
John Wilhelm Rowntree speaks 

Among the most remarkable ot Quaker lead
ers was John Wilhelm Rowntree (1868-1905), 
English businessman, minister, author, teacher, 
and friend of humanity. Despite his death at the 
early age of thirty-six, he had already done 
much to transform and revitalize the Society 
of Friends of his day. He is an outstanding 
example of Quakerism and Christianity. 

At the age of twenty-five Rowntree sprang 
into leadership as a young Friend determined 
to devote his life "to making the Society of 
Friends a real and living force in the world." 
Hardly had he begun to translate this resolve 
into a practical program when he became aware 
of his failing sight and hearing. Upon consult
ing a specialist, his fears of eventual total 
blindness and deafness were confirmed. Emerg
ing from the doctor's office where he had re
ceived this tragic news, he felt the Invading 
love of God surround him and he was buoyed 
up in his faith. Life became even more mean
ingful to him than before this experience. 

Triumphing over personal tragedy. he threw 
all his energy, all his intellect, all his creative 
imagination, and all his Christ-like spirit Into 
the furtherance of the Kingdom of God. He as
sumed active leadership In the Adult School 
Movement, projected and began a monumental 
History of Quakerism, developed the famed 
Summer Schools of Friends, edited a periodical 
entitled Present-Dav Papers, and helped to 
found the Woodbrooke Settlement for Religious 
and Social Study. 

His observations on the message of the So
ciety of Friends to the world are unusually 
timely today as he speaks: 
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ON GOD ... 
" . . . the serious seeker can not find God at 

the end of a chain of argument ... " 
"Even as music demands an interpreter be

fore it can flood the soul with its divine har
mony, so God demands an interpreter before 
the heart can recognize that which it forever 
seeks and craves to know and feel." 

"Love is essentially social. It is the expression 
of a spiritual force, radiating from a personal 
center, and having its motive in persons. If 
then we believe that God is love, we believe not 
in a passive God, indifferent to human suffering 
and need, but in a personal God who cares for 
every individual soul, who is ever in his inten
sity seeking to make Himself known, to make 
His redeeming and healing power felt." 

ON JESUS ... 
"Jesus is !or me the meeting-point of the 

human and divine--of man and God. His value 
to me is not merely that He tells of the divine 
in men, but that in Himself He reveals to us, 
through the Scriptures, the human side o! the 
character of God." 

"If the idea of the Christ could be presented 
to me, vividly, simply, and in its true propor
tions-if the atmosphere could be cleared of 
theological mists-if we could approach this 
great project without the prejudices and pre
conceived notions which mar our conception of 
it-what a new life it would give us. And if as 
a Society we would present the Christ-ideal 
b.oth as it affects the individual and the com
munity-show Him as the heart of all that is 
true in art and literature--as the force which 
makes for social progress, the development of 
the highest and best in man and nations, focus
ing in Him all the various efforts and graspings 
after light, we would, I think, soon speak so 
that men would listen." 



ON THE SOOIETY OF FRIENDS ••• 
"A small body like the Society of Friends, 

which has with almost dramatic suddenness 
broken down its social barriers and mingled 
with the world after a century of aloofness, 
must have very clear convictions if it is not to 
lose its identity." 

" . . . we stand today in the midst of wide
spread materialism-a little handful of men 
and women called to be heralds of the 'peace
able Gospel.' Around us even the churches seem 
to share in the false imperialism of the age. 
Is not the reproach of their silence laid upon 
us, that we, in their default, may once again 
bear practical testimony to the spiritual sim
plicity of the Kingdom of God, and the higher 
possibilities of human life!" 

ON FRIENDLY UNITY ••• 
"If there is one thing that I desire, it is 

that we may not dissipate the spiritual energy 
of our Society in seeking difference, or conduct
ing controversy on matters theological, but that 
we may join hands of sympathy over intellec
tual gulfs, and give ourselves to the work of 
bringing back spiritual life and vigour .... " 

ON FRIENDS AND SYMBOLISM ••• 
"Friends do not assert that ceremonial pre

cludes true spiritual communion. But they 
believe that in the course of history, symbolism 
has always tended to become a hindrance 
rather than an aid to spiritual worship, and 
that an ordered service, however dignified and 
uplifting, offers an inadequate and an inelastic 
substitute for the immediate dependence .of the 
soul upon God." 

" ... spiritual consciousness is not the in
voluntary emotion produced by music or ritual. 
It is the fruit of a voluntary effort of the soul, 
and no evasion of spiritual exercise can give 
us spiritual life." 



ON WORSHIP ••• 
"Stand apart at times from outward observ

ance and the spoken word, and in the spirit of 
inward worship weigh your life, observe its 
trend, realize its purpose. Give your soul room 
to grow." 

"In the noisy rush of modern life we need 
periods o! quiet when the soul may feed in 
peace on that which shall nourish it for action." 

"Our form of worship ought to be the very 
freest from any charge of stiffness. Why can not 
anyone who feels he has some message laid 
upon his heart, and who wishes to impress it 
by some passage in a book, be permitted to read 
what he wishes if his memory is unequal to the 
call? It we may quote !rom memory, it is absurd 
to suppose that Quakerism will collapse if we 
quote from a book." 

"Let us remember that the phrase 'meeting for 
worship' does not entirely express the purpose 
for which we assemble. Whilst mainly for 
adoration and spiritual communion, it is the 
chief opportunity for mutual edification and 
instruction." 

"As I think of the power for good that may 
lie in congregational singing, I sometimes 
wonder whether, as a church, we have not made 
a serious mistake in entirely excluding it from 
our meetings." 

ON THE SOCIAL LIFE OF A MEETING ••• 
" ... we live too much in family cliques. We 

fraternize with those whom we think interesting. 
We are willing to pour tea at an annual meet
ing, or to shake hands on a Sunday, and make 
a few nice remarks about the weather, but ·we 
too often neglect to ask those we meet to our 
homes where we may come to close quarters 
with them." 

" . . . there is nothing that so promotes social 
life in a meeting as simple, private hospitality." 

-. 



ON 1'HE MINISTRY ... 
"I think that the state of our meetings gen

erally justifies the belief that our greatest out
ward need is a ministry-fearless and direct
able to deal with life in its various aspects, and 
presenting in fresh and modern terms, and with 
prophetic power, the message of Jesus to the 
men of today. If our meetings were what they 
ought to be, we should rear among our young 
men and women a band of preachers not afraid 
of open-air testimony, but fired once more with 
apostolic zeal." 

"For want of proper nourishment, the ideal 
of the free ministry is perishing before our 
eyes, and we are but seeking a rich and well
tilled soil from which every type of ministry 
shall spring with a robuster growth." 

"Our present deficiencies can not be overcome 
by . . . reserving for the ministry the lees of 
our energy and the fag-ends of our time." 

"The cause of Christ can best be served when 
to the consecration of the heart is added the 
consecration of intellectual gifts." 

" ... the deduction that there can be no call 
during the week, and no right preparation of 
the message, is wholly inadmissible. God works 
in many ways, and Friends living in the free
dom of the Spirit should be the last to maintain 
such an artificial limitation." 

"We must make the basis of our education as 
wide as the Church .... Its aim must be noth
ing less than that of raising the whole standard 
of efficiency throughout the Church." 

"A message, however true, whether delivered 
from a 'ministers' gallery,' or a pulpit, must 
fail unless it expresses some reality in the 
spiritual life of the speaker. When a IQ.an fires 
a mark with blank cartridge, there will be 
smoke and noise, but nothing will be hit; and 
it is firing with blank cartridge to preach a 
sermon without experience." 



ON SIN ••• 

"If the Gospels are to be trusted, God is love. 
If God is love, He is actively, continually, ear
nestly seeking to open up communication with 
us. Sin bars the way. When sin is removed, His 
love pours in upon us. There is no question of a 
legal transaction. We are not here in the law 
courts, but . in the region of moral realities. 
Divine !orgiveness follows upon human peni
tence, i.e., upon the destruction of sin, as day 
follows night automatically, inevitably, by the 
inner laws of His being. Our own penitence is 
adequate, God asks nothing else. If we doubt 
this, we have misread the message of Jesus. 
We have drawn, perhaps from Calvin, perhaps 
through misunderstanding Paul, a dark, gloomy 
view of God. Intellectual misconception, no less 
than sin, may come between us and the sense 
of pardoning love. It is because the shadow of a 
misinterpreted God is passing away, because 
His Fatherhood is growing clearer in the com
ing light, that this anguished sense of the need 
for pardon, even after penitence has broken or 
cleansed the heart, is less and less phenomenal 
of the earnest religious life." 

"God's punishments are remedial, not 
vindictive ..• ," 

"Every day is a judgment day. Every sin car
ries its own punishment. So long as sin reigns 
in our heart, whether it be pride, lust, avarice, 
or any form of selfishness, there is no real 
peace, no centre of repose, but the cark of un
satisfied craving, the bitterness of disappoint
ment, the weariness of satiety, loneliness of 
spirit, the helpless dependence upon physical 
conditions and surroundings, the terror of 
death. Alienation from God is the punishment 
of sin, and alienation from God is hell." 



ON THE FAMILY ... 
"He (Jesus) knew that the family, though 

it was the inevitable focus of social life, and 
might also be the nursery of virtue, could also 
in its spirit oppose the advent of the Kingdom. 
Every Englishman's home is his castle; alas! 
how often is it the stronghold of his selfish
ness." 

"The strange thing is that it is Jesus, claim
ing humanity for His mother and brethren, who 
has given us back the home life, enriched with 
a sweeter and purer joy. If the home be not 
merely of the earth, if it be the centrifugal 
centre, not of selfish, but of selfless love, then 
be assured that, however paltry its outward 
adorning, it has even now its number and place 
in a street of the new Jerusalem." 
ON CHRISTIAN STEWARDSIDP .•• 

"Christianity implies stewardship. We are 
traitors to its first principles if we hold that 
there can be lawful tenancy of wealth, except 
as a sacred trust for the service of our fellows. 
Let us open our houses more freely, and use 
our gardens or carriages for th:ed mothers and 
little children. Let us gather working people 
around us, not merely in our school, or at lec
tures, or public meetings, but at our fireside, 
and meet them, not as superior beings, but as 
members of one family." 

"We can not live to ourselves, even 1f we 
would. It matters infinitely how we live to 
others. Rooted in the love and power of Christ, 
we shall not dare to be satisfied with spasmodic 
service. Brotherhood is not a question o:t 
bazaars, of subscriptions, of occasional chari
ties paid as dole to conscience, or the gifts of 
lightly missed etceteras from the full basket of 
pleasure. It is the question of a life of steward
ship given in all its energies and purposes to 
the common good. No other life is the complete 
Christian life. No other life is at once so hard 
and so easy." 



ON DAILY LIVING . 

"Life is made up of hundreds of microscopic 
decisions between right and wrong." 

"Geological examination or ourselves will re
veal the fact that our character is a stratified 
rock, each day laying a layer." 

ON PRAYER, •• 

"By prayer, the prayer of our whole nature, 
voicing our abasement and our hope, our weak
nesses and the strength of our striving, our 
unfitness and our longing, prayer that rises 
from the very depths of our being-such prayer 
alone can pierce the darkness that walls us 
round, and yield us the joy of the Divine illu
mination-'the glory as of the only begotten 
of the Father, full of grace and truth'." 

"Thou, Christ, convince us by Thy Spirit, 
thrill us with Thy divine passion, drown our 
selfishness in Thy invading love, lay on us the 
burden of the world's sul'l'ering, drive us forth 
with the apostollc fervour of the early Church. 
So only can our message be dellvered-'Speak 
to the children of Israel that they go forward'." 

The quotations in this leaflet are taken large
ly from John Wilhelm Rowntree, Essays and 
Addresses, published by Headley Brothers, in 
London, 1905. 
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