. The only most firm foundation and perfect rule of all saving belief and holy life; that it exists both really and knowably; indeed. That it is properly, as to name and thing, nothing less than the very living Word of the living God. Second, Thomas Danson's two trifling tractlets, termed The Quakers' Folly Manifested and The Quakers' Wisdom Not from Above. Occasioned originally by two or three public disputes at Sandwich, held with him and his adherents by three of the Quakers — R.H., G.W., and S.F. Third, John Tombes's nine sermons, thrust into one treatise (untruly) termed True Old Light Exalted — and not only backed but thrust forward too by Richard Baxter, in his blind zeal against that same unblinded people.

To this reply is annexed an appendix-like postscript, abridging into a closer compass many of those absurdities, self-contradictions, confusions, riddles, and rounds that the Rabbis run into unawares in their unwary wrestlings against the Quakers. There is also a positive, true testimony, according to the external letter, to the internal and eternal Light — given both in Latin. In which it was first written, and in English, into which it has been translated for further service.

Here, I say, the dimness of the divines is discovered, and the merely human character of the academic doctors' doctrines. Here too the Quakers, with the innocency of their cause, are cleared against the insolency of the choicest champions who scorn them. And the divinity of their doctrines is vindicated from their clamors, on the points specified below: anti-popery; liberty of conscience. Holding the faith of God without respect to the persons of men; justification by the righteousness of Christ alone; the Scripture. And what it is as to name and thing; the Word of God, and what it is as to name and thing. The Light of Christ in the conscience, as to its universality and sufficiency, and how it — and not the external text or letter. Is the only firm foundation of the Church's faith, the only true touchstone of all doctrines. The only right rule of all saving belief and holy life. The infallible Spirit's infallible guidance of all who follow him as their guide at this very day. The general grace and love of God in Christ to the whole world and every individual in it, and how that love is great, universal. True, and unfeigned, even though (through each perishing man's own fault) very few in the world are saved; election and reprobation. And how they are of two Seeds only absolutely, and of persons only conditionally, as born of and growing up, respectively. Into the image of those several Seeds; perfection, as freedom from sinning in this life; and other such points. For which we are assaulted as unjustly as unceasingly.

On these points it is hard to say whether the Quakers' opponents more oppose them or more abuse them, misreporting them to the world as holding far otherwise than they do in these and other of their tenets.

For example: we declare against persecution, and against the cruel forcing of all men into uniformity in mere outward forms of religion. A forcing by which men, conforming out of fear to do, and to say they believe, what they do not believe to be truth. Are made hateful hypocrites rather than faithful Christians. And we declare for liberty of conscience, as that without which no government now, in either church or state, can ever stand long unshaken. For powers that touch people, and lay penalties upon them, in that part — the conscience — which is most tender. Will always be more feared (if not abhorred) than loved, obeyed, or honored, even by the tenderest of their own people. And all people, when trodden upon in the conscience, will turn again when they can help themselves — all except those just ones whose way it is, when they are killed, to make no resistance (James 5:6). Yet when we declare these things, they tell people we are against all good government and authority, settled ministry, good order in the Church, and the like. Whereas in truth we own all good government in states to suppress unrighteousness, and good order in the Church too. We deny only that which those men call order who, merely under that name and notion of decency and order. Have filled the nations called Christian with a numberless multitude of ceremonies and customs which are vain, and create nothing but confusion. They tell people, too. That we merely insinuate this principle of non-persecution so that we may be left alone until we grow numerous and get outward power into our own hands. And that then we may rise, and cut throats, and by force and cruelty subject all people to our ways.

T.D. — deducing it, as will be seen in the book that follows, from a certain Quaker's supposed drawing of his sword. Though the man had no sword at all about him — puts it thus: "The truth is," says he. "the Quakers now declare their intentions to propagate their persuasions by the sword."

Whereas we live in that Light which leads to that love which abhors all cruelty; and it is the dark places of the earth, in which they themselves dwell, that are full of the habitations of cruelty. Could we once be as candidly construed and credited by others as our position is conscientiously and clearly declared by us. They would see how far we are from that pernicious principle of persecuting, for conscience' sake (even a blinded conscience). Any men called Christians in any nation. Were it as much in our hands to effect as it is in our very hearts to wish the contrary, neither Jew, nor Turk, nor pagan. Much less Christian (so called), whether Papist, Prelatical, Presbyterian, Independent, Baptist, or any other. Behaving themselves as peaceably and submissively as we do toward all civil laws in civil things. Should ever be in the least molested in any merely spiritual or religious matter, beyond words of love, whether smooth or sharp. To win them to the truth, that their souls may be saved. In all ecclesiastical matters (so far as consistent with, and not destructive of, any other men's), they should have in their consciences. Where Christ alone is King — truly and fully as much liberty as ourselves: all people walking every one in the name of his god. As we walk in the Name and Light of the Lord our God, from now on, even for ever.

*   *   *
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