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The “Other” Civil Religion and the
Tradition of Radical Quaker
Politics

STEPHEN A. KENT
JAMES V. SPICKARD

In 1981, an Arizona Quaker named Jim Corbett established the
Sanctuary Movement,! and used his church’s involvement in the Un-
derground Railroad as precedent. In defending his illegal aid to Cen-
tral American refugees entering the United States, Corbett articulated
a vision of American society that differed profoundly from the tradi-
tional civil religion identified by Robert Bellah two decades ago.?
Rather than seeing the U.S. as a divinely destined nation whose institu-
tions and leaders were acting out God’s plan on earth, Corbett saw the
American government as perpetrating evil. Its institutions and leaders,
he argued, were acting against God's desire for peace. In Corbett’s
own words:

When the 1%overnment itself sponsors the torture of entire peoples then makes it
felony to shelter those seeking refuge, law-abiding protest merely trains us to live
with atrocity. . . . The presence of undocumented refugees here among us makes

» STEPHEN A. KENT (B.A., University of Maryland; M.A., The American University and
McMaster University; Ph.D., McMaster University) is associate professor of sociology and
adjunct professor of religious studies at the University of Alberta. His articles have ap-
peared in numerous journals including Philosophy East and West, Journal of Religious His-
tory, Sociological Analysis, Quaker History, and Comparative Social Research. Special
interests include alternative religions, sociology of deviance, and religious social moverents.
JAMES V. SPICKARD (B.A., Stanford University; M.A., New School for Social Research;
Ph.D., Graduate Theological Union) is assistant professor of sociology, University of Red-
tands. He is coeditor of The Pleasure of Their Company: Selections from the Great Histori-
ans (forthcoming). His articles have appeared in &mmml for the Scientific Study of Religion,
Sociological Anrs sis, Religion, and Research in the Social Scientific Study of Religion. Spe-
cial interests inci/ude religious social activism, social sources of religions experience, and
religion and human rights.

1. For an overview of the Sanctuary Movement, see Ann Crittenden, Sanctrary: A Story
of American Conscience and the Law in Collision (New York: Weidenfeld and Nicholson.
1988), 28-33; Miriam Davidson, Convictions of the Heart: Jim Corbett and the Sanctuary
Movement (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1988); Renny Golden and Michael Mec-
Connell, Sanctuary: The New Underground Railroad (Marykmoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books,
1986); Robert Tomsho, The American Sanctuary Movement (Austin: Texas Monthly Press,
1987); and Linda Witt, “Lifeline,” People Magazine (9 August 1982), 18-23.

2. Robert Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter 1967). 1-2L.
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the definitive nature of our choice parti
way to peace is necessarily insurgent.d

In this vision, government is immoral when it stifles freedom and jus-
tice anywhere in the world. If its laws contribute to oppression, then
they are to be disobeyed. Under such circumstances righteousness lies
in rebellion, not obedience.

Perhaps without meaning to do so, Corbett put forward a civil reli-
glon quite at odds with the one dominant in American life—and every
bit as comprehensive. Both emphasize “a theme that lies very deep in
the American tradition, namely the obligation, both collective and indi-
vidual, to carry out God’s will on earth.” Only the dominant view,
however, sees American institutions as providentially guided. Only it
sees the American experience as somehow paradigmatic for the rest of
the world.5 Corbett’s vision is more universal: all people are called to
work for peace and justice. When political institutions do not further
these ends, then those institutions must be opposed.

Recently several scholars have noted the existence of two American
civil religions. Their ways, however, of distinguishing the two differ
widely. Robert Wuthnow, for example, calls them “conservative” and
“liberal,” noting that only the former sees American institutions as di-
vinely inspired. The latter “challenges Americans to act on behalf of all
humanity rather than their interests alone.”s Liberal civil religion:
focuses less on the nation as such, and more on humanity in general. According to
this interpretation, America has a role to play in world ‘affairs, not because it is a
chosen people, but because it has vast resources at jts disposal, because it has
caused many of the problems currently facinfg the world, and because it is, simply,
part of the community of nations and, there ore, has a responsibility to do what it
can to alleviate the world’s problems.”
He calls the conservative version “priestly” and the liberal one “pro-
phetic.”® This designation focuses on the styles of their respective lead-
ers and the nature of their message.

Dividing things somewhat differently, Martin Marty distinguishes
between a vision of “the nation ‘under God’” and a vision of “national
self-transcendence.” The former sees “a transcendent deity as the
pusher or puller of the social process;” the latter sees the nation itself

cularly clear, Where oppression rules, the

3. Quoted in Golden and McConnell, Sanctuary, 37,
4. Bellah, “Civil Religion,” 5.
5. Ibid,, 17-18,

6. Robert Wuthnow, “Divided We Fall: America’s Two Civil Religions,” The Christian
Century 115 (1988): 398,

7. Robert Wuthnow, The Restructuring of American Religion (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1988), 250.

8. Wauthnow borrows these terms from Max Weber's discussion of religious leadership
types. See Max Weber, Economy and Society, 4th rev. ed., ed. Guenther Roth and Claus
Wittich (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978): 439-51.
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as transcendent, with a vital role to play in the world.? Ea;,h (1)\{:{ thefe
“religions” can assume priestly or prophetic ml;)des. Thus ;)r' a:}tly.
ivil religion “ 7 in i i form, normally appears as a fusion, then,
océvﬁlisrtzllzigcl?;itl;n(lg: rinc](:\la’risﬁl é:s(gfllxi:ﬂin tradit_ions) “zthpfqaochthonm]l)s r’:aﬁflgl
sentiments. Usually it will have‘ as its rlnainl Opnest the president . . . Dwig )
Eisenhower was a particularly gifted priest.
As an example of civil religion in its nationally self—transcent%iarlxlt a.r;l(:
prophetic form, Marty cites the end of Bellah s 1967‘ essla)c l'Bﬁ a ' csiﬁ
for “an understanding of the American experience in tl'e. ight o 1 élb_
mate and universal reality.” For Bellah, world Cl\"ll reh.g?i)n <1:ou b 1el
accepted as a fulfillment and not a denial of American C}:Vl religion. .
America still is special, but ti?ly as part of a universal human projec
as an end in itself. ’
raﬂ-j]i(ittli1 zi’r\lluthnow’s and Marty's schemes capture a.spects o{{ .(.)orbett s
vision. That vision, however, is not based e}ther on liberal po ltICS.OI' <})1n
a universalization of the American experience. Most a;pr(g)’os }:s t hE}
lead taken by Roger Betsworth, who borrow‘r‘s Ernsﬁ Troeltsc s élrfhe
sect typology to distinguish between the “established tgpe ; anl_ the
“sectarian type” of civil religion. The established form o }c;‘n: Ii)e 1g1ni-
“believes that the present American order is good and ought 1((31 fe ut :
versal, and cover the whole of humanity, dominating the world for the
sake of its own salvation.” In contrast: | 1
the sect type of civil religion rejects the pretensions of the present to universa

i i he social order by a new, purer,
d rightful empire. It seeks to replace t ¥, purs
rgﬁgin;;sstagn;glt sees inpits own band of faithful the hope of a new society.

i i ion draws attention to the ideas of each civil religion‘s
Zf;;;ita::;{.icﬁh;lso focuses on the institu.tior}al implicatiops c{;ﬁf eaclzlvr-
sion. As shall be seen below, these imphcatnpps are cmcm.l or 131} er-
standing the various embodiments of each vision in American history.

Betsworth describes the established and the sectarian civil regglolns
in depth, drawing upon examples from the Cpld War (1944»191)§ Lt ;}e
civil rights movement (1960-1970), and the Vietnam War era{).I is .::in- -

sis would have been strengthened, however, had he been1 3 le to XT?I?-
tify the theological origins of each of these competing wor11 views. ues
article undertakes that task. Following E. Digby Baltzell,’® we argue

9. Martin Marty, “Two Kinds of Civil Religion,” in American Civil Izeligion, eds. Russell E.
Richey and Donald G. Jones (New York: Harper and Row, 1974), 144.

10. Ibid., 146. o

i;. gzl;ael:’(;(.:igltf;:ftl}?’Thl: .Radical Movement of the 1960s (Metuchen, N.J. The
?gérego‘]gil;g;s%alllill, Puritan Boston and Quaker Philadelphia (New York: The Free
Press, 1979).
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that the basic split between these civil religions stems from differing
theological assumptions about the nature of humanity.

Two THEOLOGIES, Two TrADITIONS

Baltzell's Puritan Boston and Quaker Philadelphia compares the
upper classes in those two cities “in order to show how and why Boston
Brahmins produced a long tradition of class authority, whereas Proper
Philadelphians did not.” Ag the author remarks,” “Boston was the
home of the most influential upper class in American history. Philadel-
phia, on the other hand, has never produced a man or woman of such
preeminence.”’> The contrast, he argues:
lies in the very different roles played by religious and class authority in the two
cities. From its founding, the Puritan culture of New England produced an ex-
tremely authoritative upper class that provided leadership in a whole homogene-

ous society for over two centuries, . , . Not only did this class possess the

confidence born of the Calvinist theory of election, but Calvinism also produced a

strong sense of anxiety and sin, which drove generations of men like the Winthrops
and Mathers to take the lead in community building, education, and government.
In [Quaker-dominated] Philadelphia, however, a series of atomized members of
the elite . . . tended to take the lead while all top many members of the upper class
were satisfied to sit back and rest on their privileges, often in the name of preserv-

ing their perfectionist virtues, 16
In sum, “Bostonians and Philadelphians were and still are motivated by
the hierarchical and authoritarian ethic of Puritanism, on the one hand,
and the egalitarian and anti-authoritarian ethic of Quakerism, on the
other.”?

At the risk of oversimplifying, we can summarize Puritan/Quaker
theological differences in a series of dichotomies!®—the classic dichot-
omies from which so much Christian thought has sprung. First, while
both claimed to follow the Old Testament as well as the New, Puritans
more often spoke the language of the former, especially in their notion
of a political (or later a national) covenant. “Over and above His con-
tracts with persons,” Puritan s ecialist Perry Miller summarized, “God
settles the social terms with a }gand of men, which thereupon becomes
committed, as a political entity, to a specifically enunciated political
program.” This notion of a political or national covenant was borrowed
directly from the Old Testament.®® Puritans also allegorized the Old

14, 1Ibid, x.

15. Ihid., 38.
16, 1Ibid., 49-50.
17. 1bid,, x.

18. 1bid., 94.

19, Perry Miller, The New England Mind: The Seventeenth Century (1953; reprint, Bos-
ton, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1961), 21.
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’ of Songs in many of their more mystical wr{tlngs.f"
Esﬁzfgl?t(;uiiggs used s%me Old %estament narrative tlllerpes in 5}15)1;
writing,”! “the Johannine writings, the Gospel, t.he Reuefatwg an the
Epistles alike, were the very heart of tht? Scr}ptunz;l ] or t. e[fie]vt’}?e
teenth-century Quaker.”?? 1Moreover, their writers “allegorize

in the Gospels.”2 o
Stor%]eocfogils,uxsvhile neithe? religious group cared to rehnqms}z %la“:r or
Gospel, Puritans more Oft}?n afﬁrmec} th; ;Ta\:n(;nj l’cllslgffte)(rims ?e atsoi “)egrl

dments and the use of biblically- )
gz?kr:;r,lcillrln zontrast, emphasized the Gospel‘ (in the formzsS of the Ser-
mon on the Mount and an emphasis on feehngs of love). . N
Third, while both sought God in Bib.le and in prayer, Pur}'l] ans ftlh
phasized the Bible as the source of religious agthonty. .Fo”rz Gt em',k h Se
Bible is fiat, it cannot Be questiongci,hit 3.11022 1sL ai\g}t};?r;tt‘):vhic hQ:}?e ;go
i mphasized prayer and the “Inner ey
:)I}tgflnzll;?)s]:;a.e” II)ndeed, olzae);nalyst of Puritan and Quz;]ker autoil?)ll?éfé
phies concluded that Quakers’ “inner Light seems to a‘l/e performe
the function of both the Law and Grace of Puntgn. thel(') ogy. .
These differences, of course, are no.t ov.ertly civil re Iglou%hnor 3 ; >
they arguments about the role of America in world hlstory(.; ! eydctrh;;;
ate, however, different visions of the relationship betw'eer{ OtI z.me the
civi’l order. To see the different visions, we must ex:lmlt}eth 1?eView);
issues that capture the opposition between the twci groups: ?‘li fows
of the relationship between God and the world, their w}e;ws o -ldu g
nature, and their views of the role of human action in the world.

GOD AND THE WORLD

i ut, for both Puritans and Quakers all life was
Goitszeﬁtaétrzeﬁ P(?il\lfliissgciety was, or should be, ordered acc{:o;]duig’ to
God’s will. Despite their differences, _both groups assume ftthe n;zz
scendental sovereignty of God and His—they were sure of the p
noun—authority over the world.?

icism,” The tober 1975): 528,

I, “Puritan and Quaker Mysticism,” Theology (Octo. :

22 E;)jv(:afrfrg s‘}a?lg;tsal The 1;’?;:;12 Exgerience: Studies in Spiritual Autobiography (New
rk: en Books, 1972), 210. .,
;’gl‘k- ]::k!l%(:}(elfl(?o(;; s"‘Seven)teenth Century Quaker Style,” Modern Language Association
71 (1956): 740. e
“Puritan and Quaker Mysticism,” 528. _

;ﬁ g:ltiil{i P;z:t;: BOSt(Sl, 94; Perry Miller, The New England Mind, 20.
25. Baltzell, Puritan Boston, 94._
26. Miller, The New England Mind, 20.
27. See Baltzell, Puritan Boston, 94.
28. Watkins, The Puritan Experience, 177.
29. See Baltzell, Puritan Boston, 95.
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Within this framework, however, the two groups saw God’s sover-
eignty quite differently. For the Puritans, God was transcendent and
historical. They were convinced that God acts in history, and that they
themselves were the means of His action in their time. They saw
themselves as literally His servants, hewing civilization out of the rough
American landscape and taming it to His glory. As one Puritan histo-
ran interpreted the migration from England to the colonies, “God
sifted a whole nation to bring choice grain into the wilderness, s

For Quakers, in contrast, God lived in the human heart. In theo- -

logical terms they saw God speaking from within, and they believed
that the Inward Word guided them in a way that outward words and
institutions could not.*l As the Quaker itinerant preacher, Edward
Burrough, admonished in 1656, “to the light in your conscience take
heed, it is your teacher to God if you love it.”2 Again using theological
terms, Quaker worship attempted to unite the Meeting with God’s will.
It attempted to do so entering into deep personal and collective si-
lence, out of which individuals occasionally were moved to speak. Au-
thority rested in the human soul rather than in professional preachers
or paid ministers. These points were appropriately summarized in the
classic book on Quakerism written by a convert to the faith:

The intention [in Meeting for Worship] is to wait in
ourselves to be ever in the presence of God, but by our
open to him, so that we can know his will. Thus, in
speak ourselves, but from the guidance of God within us.%

From the vantage point of these theological underpinnings, Quakers
viewed the Puritan effort to legislate morality as an activity undertaken
in vain. God saved His people, they thought, by an inward movement
of conscience rather than by any outward control.

Puritanism was outward oriented, Quakerism was inward. So too
are America’s two civil religions divided. The establishment version
believes the hand of God is at work in American institutions. The sec-

tarian version believes in the superiority of God’s work in the individual
conscience.

30, Quoted in Miller, The New England Mind, 432,

31 Douglas Gwynn, Apocalypse of the Word: The Life and Message of George Fox (1624-
1691) (Richmond, Ind.: Friends United Press), 188ff,

32. Edward Burrough, The Visitation of the Rebellious Nation of Ireland (London: Giles
Calvert, 1656); in Hugh Barbour and Arthur O, Roberts, eds., Early Quaker Writings 1650-
1700 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1973), 92.

33. Geoffrey Hubbard, Quaker by Convincement (London: Penguin, 1974), 191.
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HUMAN NATURE

This distinction, of course, is connecti;ll wit}; Puliitan anddgmuilézr
i , i held that all souls were ,
notions of human nature. Puritans L vore camned,
ir sins. In Baltzell’s words, the Puri
and deserved to be so for their sins. Il's words, the Puritans
i rthly and institutionalize
“assumed that sinful man needs an ea itutionalized hierar-
i i "3 Corrupted souls need social i itutic
chical authority structure. ced social ins ons
i i ance of those institutions
to limit their destructiveness. The govemllP e o
f the elect— those saved from he ire by the .
fnit{ci?ul God. Like today’s establishment civil religion, the hPuntarlls
believed God blessed their rule and used that rule to save the wor
'1‘ . Yy
fm%zgcers in contrast, “argued that perfech}ialebmgtztﬂeedfl no s;ci};
i . ividual people may be ba ough never ir-
authority structures.® Individual p . though never ir
i hole, however, is good. Go
redeemably so); humanity as a whole, ver, is oo d loves all
i . ey ave within
le, for He made them in His image : '
lI)4Iei(s)p1(19mer Light, which can guide them without need of earthly
aUﬂ;?)rcigs:d for early Quakers the world’s inslg‘ituﬁorclls tlv:ere S}yeg‘lézll:g:
histori i ts it: “Fox and the ea
il. As an historian on the period pu . !
(se;VI\lf thesir message and mission in the molslt radwﬁI lﬁfrmsc.l tllto nwsaii ;geg
i f the churches to the founda
calling to raze the structures o . Joundations and fo
the foundation of Christ’s dire
restore men and women upon ) for hrist s direct teach-
i i Id be no substitute.”6 As wi e churches, so
ing, for which thPTre fons ki tipathy to “hireling ministers,
too with civil institutions. The Quafer ein pathy to A ministers,
i i to grant “hat honor” to
their refusal to take oaths, their re usa ant “hat honor, (o minis-
i i testified to their belief tha
ters and magistrates alike all ' to their belie that the world
ities ruled them not.*” This antipathy attitude tows
i;ti}ll(;?;t}?ority much more in keeping with the sectarian civil religion
mentioned above.

HUMAN ACTION IN THE WORLD

i isi itans kers held invaria-
iffering ethical visions that Puritans anc'l Quak
bly 'IIe;lclletglc;mI:rfsting attitudes both toward ?odhs ro{iei {1;} ti):thz:;(; :njf
nature. Each religion put forth a difter o
rgzaﬁr (l'ilu}rlx?;llazcﬁon, and these images hac}i consequences for the civil
igi isions that they each engendered. o '

reh%?)?li ‘lglflll?igxsns :nd Q)Ilakers believed in “callings” or vocaall?ons fog
their members. Indeed, “that every man should have a calling an

34. Baltzell, Puritan Boston, 95.

35. Tbid. [ 70

36. Gwyn, Apocalypse, R

37. Bml], Puritan Boston, 103-04.
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work hard in it was a first premise of Puritanism.” Both traditions
held that one must follow God wherever He leads. Where the Puritans
raised calling to an art, however, and saw their professional lives as an
arena in which to fulfill their duty to God, Quakers maintained a more
Thomistic view,3 They felt called to be good Quakers first, and profes-
sionals and businesspeople only second. When business and profession
violated Quakers’ Inner Voice, they felt bound to follow that voice
rather than their civicly defined duty. So in 1925 when the London
Yearly Meeting (the world’s most prestigious Quaker gathering) con-
templated Quakers’ activities in labor unions and federations, it advised
that a “Christian is right in combining with others to obtain justice for
himself and his fellows, but he should set his face against oppression

and violence as being inconsistent with the example and teaching of
our Lord.”0

Quaker perfectionism, more than any other quality, separated the
two denominations. While Puritans believed that they should not kill,
they also believed that their God-given duty as magistrates outweighed
their personal qualms about killing, They therefore stayed in power
during wars and civil strife, believing it their duty to make the best of
trying situations. Quakers, however, left the colonial Pennsylvania leg-
islature rather than vote for war taxes. 4 Faced with a choice between
outward duty and inward conviction, they chose the latter.

Baltzell argues that the key explanatory concept regarding Quaker
social ethics is the tradition’s sense of equality. If God lives in us all,
and speaks to us all in the center of our hearis then by what right do
we, as mere mortals, impose death and destruction—or even control-—
on others? On this basis, “the Friends rejected all earthly authority.”
Quaker scorn of hierarchically-imposed secular authority grew directly

38. Miller, From Colony to Province, 40,

39.  As Weber noted: “Barclay [the most prominent Quaker theologian] looks upon the
obligation of one’s calling not in Calvinistic or even Lutheran terms, but rather Thomist-

University Press, 1961), 386, Contemporary Quakers refer to a modernized version, and in
it Barclay refers favorably to Thomas Aquinas. See Dean Freiday, ed., Barclay's ‘Apology’
in Modern English (Philadelphia, Pa.: Religious Society of Friends, 1967), 38, n.

40. London Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends, Christian Faith and Prac-
tice in the Experience of the Society of Friends, 1960, reprinted with minor corrections
{London: Religious Society of Friends, 1966), no. 554.

41.  Richard Bauman, For the Reputation of Truth (Baltimore, Md.: The Johns Hopkins
Press, 1971), 19-26.
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out of the doctrines of perfectionism and the Inner Light gndéong
antedated the testimony of pacifism and conscientious objection.

The result of this theologically presumed egalitarianism was ali’ un-
willingness to rule or to tolerate rulers. Where the most famousc1 ux&;
tan journal—that of John Winthrop—displays a person con(iertr}e v\]rier
his performance as a magistrate, the equally famous Joun:ia od (gu?) '
John Woolman recounts the efforts of a man to know Go d im do e s
truly good person.®* Where Winthrop \a'/orned about socyldcni) ertaﬁ]
how to structure institutions to maintain it, Woglman w.ornfe .ahou mi
evil that all such institutions do. He spent his life working oxﬁ’ e eqtéa
treatment of the downtrodden, Indians, and s!aves. In Baltzell s'vxlzort hs,
“while Woolman and the Quakers were quietly goneemed dVVl}tl P.e
mysterious workings of divine love in the_ world, Wmthro'p an t1e, u;
ritans were worried about divine authority and how best to carry ou
their duty to lead the damned.”

SUMMARY

In Baltzell's view, Calvinistic Puritanism’s teachipgs abou.t the dluty"
of the elect became a civil religious vision of a nation and its _lea(‘eré
doing God’s will in political life. Puritanism ent?ouragedhlearngng grll
erudition, plus an ethic of citizenship id(?ally carried out t Boug‘. %u 11_(:
office. Non-predestinarian Quakerism, in contrgst, fostere. 2 clm ri i-
gion that questioned the role of educational,, social, and polltlfrg m;ltlx_ u-
tions and their leaders in carrying out God’s purposes. Itslcw}c c mg
emphasized spontaneous charity and a gloom about any lasting goo
that institutions by themselves can bnpg. . . N

These two ideologies have dramatically different effects up(})rll de
production of nationally prominent political, JlldlCIa]t an.d soc1ad.ea d
ers, which is the point of Baltzell's bopk: W’her.e I.’un.tam'sm pro uife
civic leaders eager to serve God by bmldmg social {nsntutlc:ins, Qua e;‘s
distrusted the institutions that these Puritans buﬂjt. To. em}onstra e
this insight, Baltzell charted the effects of thfesfe attitudes }(1)11 t ﬂle secu(i
larized upper classes of the two American cities that each in u%rll(':]e
most. Boston was the source of great we:?lth and grea't Ie;_xd_?rs,l. hila-
delphia only of great wealth. Phrasing this argument in cmdjr'e 15101115
terms, Puritan Boston produced leaders who believed in the v.mf,‘r({g e
of civic institutions and felt duty-bound to staff those 'ms.tlt.\ljtxolr_ls. or
the greater good. Quaker Philadelphia did not share this civil religious
vision, and so did not produce leaders of similar type.

49, Baltzell, Puritan Boston, 102.
43. 1bid., 100-01.
44, Ibid., 101.
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Baltzell, however, only notes a lack in Quaker life; he focuses on
what Quakers did not do, to the exclusion of their accomplishments.
He fails to draw out the different vision Quakers have of society, a
\fision that has startling implications for the role of individuals in civic
life. Their theology, he notes, led Quakers to distrust civil institutions
and thus to abstain from Ipublic office. This distrust, however, fused
with strict Quaker principles and a sense of calling to spark a tradition
of creative and radical protest—an anti-establishment spirit that Balt-
zell simply fails to note. It is to that protest tradition that we now turn,

 History oF Quaker Civii. ACTIONS

~ No religious group has been more involved in sectarian civil reli-
gious action than the Quakers, and this insight holds as true for Britain
as it does for the United States. As one scholar observed,® “Friends, in
fulfillment of their peace testimony, have remained at the core of
nearly every important twentieth-century peace organization and, in-
deed, in every movement that defends and insists upon the sanctity of
human life.”#® What makes Quaker radicalism worthy of sociological
scrutiny is its religious basis. In the three and a half centuries since its
founding, Quakerism has opposed an array of governmentally sanc-
tioned policies on religious grounds. :

In Cromwellian England, for example, Quakerism harbored those
who opposed paying tithes to ministers and gentry.# During the
bloody persecution that followed the return of the Stuart monarch, fif-
teen thousand Quakers were imprisoned for their refusal to conform to
the established church. At least 450 died in jail,*® making their group

the. 4rgnost persecuted religious faith in England during the Restoration
era.

45. The scholar, an American, was writing about the impact of British Quakerism on paci-
fist and related social movements. He could just as easily have been speaking about the
United States. , '

46. Thomas C. Kennedy, “The Quaker Renaissance and the Origins of the Modern British
Peace Movement, 1895-1920,” Albion 16 (1984): 3:272. . )

47, See Bruce Gordon Blackwood, “Agrarian Unrest and the Early Lancashire Quakers,”
Journal of the Friends Historical Society 51 (1965); Stephen A. Kent, “Relative Deprivation
and Resource Mobilization: A Study of Early Quakerism,” British Journal of Scciology 33
(1982); Stephen A, Kent, “Puritan Radicalism and the New Religious Organizations: Seven-
teenth Century England and Contemporary America,” Comparative Social Research 10
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A few generations later, prominent Friends began a trans-Atlantic
movement to oppose slavery. By the end of the century, even George
Washington knew of the Quaker-run “underground railroad” (as it later
came to be called) for slaves who were trying to escape their bondage.
In this effort, “the Friends were undoubtedly the most persistent An-
glo-American lawbreakers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries.”® By the early nineteenth century, of cowsse, the anti-slavery
cause had been taken up by other groups. But in reaction to these
groups’ exclusion of activist women, a Quaker, Lucretia Mott, issued a
call for the full rights of women in society.s The Equal Rights Amend-
ment, a celebrated cause for American feminists in the 1970s, got its
name from Mott’s early efforts. '

Quakers have continued their interest in civil rights into the current
century. Prominent civil rights organizer and pacifist Bayard Rustin—
the person most responsible for the success of the 1963 “March on
Washington”—was raised by his Quaker grandmother, and “through
the Quakers, Rustin was introduced early to the idea of pacifism, of
service, and of racial equality.”® The legendary peace and civil rights
leader A.J. Muste—who, among other things, was head of The Fellow-
ship of Reconciliation and a founding member of the Congress of Ra-
cial Equality—joined the Society of Friends sometime after World War
154 Martin Luther King, Jr. first encountered Gandhi’s teachings
through a book by a Quaker he read while a divinity student. This
book, Richard Gregg’s The Power of Nonviolence (1934), “more than
any other source helped to popularize Gandhi’s teachings in
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Americ'fz.”s's Both Quakerism and Gandhianism—and their mixture—
had a mg;nﬁcant influence on other civil rights leaders as well,

- Working for peace always has been at the heart of the Quaker
agenda. In 1801, the American Congress so disapproved of the peace
efforts of a self-appointed Quaker diplomat that it passed the Logan
Act to keep private citizens from negotiating with foreign governments
ankers, though, continued to violate that law as a matter of con-.
science. During the Vietnam War, for example, a Quaker delegation
tried, though unsuccessfully, to negotiate directly with Hanoi.s

~ World War I saw the birth of the American Friends Service Com-
mittee (AFSC), which, despite its somewhat patriotic origins, became
one of the world’s leading charitable organizations.”s” Aloné with its
Bnuslr} counterpart, it won the 1947 Nobel Peace Prize for its relief
wor? in a Europe ?evastated by World War 11.5%

In its years of operation, however, the AFSC’s “ ”
projects often have found it at the forefront of disputaticlnisss capl?spel;la:o
the occasional discomfort of government officials in the United
States.®® The AFSC’s Stewart Meacham, for example, was a key figure
in tl}e New Mobilization to End the War in Vietnam, under whose di-
rection grassroots anti-war groups were established across the U.S. Per-
haps t}}e most famous non-violent protest against nuclear weapons took
place in 1958, when a Quaker convert named Albert Bigelow at-
tempted to sail his boat into a nuclear test zone in the Pacific.?® After
U.S. agents in Hawaii seized Bigelow’s boat, his friends, Earl and Bar-
bara Reynolds, rerouted their round-the-world voyage through the
area. They were arrested by the U.S. Navy on the high seas, in viola-
tion of international law. Though not Quakers at the time both Reyn-
olds later converted and became well-known Quaker activists.

~ Moving into the next decade, one Quaker’s dramatic form of anti-

Vietnam protest “shocked many Americans into asking—for the first
time —why are we in Vietnam?” In November 1965, Norman Morri-
son §10u§ed himself with kerosene, lit a match, and immolated himself

within sight of the Secretary of Defense’s office. Seven other Ameri-

cans replicated Morrison’s protest by 1970, including an eighty-two-
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 year-old Quaker named Alice Herz.® Quakers later sustained a ten-

month peace vigil in front of the White House, and frequently were
arrested for their anti-war activities.2 To keep the anti-war movement
peaceful, they set up programs to train demonstration marshals in non-
violence techniques, a tactic that has been used in demonstrations ever
since.’® Perhaps the most famous Quaker antiwar protester from the
1960s was Joan Baez, the protest singer who assimilated the tradition
from an early age under the influence of her father.*

The fundamental right to dissent in American society is guaranteed
by the Constitution and a Bill of Rights whose very foundations early
Quakers helped to lay. When the first-generation Quaker, Edward
Byllynge, acquired land in the trans-Atlantic colonies, he (perhaps
working with another Quaker, William Penn) enacted into law “what
has been termed one of the most remarkable documents in American
history: ‘The Concessions and Agreements of the Proprietors, Free-
holders, and Inhabitants of the Province of West New Jersey”.”® These
Concessions of 1677 guaranteed religious liberty (even more broadly
than did the liberal Rhode Island Charter of the period), “trial by jury,
fair public trials, and freedom from imprisonment for debt.” These
ideas mark “an important step in the development which culminated in
the federal Bill of Rights.”® Moreover, its provisions about “the com-
mon law or fundamental rights and privileges . . . agreed upon.. . . to be
the foundation of the government,” against which no contradictory laws
were to be passed, represent an early form of “a binding Constitution
and the doctrine of unconstitutional legislation” that serve as pillars of
American governmental protections.®’

Byllynge’s contemporary Quaker, William Penn, instituted two doc-
uments for his colony of Pennsylvania that were, “in many ways, the
most influential of the Colonial documents protecting individual
rights.” Arguably the most significant of the two was the Penn-
sylvania Frame of Government of 1682. It established “for the first
time the fully representative type of government that has come to char-
acterize the American polity,” and it even contained an amending
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clause—*“the first in any written Constitution.”® Penn drew directly
upon “his own experience as a persecuted Quaker” by conceiving “of a
government limited in its powers by the rights possessed by the gov-
erned.” The Frame of Government’s most direct influence on the
American Bill of Rights had to do with judicial procedure, whereby
citizens were guaranteed trial by a jury whose members had the free-
dom to decide guilt or innocence of accused parties.™ '

With the changing decades have come changing issues, but the tra-
dition of protest has remained. In the 1980s, Quakers formed a major
part of the Sanctuary Movement. Recently the AFSC challenged the
legality of a law directed against illegal aliens.” (The challenge failed.)
The organization continues to counsel victims of political torture,™ and
remains active in international efforts to provide food and material to
underprivileged nations.” Demonstrations against war and nuclear
weapons, of course, continue as well. »

CONCLUSION

Taken together, Quaker social activism represents a primary model
of the sectarian civil religious vision of America. It embodies what Bet
sworth described as “a persistent tradition in America of those who . . .
have opposed the direction which the ruling group has chosen.””
Firmly embedded in this tradition of opposition, Quakers have been
unwilling to participate in the more established forms of civil religious
life. Unlike the Puritan-influenced Bostonians Baltzell studied,
Quakers—not merely Philadelphia ones—seem averse to elitist polit-
ical hierarchies. Quaker public service takes anti-establishment forms.

The Calvinistically-inspired tradition of elitist political obligation,
however, also seems most likely to embody established civil religious
assumptions that “the present American order is good and ought to be
universal, and cover the whole of humanity, dominating the world for
the sake of its own salvation.”™ Against this attitude, and against the
social policies that go along with it, Quakerism and other sectarian civil
religionists remain indefatigable foes.
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Those in the sectarian civil religious tradition rarely assume public
office. Yet history reveals the prescient, ethical, and even .prophetlc
role that they serve in a society whose rulers oﬁen subordinate con-
science to their sense of mission and godly election. Quakers, t.here-
fore, and other sectarian civil religionists, have a vita'l r.ole to play in the
American political process. Their deep-seated suspicion of power and
obedience, coupled with their affirmative view of human nature,dpzi?-
vide new ways for citizens to interpret the past as they look toward the
future. Moreover, their translation of belief into radical action sexrves
as a theater for political innovation. In that theater, new and heretoci
fore unexplored ideas appear to the public about social problems an

i ted solutions. .
thel;rg;%%iets in Quakerism is a civil religious statement about the ideal-
istic, anti-nationalist, and humanitarian role that should be played b)/
political and social institutions. Bellah himself may share these princi-
ples, since, in his first civil religion essay, he wrote of Fhe formatlve. r'olael
played by religious assumptions concerning human rights ar}d t11)10ht1c
legitimacy. He claimed that “the rights of man are more basic than any
political structure.”™ . . ;
The religious dimension in political life as recognized by [President John]Kennedy

: . . ¢
id rounding for the rights of man which makes any form o
;gfit(i):a]f a l;z‘ﬁltssilail%egitimatg, it also provides a transcendent goal for the polit-

ical process.” . .
Implied in Bellah’s description, therefore, was the radical, sectarian
stra%n of thought that this essay has highlighted, and which continues to
enrich American political life.
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