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State of the Religious Society of Friends 
by Leonard S . Kenworthy 

MANY READERS of Quaker 
L ife have struggled with the 
writing of State of the Society 
reports for their local meeting or 
for t heir yearly meeting. They 
know from experience how diffi
cult such a task can be. Others 
have undoubtedly listened to 
such reports and possibly com
mented upon them. All readers 
have probably learned how 
valuable such spiritual inven
tories often are. 

Seldom, however, does anyone 
tackle the much more difficult 
assignment of assessing the state 
of the Society pf Friends 
throughout the United States. To 
do so may be imprudent or 
foolhardy. Yet it seems to me 
important from time to time to 
see the national as well as the 
local or area picture. 

Several times I have . started 
such a survey , only to disc.ard my 
comments before they were 
completed. Two events have 
emboldened me , however, to 
persevere this time to the end. 
One was the close of the year 
1973 ; the other was the reread
ing of an article of mine published 
in The American Friend and The 
Friend in 1943 on " The Society of 
Friends in 1968," revised and 
reprinted later as a Pennsbury 
Leaflet on " The Society of 
Friends in 1970." 

In that projection of the 
Society of Friends into the 
future , I mentioned· six goals 
which I hoped we would be able 
to attain by the 1970's. By then I 
hoped we could say that we were 
1) a deeply religious society, 2) 
an articulate society, 3) a united 
society, 4) a world society, 5) an ___ ,. 
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inclusive rather than an exclusive 
society and 6) an adventurous 
society. 

Some Gains in Recent Years 

Glancing back over the last 25 
or 30 years , one can see many 
gains which we have made as a 
Religious Society. Such gains are 
evident in several fields and in 
many geographical areas. They 
are great enough and varied 
enough to make us proud of the 
immediate past and to give us 
courage to pursue our goals with 
renewed dedication and vitality. 

High on the list is the search 
which has been going on among 
all groups of Friends in the 
United States for a dynamic, 
relevant Christian Quaker 
message for these turbulent 
times. 

As I see the current scene, too 
many Friends in the United 
States are attempting to find a 
single answer or a single 
message, whether it be service or 
education or evangelism. It is my 
conviction that much of the 
success of 17th century Quakers 
in reinterpreting primitive Chris
tianity for their day was in their 
many -faceted message, which 
included emphasis upon The 
Historic Christ and The Inner 
Christ, simplicity, equality, the 
Bible, social concern, rationalism, 
and evangelism and missions. We 
would do well to examine such a 
many-sided message, I believe, 
rather than try to find relevancy 
in any single theme. 

But the search for a message 
for our times has brought 
spiritual enrichment to many 
individuals, to many groups and 
to the entire Society of Friends in 
the U.S .A . in recent times. 

As a part of this search, I 
would list very high the dialog 
which has finally begun among 
all groups of Quakers in our 
country in the last few years, 
beginning with the famous meet-
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ing in St. Louis in 1970. 
In the development of a 

broader-based leadership we have 
also made striking gains in recent 
years . The establishment of the 
Earlham School of Religion and 
the creation of such centers as 
Powell House in New York state 
and Ben Lomond on the West 
Coast, as well as the continued 
growth of Pendle Hill, have . 
contributed substantially in this 
regard. 

Whether we have gained as an 
articulate society is doubtful in 
my estimation. Since we have not 
become clear on our message, we 
have not become more articulate 
as messengers. 

Spokesmen like Kenneth 
Boulding, Henry Cadbury, the 
late Howard Brinton, Douglas 
Steere , Elton Trueblood and 
others have helped many of us to 
gain insights into our Society's 
history , into our current message 
and into our potentialities in the 
future, but the list of such 
message-bearers is far too 
limited, and the men and women 
who can speak and write simply, 
boldly , dramatically and con
vincingly for a wider audience 
than Friends is still severely 
limited. 

Thirty years ago the movement 
toward understanding among the 
different groups of Friends in the 
United States was scarcely 
underway. The barriers between 
different types of Friends were 
still very high and only small 
bridges had been built here and 
there . Even though there are still 
barriers , much of the barbed wire 
on them has been removed and 
many more bridges have been 
built. Several yearly meetings 
now are " united" yearly meet
ings, most of them holding 
membership in both the Friends 
United Meeting and the Friends 
General Conference. Today there 
is also dialog between Evangeli
cal Friends and other groups, 
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something which would have 
been almost inconceivable in the 
1940's. 

Many Quakers have also begun 
to realize that we in the United 
States are an integral part of a 
world society of Friends and that 
we can be enriched by contact 
with these other groups on our 
planet . Much of the credit for 
such awareness goes to the 
American Section of the Friends 
World Committee. 

Have we become less ex~lu
sive? I doubt it . In many places 
we are a little more open to 
fellowship with blacks and our 
Friends schools are now more 
inclusive in their student bodies, 
but I can find no other examples 
of our becoming more inclusive. 

Are we more adventurous? I 
think so. One example would be 
in the formation of new meetings 
and even yearly meetings in 
various parts of the United 
States, especially in the South
east, the Southwest and the 
West. 

Another instance of our sense 
of innovation would be in the 
exploration of the various forms 
of sexuality and in the part taken 
by some Friends in the nation
wide movement for sex educa
tion. Both of these related fields 
are still controversial in most 
Quaker groups. Yet the fact that 
they have been explored is new 
and adventurous. 

The civil rights movement and 
the war in Indochina caused 
many individual Friends and 
many groups to reexamine their 
testimonies on race relations and 
on war and peace and to rethink 
their positions on protest, a very 
healthy development · for many 
segments of our Society. 

In recent years some Friends 
have also become interested again 
in our testimony on simplicity, 
especially younger Friends. And 
there has been a noticeable 
increase in interest in prisoners 
and prisons. 

Concern about international 
relations and peace has attracted 
the attention of Quakers in every 
generation . But in our shrinking 
world more Friends seem to me to 
be concerned about world affairs, 
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and several individuals have 
been pioneers in leading and/or 
supporting organizations to up
hold the United Nations, to 
promote peace research and to 
foster peace education. One 
example is the New York Friends 
Group, with its highly effective 
Center for the Study of War I 
Peace. 

In this span of time it seems to 
me that Quaker education has 
forged ahead. Over 20 new 
Quaker schools have been es
tablished , and several older 
Friends institutions have redis
covered their unique Quaker role. 
Several Friends schools and 
colleges have also pioneered in 
recent years , often with help from 
the revitalized Friends Council on 
Education. 

During this same period the 
Friends Committee on National 
Legislation has been formed and 
several state and/or regional 
groups established, providing 
channels for many Friends to 
influence legislation, an innova
tion for American Friends in 
recent times. And the develop
ment of regional offices for the 
American Friends Service Com
mittee has greatly increased the 
involvement of Quakers in differ
ent parts of the U.S.A. in their 
many innovative programs. 

Concern for Quaker young 
people has caused the develop
ment of several camps owned by 
yearly meetings, while concern 
for older people has brought 
about the establishment of sever
al retirement homes managed by 
Friends. 
Unfulfilled Possibilities 

Nevertheless , the Society of 
Friends in the United States is 
still faced with an identity crisis . 
We are not sure whether we are 
primarily Christians or Quakers 
or a combination of the two. We 
tend to ape other groups rather 
than to capitalize upon our 
uniqueness. We have not fully 
realized the revolutionary nature 
of the message of direct contact 
with God, with its tremendous 
implications for reconstructing 
the social order, changing educa
tion, fostering world peace and 
world order, and affecting all 

aspects of human existence. 
Hence, our lives do not speak 

convincingly to others of a new 
way of life and our meetings are 
seldom moving and transforming. 
We are not nearly as articulate as 
we should be. 

And we are still a small, 
splintered Society, with each 
division holding tenaciously to its 
treasured part of our total 
heritage. In some places we have 
learned to tolerate members of 
former divisions and to coexist 
with them, but not yet to love 
them. 

We have begun to develop 
contact with existing Quaker 
groups in other parts of the 
world, but there are vast areas on 
our planet where there are no 
Quaker groups or even individual 
Friends. 

Furthermore, we are still 
predominately a white, middle
class, conservative group in the 
United States, and increasingly 
upper-middle-class and aca
demically oriented. 

Nor are we very adventurous. 
A few Friends and a few Friends 
groups and organizations today 
are pioneering on several fronts, 
but as a Society we are not 
speaking boldly on women's 
rights, on ethnic groups, on 
political reforms, on education or 
on peace and international rela
tions - fields in which Friends 
have often been innovators. 

Consequently, we are not even 
holding our own numerically in 
the United States. One yearly 
meeting (Western-Wilburite) has 
disappeared in the last few years, 
and several groups have lost 
thousands of members. This is 
not a happy reflection of vitality 
and power. 

Our fourth century as a 
Religious Society of Friends can 
still be great. We can help 
tremendously to transform indi
viduals and to help transform 
society. But this will not happen 
until there is a quiet revolution - . 
and that revolution must begin 
with you and with me. May God 
help us to become Christian
Quaker revolutionaries, starting 
now, wherever we are. Q 
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