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Introduction
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  A supposed portrait of George Fox, 1677. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

George Fox (1624–1691) was the founder of the Religious Society of Friends, the people who came to be called Quakers. This volume gathers thirty of his earliest epistles, written between 1650 and 1655. In these years Fox travelled the north of England, gathered the first Friends, and suffered his first imprisonments. The letters were meant to be read aloud in meetings and passed from hand to hand.

An epistle, for Fox, was a public letter. He wrote to encourage scattered Friends, to settle disputes, and to press home the message he preached. That message was simple: the Light of Christ is given to every person, and anyone who turns to it can be taught by God directly. The word "Truth" in these pages means that living guide, not merely correct doctrine. "The Light," "the Seed," and "that of God in every one" all point to the same inward teacher.

Fox wrote in the plain, urgent style of a man sure he had recovered apostolic Christianity. His sentences pile clause on clause, and his images come straight from the Bible. This edition modernizes his spelling and grammar so that a reader today can follow him without a glossary. Quaker terms of art — Truth, Friends, Light, Seed, convincement — are kept, because they carry meaning no modern word replaces. Scripture references and the names of people and places are linked for those who wish to trace them.

The reader will meet the great figures of the first Quaker generation. Margaret Fell opened her home, Swarthmoor Hall, as a base for the movement. Fox preached to a thousand people on Firbank Fell in 1652. He was jailed at Derby and elsewhere for his testimony. These letters carry the voice of that founding moment, and it is a voice at once bold, tender, and certain.

The years given follow the standard editions of Fox's works. Where a letter cannot be dated exactly, it is placed by its likely occasion. The epistles here are arranged in rough chronological order, so that the reader may watch a movement take shape.






Choose the Company of the Sober

George Fox → Friends · 1650.

Fox's earliest surviving epistles are terse and practical. This first word, written the year he was imprisoned at Derby, counsels the young convert to guard the company he keeps.




Forsake the company of wild people, and choose the company of the sober; that will be to your credit in the end. To keep company with wild and frivolous people, who delight in vain fashions and evil courses, is dangerous, and earns a bad name among sober people. Their eyes will be upon you, and if they see that you are wild, you will fall under their censure. Therefore love gravity, soberness, and the wisdom that preserves.




The Children of God Are Not of This World

George Fox → Friends · 1650.

Here Fox draws the sharp line that runs through all his early writing: the difference between those who merely talk of the things of God and those who are born of him. To love the world's friendship, he warns, is enmity with God.




The children of the Devil are expert in evil, in all the deceit of his kingdom; and yet they may speak of the things of God. But no vulturous eye, no venomous beast, ever trod in the steps of the just, though they may talk of the way. Those whose whole life is in this world, and who mind only the things of this world, profess godliness in vain.

But the children of God, who are conceived and begotten of him, are not of this world, neither do they mind only the things of this world; they mind the things which are eternal. The children of this world mostly mind outward things, and their love is set on them; the others live by faith. The one is sanctified by the Word (John 17:17), the other only painted over with words. The children of God are pure in heart, not looking only at the outside.

The favour of the world, and its friendship, is enmity with God (James 4:4), and one may soon be stained with it. Love the stranger, and be as strangers in the world and to the world. Those who followed Christ in his cross were strangers in the world, and a wonder to it, and condemned by it; and the world did not know him, neither does it know those who follow him now. So do not marvel if the world hates you (John 15:19), for the world lies in hatred and wickedness (1 John 5:19).

Those who love this world are enemies to Christ; and those who love the Lord Jesus Christ, and have him for their Lord to rule over them, are redeemed out of the world. The world would have a Christ, but not one to rule over them. The nature of the world stands above Christ in a person, until Christ has subdued that nature. While the nature of the world rules in someone, the ears are deaf and the eyes are blind, and the understanding is shut up. But those who love the Lord Jesus Christ do not mind the world's judgment, nor are they troubled by it.

When you think you are past all crosses, then, when the trial comes, you will find a cross to that will which meddles with the things of God presumptuously. A person may live in joy, but let it be joy in the Spirit, which crucifies all fleshly boasting, and not joy in the flesh. If that will is fed, then carelessness comes up, and people fall into flatness, growing forgetful of the Lord God; such are soon up and down.

The Serpent tempted Eve to eat of the forbidden fruit, and she took and gave to her husband (Genesis 3:1-6). And so they fell under the Serpent's power, out of the power of God, which would have kept them in dominion. Eve, eating of the tree of knowledge, had knowledge and wisdom after the fall, but not in the dominion, not in the power of God. But the Seed, Christ, who was in the beginning, bruises this Serpent's head (Genesis 3:15); and he is the wisdom of God.




The Wheat and the Tares

George Fox → Friends · 1650.

A short meditation on the parable of the wheat and the tares, written as Fox began to distinguish true convincement from mere profession.




Here is an eye that has looked to see the good seed that was sown, and has asked: from where came these tares? (Matthew 13:24-30) The answer was, and is, that the wicked one has sown them (Matthew 13:39). Now read the tares, and see what they are, and what their work is; what they do, and have done, and how they hang among the wheat. But now is the time of harvest (Matthew 13:30), when both wheat and tares are seen, and each is distinguished, the one from the other.



*   *   *
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