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Concerning the Sum or Substance of Our Religion




This tract offers a concise yet comprehensive summary of Quaker spirituality as Penington understood it. He describes the essential Quaker experience as discerning between two seeds — the seed of enmity and the seed of love — and submitting to God's work of putting one to death while raising the other to life.

Remarkable for its simplicity and directness, this tract distills the core of what early Friends experienced and taught into accessible language. It functions as both a personal testimony and a systematic introduction to Quaker religion.







Key Arguments


	Summarizes Quaker religion as discerning and yielding to the two seeds within

	Describes the spiritual exercises and travails of the seeking soul

	Offers a concise introduction to the core of early Quaker experience

	Combines personal testimony with systematic spiritual exposition







Who Are Called Quakers, and the Exercises and Travails of Our Spirits Therein


[no date]


This is the sum or substance of our religion: to feel and discern the two seeds. There is the seed of enmity and the seed of love. There is the seed of the flesh and the seed of the Spirit. There is the seed of Hagar and the seed of Sarah. There is the seed of the Egyptian womb and the holy seed of Israel. We must feel God's judgments administered to one of these, until it is brought into bondage and death. And the other must be raised up in the love and mercy of the Lord to live in us. Our souls must be gathered into it, to live to God in it. Now when the light of God's holy Spirit breaks in upon a person, and his quickening virtue is felt, then life enters into what was slain. A desire is born in the heart to travel out of the Egyptian state into the good land. The soul, which came from God, longs to return to him again, out of its sinful, wandering, miserable, lost condition. It desires to live and walk with him in the purity, virtue, and power of his own life and Spirit.


But then the other birth strives for its life. Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, sides with his Egyptians against Israel. There is no help for the poor soul except when God pours out his judgments upon that hard nature and spirit in man. This hard nature is of the birth of the flesh and receives the influences and strength of its father, which harden it against the true Seed.


And now what a condition this poor soul is in! The light of God's Spirit gives it a sense of its state. The quickenings of life make it aware of its bondage. There are also some desires and longings after deliverance. But this only provokes the enemy. Since the soul is still in his territories and under his power, he deals more harshly with it, increasing its burdens and oppressions daily.


And oh, the outcries of the soul in this state! How its spirit is pained, anguished, and vexed within it! Many times it could almost choose rather to lie still in Egypt than undergo the heavy burdens, oppressions, fears, and dangers it daily meets with in this state.


Yet a secret hope springs up in the heart from the true Seed. This often encourages it to trust him and wait upon him who has visited, in his pure ministration of judgment. For this is felt many times, as the soul is made truly sensible by the Lord: the judgment is not to the Seed, not to Israel, but to Pharaoh and his Egyptians. And by every stroke of God's wrath upon them, the Seed is eased and its deliverance working out.


And so at last, when the judgment is finished in the land of Egypt, the strength of Pharaoh and his Egyptians is broken and their first-born slain. Then out comes Israel. Out of the dark land. Out of the house of bondage. To travel towards its resting place. Then the paschal Lamb is known and fed on. Yes, it is because of the blood of the Lamb, sprinkled upon the door-posts, that Israel is passed over and saved on the day of Egypt's visitation. Oh! who can read this truly without having felt it and been a living witness of it? But now, when the Seed has come out of Egypt, this is not the end but rather the beginning of its travels. Pharaoh and his Egyptians, with their horses and chariots, may pursue again and even overtake. There may seem no way of escape or help to the soul, except to stand still, hope in the Lord, and wait to see his salvation. Then the sea shall be divided, which stopped Israel's course. And Pharaoh with his Egyptians — the enemies of the soul in this appearance of dreadful oppressing power — shall be destroyed and seen no more.


Yet in the wilderness, in the passage through the entanglements to the holy land, there are many straits, trials, and sore enemies to be met with. These will strive by open force, and also with enchantments, to betray Israel. Yes, there is a part yet unbrought down, yet unwrought out, at which they will be striving to enter the mind. And as Israel forgets his God, walking out of his counsel, listening to what his ear should be shut against, and so joining to the contrary seed, the plagues, the judgments, the indignation, and woe will be felt by him. And many carcasses may fall there.


So there may be a great outcry in the heart: Who can stand before this holy Lord God? Shall we be consumed with dying? Yes, there is something that must be consumed with dying. Even if a man came so far as to witness dominion and victory over his soul's enemies — the evil seed brought into death in him, and a possession and inheritance in the pure rest of life — yet if that part is not kept in the death, if there is no praying and watching to the Preserver of Israel in the pure fear and humility, the enemy will be sowing to the flesh again. He will be getting some of his corrupt seeds into the heart again, if the soul does but sleep and become negligent. And so corruption will take root again, the contrary birth will grow up again, and the foxes will break into the vineyard and spoil the tender grapes.


So this is our religion: to witness the two seeds, with the power of the Lord bringing down the one and raising up the other. Then we witness and experience daily that same power keeping the one in death and the other in life, through the holy ministration of God's pure living covenant.


And so we come to know God in this covenant — a covenant which lives, gives life, and keeps us in life. We walk with God, and worship and serve him in it. We do this in his Son, in the light of his Son, in the life of his Son, and in the virtue and ability which flows from his Son into our spirits. This is our religion, which the Lord our God, in his tender mercy, has bestowed upon us. We find this to be a pure, living, and undefiled religion before God. We daily witness his acceptance of it in and through his Son, whose name is known and confessed here, worshipped and honored according to the very heart of the Father.


This may be further illustrated, and perhaps made clearer to some, by a scripture or two.


"The flesh lusts against the spirit, and the spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary one to the other," says the apostle. Gal. 5:17.


Here are the two seeds — the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman — whose striving and fight goes on in man when God awakens the soul. The one has a nature, a desire, or lust contrary to the other. As one of these prevails in any heart, the other goes down. As one gains life and power, the other is brought into death and captivity. So this is what everyone must wait for, once they come to the sensible knowledge and experience of these two: to feel the flesh brought down, its lusts denied, and the judgments of the Lord administered to it. Then the other may come up to live, thrive, and prevail in the soul, and the soul may witness salvation and redemption under its shadow.


"Thus Zion is redeemed with judgment, and her converts with righteousness." Isaiah 1:27.


What is Zion? Isn't it the holy hill of God, where his Son is set as King to reign? Where the holy city is to be built, and God worshipped in Spirit? What condition is Zion in when God visits her to redeem her? Isn't she laid waste, desolate, lying in the dust? See Ps. 102:13,14.


So how will God redeem her? "Zion shall be redeemed with judgment, and her converts with righteousness." God redeems her by bringing judgment upon what keeps her under — upon her enemies, the contrary seed. And God redeems her converts by bringing forth righteousness (the righteous life and spirit of his own Son) in those whose minds are turned to her, whose faces are set Zion-ward.


Yes, yes; this is truly felt and witnessed. The living righteousness of Christ is revealed in the heart and holds power there. It sets the soul free from all the unrighteousness that was there before. Then, when the unrighteous one is cast out and the righteous one revealed, the soul is united to him and receives virtue and power from him. Then he becomes a servant of righteousness and does not commit sin, but does righteousness. "And he that does righteousness is righteous, even as he is righteous." 1 John 3:7.


How could it be otherwise, when the righteous life is revealed and brought up into dominion in him? The same righteous Spirit and life is revealed in the members as it was in the head. How could it fail to live and act in the same way in the members as in the head? Oh that men were turned to what would give them the certain knowledge and sensible experience of this! This is exceedingly comforting and precious to those in the true travel toward it — and much more to those who enjoy it. This is the sum of all: to know and experience what is to be brought down into death and kept in death; what is to be brought up out of the grave to live to God and reign in his dominion; and what is to be kept in subjection and obedience to him who is to reign.


Now to experience it done this way in the heart is a blessed state indeed! The flesh is brought down, the Seed of life is raised, and the soul is subject to the pure heavenly power whose right it is to reign in the heart in and by the Seed. For here the work is done. Here the throne of God is exalted. His King reigns in righteousness and peace, and all his enemies are under his feet. And this son, this true Israelite, this redeemed one, may wear the white robe and serve God in righteousness and holiness, without fear of his enemies. He keeps in and to the covenant which ministers life and power abundantly, all the days of his life.


That was to be the outward state of the outward Israel, keeping to God in the outward covenant. And it is to be the inward state of the inward Israel, keeping to God in the inward covenant. This is a pure covenant of life and peace, of all inward and spiritual blessings and mercies in Christ. With these blessings the souls are blessed who are obedient to God and walk humbly with him in this covenant.
*   *   *
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