
 

QUAKERS AND THE APOCALYPSE 
 

 

Questions about the end—of Quakers, or of time, or of anything precious—
are helpful queries.  Thinking about all the ends there are puts the fear of 
the moment into perspective.  An apocalypse is a genre of scripture1 that 
telescopes disasters with their origins and the 
new beginnings that follow them.  The 
apocalyptic is a good backdrop for taking 
account of the fact that the Tabular Statement 
has long been foretelling that the end is nigh. 
Death, however, is the only the fourth 
horseman, not the beast. 

Death has always been with us.  In 1859, 
John Stephenson Rowntree observed our 
decreasing numbers and marked a turning 
point that same year; its most observable 
contemporary manifestation has been that 
Friends stopped disowning each other for 
behaviour such as marrying out (marrying 
non-Friends). Rowntree‘s essay marked the 
end of the practice that accounted for fully one 
third of the annual loss of membership—much 
of what we feared, we were doing to 
ourselves.2  Throughout our history, we have 
been dogged by a fear of dying out.  What an 
apocalypse does is give us images and 
narrative for our fears, and a context that adds 
perspective. 

The American short story writer, Flannery 
O‘Connor, retold the Apocalypse of John, but 
set it in a soon to disappear setting: a doctor‘s 
office for the white middle class in the deep 
south of America, ca. 1950.  O‘Connor died of 
a long illness in 1964.  Her story transposes 
the potent images of the Apocalypse onto 
people in the waiting room, but not so precisely 
that the fourth horseman became somebody 
there.  The story is told from the eyes of white, 
middle class Ruby Turpin, and the people in 
the room register on her as they would on the 
character Flannery created.  Ruby is not 
thinking particularly about the Bible. 

An apocalypse is a way of looking ahead in 
light of what has gone before.  Years later, 
there would be black people in that waiting 
room, although that was beyond the 
imagination of anyone there at the time.  Yet, in 
context, it is almost unremarkable that black 
people exuberantly lead the way skyward in the 

And I saw, and behold, a pale horse, and its rider's 
name was Death, and hell followed him; and they 
were given power over a fourth of the earth, to kill 
with sword and with famine and with pestilence and 
by wild beasts of the earth. (Rev. 6:8) 

Death from Albrecht Dürer’s woodcut of the Four 
Horsemen (detail).  Woodcuts were popular 
accompaniments to Luther’s Bible (1534) at a time 
when his followers feared the Reformation would be 
stamped out.  Lutherans, however, preferred 
Protestant artists; Dürer was Catholic, though much 
in sympathy with Luther, his contemporary. 

The wars and civil wars of the Reformation, and the 
hunger that resulted from inability to harvest, were 
parallels in to the first three horsemen in Rev. 6:1-8 
during the 1650s when Quakers began.  The Bible 
had been translated into English for the first time only 
about 140 years before.  The King James translation 
was completed in 1611, and by the 1650s, 
commercial printing had begun to make the Bible 
affordable for ordinary people. 
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story‘s closing vision, so great is the sense that all has fallen into 
perspective and into place.  Flannery O‘Connor‘s ‗Revelation‘ was an 
apocalypse. 

Taking a cue from Flannery O‘Connor, the great Apocalypse of John3 bears 
retelling, albeit with a bit of licence taken in the preface.  Instead of seven 
churches in Asia Minor, the subjects of the preface in the book of 
Revelation,4 suppose we link the Apocalypse to Friends‘ understanding of 
it.  As O‘Connor demonstrated, the Apocalypse can come closer to home. 5 

Quaker Faith and Practice tells us that ‗The first Friends had an apocalyptic 
vision of the world transformed by Christ and they set about to make it 
come true.‘6  The Apocalypse is a bright thread that links our past, present 
and future, although for present Friends, the thread lies for the most part 
undiscovered.  We have lost the great vision that animated our founders. 

The Apocalypse of John is the longest in the Bible, and is canonically 
placed at the end.  It is thought to have been written near the end of the 
first century A.D.7  For almost two thousand years, it has given image and 
voice to the worst of our fears and the greatest of our hopes.  It also gives 
us some of our most profound images of God, of evil and materialism, and 
of our place in the world and in history. 
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SEVEN LAMPS AMONGST FRIENDS 
  

Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I 
saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands one 
like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden girdle 
round his breast;  his head and his hair were white as white wool, white 
as snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished 
bronze, refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of 
many waters;  in his right hand he held seven stars, from his mouth 
issued a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining 
in full strength. (Rev. 1:12-16) 

Albrecht Dürer, Son of Man with seven lights and seven stars. 

A vision is a view of reality from across a break into a symbolic 
vocabulary.  It is seeing, but through symbols. 
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GEORGE FOX 
First among Friends came George Fox (1624-1691).  Unlike those who set 
out to reform the church, George was just an ordinary man who felt a 
spiritual need, and came to see that the answer lay not in scholarship or 
hierarchy.  It was immediate and present, though not in any outward form, 
and he named it.  ‗There is one, even Christ Jesus, that can speak to thy 
condition‘.  Luther and Calvin had shifted authority from church to Bible, but 
what George discovered was not about an institution or even the recorded 
word of God.  It was simply and purely about God. 

THEN THE LORD DID LET ME SEE WHY THERE WAS NONE UPON 

THE EARTH THAT COULD SPEAK TO MY CONDITION, NAMELY, 
THAT I MIGHT GIVE HIM THE GLORY. 
     GEORGE FOX, 1647

8 

Following the inward Teacher rather than an outward one committed 
George and all of us to being different.  What George had discovered was a 
sense of being in God‘s immediate presence.  Anything further in the name 
of religion had become superfluous.  You didn‘t need a church, although a 
bit of shelter is nice, but essentially, ‗where two or three are gathered in my 
name, there will I be in the midst of them.‘9  Deciding to follow the Inward 
Teacher was a step out of the religious mainstream.  George, like perhaps 
most Friends nowadays, came by convincement.  Stepping out of the 
mainstream is relatively easy now, but difficult then because not many had 
taken that step before.  George Fox had a hand in creating the multi-faith 
Britain of today. 

He went to jail for it; indeed, he went there a lot, especially in the beginning.  
He lived in a particularly intolerant time:  Henry VIII had claimed for the 
monarch the power to determine the religion of the English, and Elisabeth I 
had cemented the concept of a uniquely English church.  Charles I, a 
Catholic, had ascended the throne two years before George was born, and 
was beheaded by Parliament in 1649, when George was 25, while the 
horseman with the great sword ravaged Britain.10  When Cromwell‘s men 
came to jail to ‗recruit‘ an army in 1651, George chose to remain as he was, 
apart from the apocalyptic goings on of his time, ‗in the virtue of that life and 
power that took away the occasion of all wars‘.11 

That meant staying in jail,12 apart from either side, and suffering.  Early 
Friends seemed so ridiculously stubborn to many of their contemporaries 
because they were immovably devoted to what seemed like hardly anything 
at all.  From the outside, there is hardly anything to it, this waiting in silence 
for the divine presence.  From the inside, it is quite marvellous. What is 
remarkable about Fox is that, with all the apocalyptic preoccupations of his 
time, he remained focused on the core essential: a life centred in worship. 

Besides our worship, George Fox gave us all the other Friends that have 
come since.  He travelled widely and spoke to everyone, and got others to 
do the same.  He was one of those rare things nowadays, a Quaker 
extravert, a man who genuinely seems to have loved people and was loved 
in return.  It was around George that the first Quaker communities formed, 
and one of those began with Margaret Fell. 
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MARGARET FELL 
Margaret Fell (1614-1702) came from Furness in Lancashire, where on 
nearby Pendle Hill George Fox had seen ‗in what places [God] had a great 
people to be gathered‘.13  Down the hill, he met Margaret at her home in 
Swarthmoor Hall.  What became apparent was that what he had was 
catching.  What Margaret Fell got was not something she was aware of 
from birth but something she was helped to discover. 

When George Fox met her, Margaret Fell was the wife of Judge Thomas 
Fell (†1658), the first of many long-term attenders of Friends meetings.  
She loved him, and had most of her children with him.  She was much 
loved among early Friends, and her hospitality earned the unofficial 
sobriquet, the nursing mother of Quakerism.  In the community that 
developed around Swarthmoor Hall, it 
became clear that a community in 
harmony is an essential part of being a 
Quaker. 

It was her hospitality that Margaret 
went to jail for.  The Conventicles Act 
of 1664 prohibited all meetings that did 
not follow the liturgy of the Church of 
England.  She later recalled, ‗I told 
them I should not deny my faith and 
principles for any thing they could do 
against me, and while it pleaseth the 
Lord to let me have an house, I would 
endeavour to worship him in it.‘15  A 
contemporary observer noted that if 
Quakers had only held their meetings 
behind closed doors, as other 
dissenters did, the Conventicles Act 
would not have been such a problem.  
Quaker meetings for worship are open, 
and for that, Margaret Fell went to jail.16 

Margaret used her confinement to write 
letters and tracts.  Printing as a trade 
was still relatively new, and early 
Quakers took full advantage of it, as did 
others.  What was remarkable for the 
time was that a woman did the writing, 
and was supported by her faith 
community in doing so.  It was largely 
thanks to her hospitality that they were 
a community.  Margaret‘s life mapped 
out a new way to be a woman, a way 
that gave full expression to her spiritual 
potential.  Quaker history is unique in 
having about as many revered women 
as men, and it was Margaret Fell who 
marked the way to that equality. 

When Margaret Fell married George Fox in 1669, George, unusually for his 
time, was meticulous in ensuring that no part of Margaret‘s or her family‘s 
property ever became his.17 

Albrecht Dürer, The woman and the dragon (detail; 
based on Rev. 12:1-17). 

The story of Christianity began with a woman, but the 
Reformation revalued Mary.  Margaret Fell’s 1666 tract, 
Women‘s Speaking Justified, expressed a rebalancing. It 
was written in jail. 

But all this opposing, and gainsaying of Womens 
Speaking, hath risen out of the Bottomless Pit, and 
Spirit of Darkness, that hath spoken for these many 
Hundred Years together in this Night of Apostacy, 
since the Revelations have ceased and been hid. ….  

‗God hath said, that his Daughters should prophesie 
as well as his Sons: And where he hath poured forth 
his Spirit upon them, they must prophesie, though 
blind Priests say to the contrary, and will not permit 
holy Women to speak. [note 14] 
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Margaret Fell lived long enough to see the arrival of the 18th Century.  It 
came at a time when she felt that Friends had lost their way.  As the first 
generation of Friends began to die, we became anxious of losing what we 
had.  That fear has faded, but what made matters worse at the end of 
Margaret‘s life was, perhaps at bottom, a crisis in our confidence of being 
able to go on.  Our fear of the end of us caused greater destruction than is 
actually in death‘s gift to do.  Margaret Fell saw this happening as she died. 

POOR FRIENDS IS MANGLED IN THEIR MINDS, THAT THEY KNOW 

NOT WHAT TO DO, FOR ONE FRIEND SAYS ONE WAY, AND 

ANOTHER ANOTHER, BUT CHRIST JESUS SAITH, THAT WE MUST 

TAKE NO THOUGHT WHAT WE SHALL EAT, OR WHAT WE SHALL 

DRINK, OR WHAT WE SHALL PUT ON, BUT BIDS US CONSIDER THE 

LILIES HOW THEY GROW, IN MORE ROYALTY THAN SOLOMON. 
BUT CONTRARY TO THIS, WE MUST LOOK AT NO COLOURS, NOR 

MAKE ANYTHING THAT IS CHANGEABLE COLOURS AS THE HILLS 

ARE, NOR SELL THEM, NOR WEAR THEM: BUT WE MUST BE ALL 

IN ONE DRESS AND ONE COLOUR: THIS IS A SILLY POOR GOSPEL. 
     MARGARET FOX, 170018 

 

ISAAC PENINGTON 
Isaac Penington (ca. 1616-1679) was a Londoner.  He and his wife Mary 
had settled nearer their estate in Buckinghamshire when they became 
some of the first Friends in the south of England in about 1658.  Years 
later, Mary recalled ‗the joy that filled my soul in the first meeting ever held 
in our house in Chalfont. .... It was then the Lord enabled me to worship 
Him in that which was undoubtedly his own, and give up my whole strength, 
yea, to swim in the life which overcame me that day.‘19 

Like many other early Friends, Isaac Penington was a prolific writer.  
However, more than most, Isaac had a sweet tooth for words, and not just 
words but metaphors and imagery.  For George Fox, public words rarely 
strayed far from the Bible and were the stuff of preaching.  For Isaac 
Penington, words were equally steeped in scripture but held a lyrical 
sweetness that let him give voice to his deep love for God and for his 
meeting.  Sensitive and prone to what we would today call depression,20 
and not of a practical bent,21 his poetic sensibility became his enduring gift. 

He was a contemporary of another Londoner, John Donne.  Like the 
metaphysical poets, Isaac Penington spoke in elaborate metaphors.  He 
had his own metaphorical vocabulary, metaphors used so often that they 
had become terms of art.  When Mary said she was ‗swimming in the life‘ at 
her first meeting, ‗life‘ had a special meaning.22   In the Apocalypse, a story 
told in image and symbol, Isaac was in his element. 

Convincement did not come easily to Isaac, who was better educated than 
other first-generation Friends: 
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At the very first [the Quakers] reached to the life of God in me...but still 
in my reasonings with them, and disputes alone (in my mind) 
concerning them, I was very far off from owning them.... Yea, the more 
I conversed with them, the more I seemed in my understanding and 
reason to get over them, and to trample them under my feet.... And this 
was the effect of almost every discourse with them; they still reached 
my heart, and I felt them in the secrets of my soul; which caused the 
love in me always to continue, yea, sometimes to increase towards 
them: but daily my understanding got more and more over them, and 
therein I daily more and more despised them.

23
 

Reason and understanding are a recurring theme in his writing. 

The Apocalypse, in Harrington‘s words, ‗is concerned with thlipsis, 
tribulation‘,24 and Isaac Penington had a full measure of that.  Jail was no 
place for a depression-prone person, but Isaac spent more time there than 
most.  Much of his time from 1661-1672 was spent in jail, and he and Mary 
also lost most of their estates and their income-generating capacity in that 
time.  Isaac Penington Junior was the son of a man who kept the wrong 
company in the Parliament that had beheaded the father of King Charles II 
(†1685).  The easy ways of getting out of jail were not available to Isaac‘s 
father‘s namesake.25  ‗I was brought even to the pit of despair, and lay 
there gasping and bitterly mourning and crying to the Lord night and day: 
but at last, it pleased the Lord to show me mercy and by degrees to restore 
me.‘26 

Therefore, if you will live, come to that hammer, that sword, that fire 
which flesh dreads, and let the flesh be delivered up to it: and do not 
despise the day of small things, waiting for some great appearance; but 
know it in its lowest knock: for its power of redemption is as truly there, 
as in its greatest appearance.... 

For though I had a true taste of the life and power from God; yet not 
knowing the foundation, there could be no true building with it; and so 
the spirit was quenched. ...But at length it pleased life to move in a low 
way in the midst of the powers of darkness in my heart; and by sinking 
low out of the wisdom, out of the reason, out of all high imaginations, 
and trusting myself to it; though dreadful strokes and oppositions were 
felt from the powers of darkness; yet at length there was some 
appearance of the deliverer, in such a poor, low, weak, despicable way, 
as could never have been welcomed, had not the soul been first 
brought to distress....

27
 

The ‗day of small things‘ is another recurring theme, related ‗waiting for 
some great appearance‘. 

Isaac Penington was Spirit-led writer, not a logical or systematic one, and, 
like others of his time, he wrote works smaller than full-sized books.  Still, 
his writings, taken together, form a coherent whole, which is now more 
accessible than ever thanks to Keiser & Moore.  The Apocalypse fills his 
writings with allusion, metaphor and image, which is one factor limiting their 
modern accessibility.  A basic premise of the Apocalypse is that the now 
dominant powers are not right and will not ultimately prevail,28  and that 
same orientation made Isaac Penington a frequent and profound critic of 
Christianity, and of England, like many lovers of the Apocalypse before and 
after him. 

An apocalypse focuses on history leading to an end; it tends to presuppose 
a beginning.  Isaac Penington fills in the beginning, the genesis of the 



Q U A K E R S  A N D  T H E  A P O C A L Y P S E   8  

human condition.  Our natural state is one of ‗sin and darkness, misery and 
death‘; in other words, we are not born ‗in the life‘, the state in which we 
have come to walk cheerfully over the earth.  Our natural state is inherited 
because of a human propensity, a ‗lustful appetite and desire‘ of men and 
women after the forbidden fruit.29 

There were two trees in the Garden of Eden, the tree of life—life being the 
presence of God, the fulfilment of human experience—and the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil.  We chose 

knowledge without life; knowledge in the earthly part; knowledge 
acquired from below, not given from above.  This promiseth to make 
men as God.... [but] ...it makes them wise in the wrong part; exalts 
them against the life...insomuch as there is not so much as a desire in 
them after God in truth; but only to get knowledge and wisdom from 
what they can comprehend.

30
 

Isaac saw the beginning of humanity in light of his own spiritual path from 
‗understanding and reason‘ to ‗the life‘.  Now, post Enlightenment, when the 
collective mind has fundamentally shifted toward reason, Isaac Penington 
is a breath of fresh air. 

THOU MUST COME DOWN, THOU MUST BECOME NOTHING BY 

DEGREES, THOU MUST LIE AT THE FOOT OF THE REPROVINGS OF 

THAT LIGHT WHICH THOU THINKEST THOU HAST GONE FAR 

BEYOND, AND BE GLAD OF A LITTLE HELP NOW AND THEN IN THE 

LOWLINESS AND HUMILITY OF THY HEART, WHICH MUST NOT 

CHOOSE WHAT APPEARANCE AND MANIFESTATION IT WILL HAVE 

FROM GOD, BEFORE IT WILL BEGIN TO FOLLOW HIM, BUT BE 

GLAD OF EVER SO LITTLE, THAT THE INFINITE WISDOM SEES 

GOOD TO GIVE THEE FORTH BY THE HAND OF HIS MERCY. 
     ISAAC PENINGTON, 166131 

WILLIAM PENN 
William Penn (1644-1718) was a second-generation Friend; he married 
Mary Penington‘s daughter from her first marriage, and it was a love 
match.32  He spent most of his adult life as the Peningtons‘ neighbour.  
Besides being a generation younger than the first Friends, he was different 
from them in another way.  William Penn was rich.  Isaac Penington was 
sufficiently well off (or sufficiently incarcerated) to have time to write.  
William Penn was so well off that he could have Pennsylvania. 

The name was not his idea but the King‘s, in honour of William Penn‘s 
father.33  Penn chose the name for Philadelphia,34 and it came from the 
Apocalypse.  Philadelphia was the name of one of the churches in Asia 
Minor to which the Apocalypse was addressed.  Because Philadelphia ‗kept 
my word of patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour of trial which is 
coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell upon the earth‘ (Rev. 
7:10).  Of the seven churches, Philadelphia was the one foreshadowing the 
New Jerusalem.35 



Q U A K E R S  A N D  T H E  A P O C A L Y P S E   9  

To say Penn obtained a royal charter founding Pennsylvania in repayment 
of a sizable debt is an over simplification.  Obtaining the charter from 
Charles II in 1681 required political dexterity and networking, and keeping it 
took even more.  When Charles II died in 1685, his brother James II, a 
friend of Penn‘s, ascended the throne.  With Penn‘s encouragement, 
James II pursued a policy of religious toleration, albeit without the support 
of Parliament.36  The policy was not well tolerated by the religious 
mainstream, which ran James out of his own kingdom in December of 
1688.  Penn fared less well under William and Mary, and, charged with 
treason, he lost his charter in 1692.37  His wife died in 1694, and he 
regained his charter in the same year. 

William Penn was the ‗proprietor‘ of Pennsylvania; he owned it as a 
business, as others owned other American colonies.  The alternative was 
direct rule from the Crown, but Penn had other plans:  ‗As my 
understanding and inclinations have been much directed to observe and 
reprove mischiefs in government, so it is now put into my power to settle 
one.‘38  Or so it seemed; the Frame of Government for Pennsylvania 
proved unstable from 1681 until 1701 because of tension between Penn 
and Pennsylvanians.  Although the government of Pennsylvania was never 
quite a dictatorship, power initially tended to centre in the proprietor, and a 
benevolent dictatorship is still a dictatorship.39   A concentration of power 
that remains the norm in business is not acceptable in government. 

In the end, William Penn‘s ‗Holy Experiment‘ proved problematic in some 
respects.40  Philadelphia Yearly Meeting‘s Faith and Practice sums up a 
learning experience: 

Unfortunately, Penn's tenure as proprietor of his colony was frequently 
marked by conflict, and things only worsened when his sons came to 
power. Perhaps the most lasting vestige of Penn's ―holy experiment‖ is 
a form of creative tension. Penn's political practice was by no means 
consistent with his theory, nor was his theory of governance adequately 
developed. Then as now, the tension between practice and theory, 
social engagement and mystical illumination, yielded as much heat as 
light. And yet the underlying principles of Penn‘s vision are as pertinent 
as ever: participatory decision making, religious liberty, justice as fair 
dealing with one's neighbors (the Native Americans, for instance), 
non-violent resistance rather than military defense, and the abolition of 
oaths.

41
 

As the business Penn had hoped for, Pennsylvania was a failure.  Penn 
had expected to collect rents from settlers, much as he did from his estates 
in England and Ireland.  The rents were modest, but still, Pennsylvanians 
did not pay them.  Penn spent most of 1708 in debtor‘s prison.42  In 1709, 
when the Pennsylvania Assembly again challenged his authority, Penn 
asked three assemblymen of humble origins whether, were they still in 
England, they would there be legislators and justices of the peace.43  That 
reveals perhaps the nub of the difficulty:  Penn‘s business model assumed 
that land was scarce, as it was in England, so the owner could collect rent 
for it.  Land was abundant in America, and paying the lord of the manor, 
when a person could simply go west and own land, was out of the question.  
Pennsylvania‘s immigrants had become Americans, albeit at Penn‘s cost.  
Penn visited but never lived in America. 

Although the power structures of early Pennsylvania never fully came to 
rest during Penn‘s lifetime, one thing was settled from the start and became 
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a beacon.  From its inception, Pennsylvania enshrined religious liberty.44  
Freedom of religion was the law, and church and state were separate.  
Penn promoted Pennsylvania, not just among Quakers, but among all who 
suffered oppression because of their faith.45 

This side of the Atlantic, William Penn‘s legacy continues in another way.  
Penn‘s union of business and philanthropy in his Holy Experiment marked a 
path that generations of Rowntrees, Cadburys and others would follow.  
Penn used his wealth to open a gate of opportunity for many thousands of 
people not so well off as he.46  In that, he was an unqualified success. 

IN ALL DEBATES, LET TRUTH BY THY AIM, NOT VICTORY, OR AN 

UNJUST INTEREST: AND ENDEAVOR TO GAIN, RATHER THAN TO 

EXPOSE THY ANTAGONIST. 
     WILLIAM PENN, 1682

47 

JAMES NAYLER 
James Nayler (1618–1660) came from South Yorkshire.  At age 21, he 
married a woman with whom he remained on friendly terms throughout his 
life, although James spent much of his adult life away from home.  He 
joined the army in the English Civil War.  Years later, he returned home, but 
soon felt called to devote himself to God‘s work, ‗while at the plough‘, as he 
would recount later.48 

James was an extraordinarily gifted preacher.  He soon met up with George 
Fox, and the two of them worked together in 1652-53.  By early 1654, the 
Quaker movement was well established in the North of England.  Francis 
Howgill and others had visited areas to the south, including London.  Their 
letters reported a high level of interest in the new movement, although ‗here 
[in London] are the subtlest serpents to grapple with and war withal‘.49 

MIND THAT WHICH IS PURE IN YOU, WHICH KEEPS TOGETHER, 
THAT THERE BE NOT A RENT AMONG YOU. 
 JAMES NAYLER TO MARGARET FELL AND OTHERS, 1652

50
 

James was particularly good at debating religious topics, which was done in 
large part through volleys of pamphlets, one answering another.  In 1655, 
James was twice as prolific a pamphlet writer as any other Friend, and 
most of his titles were devoted to fighting, as he put it, the Lamb‘s War.51  
By the summer of 1655, Londoners thought of him as the co-leader of the 
movement, which seems to have been all right with George Fox, who spent 
most of his time out of London.52 

In 1655, Martha Simmonds was a relatively new Friend in London.  She 
and her circle developed a ‗particular intimacy‘ with James Nayler.53  
Martha was bold, outspoken, and, ‗impelled by apocalyptic expectations, 
she began to demonstrate public signs or dramatic re-enactments of 
liturgical events‘ such as publicly appearing in sackcloth with ashes on her 
head.  She expected the second coming of Christ ‗this very year‘.54 
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In meetings for worship, Martha‘s ministry condemned and disrupted.  
Richard Hubberthorne wrote of one meeting that she ‗stood up and spoke, 
judging all Friends that they were not come to the cross‘, and then she 
began to sing ‗innocency‘, over and over for an hour.  He spoke during her 
song, and ‗the word of God in others rose against her‘.  She turned his 
words ‗into a song, and that we were all the beast, and I the head of the 
beast‘.55 

Such incidents led several experienced Friends to elder Martha.56  She 
then, in her words, ‗was moved of the Lord to go to James Nailer, and tell 
him I wanted Justice, and he being harsh to me, at length these words 
came to me to speak to him, which I did and struck him down: ―How are the 
mighty men fallen, I came to Jerusalem and behold a cry, and behold an 
oppression,‖ which pierced him and struck him down with tears from that 
day and he lay from that day in exceeding sorrow for about three days....‘57 

James resolved to visit George Fox, who was then in jail in Cornwall.  
James got as far as Exeter before he landed in jail.  With James and 
George unable to meet, with each in the company of partisans, the division 
among Friends worsened.58  Martha Simmonds came to Exeter and 
procured James Nayler‘s release in October 1656.  Soon afterwards, they 
and their group began a procession that went from Glastonbury to Bristol. 

James Nayler entered Bristol on a horse 
preceded by Martha Simmonds and other 
women singing ‗holy, holy, holy‘ and laying 
down their garments in his way.  A crowd 
gathered and followed them, although Bristol 
Friends stayed away.  In response to a 
question from the Bristol magistrates, James 
declared, ‗I am the Son of God, and the 
everlasting righteousness is wrought in me‘.  
Letters from his followers called him the ‗lamb 
of God‘ and ‗King of Israel‘, titles which James 
acknowledged.59  

James Nayler was tried by Parliament, which 
took weeks to decide his case.  That he had 
committed blasphemy seemed obvious, but 
the charge of ‗horrid blasphemy‘ was not 
actually against the law at the time.61  
Parliament‘s constitutional role was also none 
too certain as the first to sit during the 
Protectorate.62  In the end, law or no law, 
Parliament condemned him. 

James Nayler‘s punishment was grisly, but not 
unusually so for his time.  He was whipped 
through the streets of London, pilloried, his 
tongue was bored through, and he was 
branded on the forehead with a letter ‗B‘.  As 
he stood in the pillory while the punishment 
was administered, Martha Simmonds and his 
other female followers were at his feet, as if at 
the crucifixion of Jesus.  Unusually, ‗the crowd, 
which, according to observers numbered in the 
thousands, was very quiet throughout the 

An item of incriminating evidence found on one of 
the women was said to be a copy of a Roman 
description of Christ.  A Bristol magistrate wrote: 

This wretch James Nayler, being somewhat fitted 
for it by bodily shape, colour of his hair, and 
some other advantages of nature, endeavours 
artificially to compose and dispose himself as 
much (as he may) to this description, parting the 
hair of his head, cutting his beard forked, 
assuming an affected gravity, and other the like 
as is there expressed. 

(Sources, note 60.) 
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whole proceeding, even standing bareheaded during the boring and 
branding‘.63  When it was over, James embraced his executioner. 

THEN [ROBERT RICH] … GOT ON THE PILLORY,  HELD NAYLER BY 

THE HAND WHILE HE WAS BURNED ON THE FOREHEAD, AND 

BORED THROUGH THE TONGUE; AND WAS NOT A LITTLE 

AFFECTED WITH NAYLER'S SUFFERING, FOR HE LICKED HIS 

WOUNDS, THEREBY AS IT SEEMS TO ALLAY THE PAIN; AND HE LED 

HIM BY THE HAND FROM OFF THE PILLORY. 
    WILLIAM SEWELL, CA. 171064 

After a little over a year of imprisonment, James began to realise that he 
had made an awful mistake.65  He began a process of reconciliation with 
Friends.  He endeavoured to repair the damage66 as best he could by 
rebutting the more scandalous falsehoods circulating about him.67  He 
published a confession, ‗To the Life of God in All‘.68  It rings with deep 
sincerity and pain, as well as with the sublime eloquence that was his gift. 

TO ALL THE DEARLY BELOVED PEOPLE OF GOD, MERCY AND 

PEACE.  ...THE LOWER GOD DOTH BRING ME, AND THE NEARER 

TO HIMSELF, THE MORE DOTH THIS LOVE AND TENDERNESS 

SPRING AND SPREAD TOWARDS THE POOR SIMPLE DESPISED 

ONES, WHO ARE POOR IN SPIRIT, MEEK, LOWLY, SUFFERING-
LAMBS ....  I HAVE NOT CEASED TO WARN (AS GOD HATH 

OPENED TO ME) SUCH AS I COULD SPEAK TO, TO LIVE IN PEACE 

AND LOVE, TO SUFFER, BUT NOT TO ACT, STRIFE AND VIOLENCE. 
      JAMES NAYLER FROM BRIDEWELL PRISON, 1657

69 

James Nayler was released from prison, along with most other imprisoned 
Quakers, in the autumn of 1659.  After spending a year or so in London 
amongst Friends, he set off for home in Yorkshire.  He was robbed and 
beaten on the way, and died soon after at a Friend‘s house.  The local 
meeting recorded ‗James Nayler, buried 21st of 8th month, 1660.‘70 

For nearly 350 years, James Nayler‘s story has stood at the beginning of 
Quaker history as a most cautionary tale.  The main body of Friends met 
the crisis by developing the relationship between the individual and the 
meeting community.  After James Nayler‘s ride into Bristol, it became 
accepted practice that individual leadings be tested amongst the larger 
group before going public.  Group discernment tempers individual zeal. 

Against the backdrop of the Apocalypse of John, James Nayler and his 
followers demonstrate that it is indeed a text to conjure with.  Allusions to 
the Apocalypse are common in the writings of many early Friends, but most 
of all in James Nayler‘s writings and those of his followers.  There, the 
potent images of the Apocalypse had come to be seen—not as metaphor 
or symbol—but as actual people and events in the here and now.  James 
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Nayler‘s psychological motivations are matters we cannot fathom; all we 
have is what he, Martha Simmonds and others wrote.  From that it seems 
the Apocalypse gave a frame of reference and expression that took no 
notice of consequences—why should it—the world is about to end. 

Meanwhile, the Christ received inwardly had become Christ demonstrated 
outwardly, with the Apocalypse pointing the way to what seemed a divinely 
appointed destiny.  The result was tragic. 

BLESSED IS THE ONE WHO DOES NOT HAVE ME BECOME A 

STUMBLING BLOCK. 
      MATT. 11:6

71 

MARY DYER 
Mary Dyer (1611-1660) was born a Londoner, 
though among the first generation of those 
who would later call themselves Americans.  
She married William in St Martin‘s in the 
Fields in 1633.72  Despite great strain, their 
marriage lasted until she died, and was 
extraordinarily egalitarian for its time. 

In 1635, Mary and William embarked on an 
exciting opportunity.  Almost 150 years before, 
Columbus had set off, writing in his journal 
that he sought ‗the New Heaven and earth 
which our Lord made, as St John writes in the 
Apocalypse‘.  In 1635, Penn was not even 
born when reports from the new Massachu-
setts Bay Colony painted a glowing picture of 
prosperity.  What the reports may have 
omitted was the social order of the colony.  It 
had received its royal charter in 1630, and its 
new governor, John Winthrop, stood on the 
ship that carried him there and preached of a 
‗city set on a hill‘, a model Puritan community.  
When Mary Dyer, her husband and children 
arrived in 1635, they discovered that full 
participation in society required membership in 
the local church.  Religious diversity was firmly 
held to be incompatible with being a Puritan 
city on a hill.  Within a year of their arrival, 
Roger Williams was driven out of the colony 
into the wilderness.73 

Mary Dyer became friends with another 
woman, Anne Hutchison.  Neither cared for the 
harsh doctrine of the only preacher they were 
allowed to hear, in two-hour sermons twice 
weekly.  Preacher John Wilson believed that 
obedience was the point of God‘s word and 
emphasised the Old Testament.  Anne 

I will grant my two witnesses power to prophesy… 
and when they have finished their testimony, the 
beast that ascends from the bottomless pit will 
make war upon them and conquer them and kill 
them….  

But after the three and a half days a breath of life 
from God entered them, and they stood up on 
their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw 
them. Then they heard a loud voice from heaven 
saying to them, ―Come up hither!‖ And in the sight 
of their foes they went up to heaven in a cloud.  
(Rev. 11:3-12) 

The Two Witnesses by Hans Burgkmair (†1531). 
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Hutchison believed in salvation by grace, not works. 

Anne, Mary and their families were banished from Massachusetts in 1637.  
One in the party had been north and found it too cold, so they went south, 
one bay further down the coast.  It was also the direction Roger Williams 
had gone.74  They lived meagre lives for some years as they established a 
new colony, Rhode Island.  Mary‘s friend Anne and her family were killed 
by natives after they ventured still further south.  After the birth of Mary‘s 
sixth child, when the older ones were able to help on the farm, Mary 
returned to England in 1650.  Exactly why she left is not clear; Mary seems 
to have written nothing until shortly before her death. 

Mary next appeared at Swarthmoor Hall.  She had become a Quaker.  She 
returned to America in 1657, along with other Quakers intent on spreading 
the word in New England.  It did not sit well with the Puritans, who reacted 
as they had done before and banished them on pain of death should they 
return. 

They returned.  William Robinson and Marmaduke Stevenson were hanged 
in 1659.  Mary Dyer was to have been the third hanging that day.  She had 
been reprieved, on first arriving in Boston, by her husband William.  Now it 
had gone further, and as she was standing on the scaffold, she was 
reprieved by her oldest son, William, who would also became a Quaker. 

BE IT KNOWN TO ALL THIS DAY, THAT WE SUFFER NOT AS EVIL 

DOERS, BUT FOR CONSCIENCE SAKE... 
      MARMADUKE STEVENSON, AT HIS HANGING, 165975 

Reprieved, Mary returned to Rhode Island.  When the governor of 
Massachusetts circulated a report to be sent to England to justify the killing 
of her friends, Mary again returned to Boston.  As she was led through the 
streets to her death, people urged her to go back to Rhode Island.  She 
replied, ‗Nay, I cannot go back to Rhode Island, for in obedience to the will 
of the Lord I came, and in His will I abide faithful to death.‘76 

One of the Boston authorities noted, ‗She has been here before and had 
the sentence of banishment upon pain of death, and she has broken the 
law in coming again now.‘  She replied, ‗Nay, I came to keep 
blood-guiltiness from you, desiring you to repeal the unrighteous and unjust 
laws of banishment upon pain of death made against the innocent servants 
of the Lord.‘  To the crowd, she added, ‗But, for those who do it in the 
simplicity of their hearts, I desire the Lord to forgive them.  I came to do the 
will of my father, and in obedience to this will I stand even to death.‘77 

The crowd stood in the silence that follows death until a spring breeze lifted 
her limp skirt and made it billow.  A general broke the silence. ‗She hangs 
like a flag.‘78 

MY LIFE NOT AVAILETH ME IN COMPARISON TO THE LIBERTY OF 

THE TRUTH. 
    MARY DYER, BOSTON JAIL, 1660

79 
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George Fox and others had shown the way for Mary by going to jail.  For 
them, obedience to God came before obedience to the state.  This core 
belief has had a great and glorious resonance.  It  was heard by Tolstoy,80 
who encouraged the young Gandhi.81  Martin Luther King learned from 
Gandhi, who called it satyagraha, the power of truth. 

AND YE SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH, AND THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE 

YOU FREE. 
      JOHN 8:3282 

In 1663, three years after Mary‘s death, the citizens of Rhode Island 
obtained a royal charter, which became the first law in English to guarantee 
so broadly that ‗no person..shall be in any wise molested, punished, 
disquieted or called in question for any difference in opinion in matters of 
religion.‘83 

JOHN WOOLMAN 
John Woolman (1720-1772) was from one of the first generations of 
Friends born in America.  He was born into a Quaker family in West Jersey 
(now southwestern New Jersey) two years after William Penn had died.  
Before Penn undertook his Holy Experiment just twenty miles down the 
Delaware River from John Woolman‘s birthplace, Penn had familiarised 
himself with colonial affairs by serving as trustee of the West Jersey colony 
when John Woolman‘s grandfather and great grandfather emigrated from 
England and made a home for themselves in the wilderness. 

John Woolman spent almost all his life in the country, in a world undergoing 
rapid globalisation.  Before his time, agriculture had been done on small, 
family-run  farms. The size of farms in England had been constrained by 
the limited availability of land, among other things.  However, in America, 
land was available in abundance, and labour rather than land tended to 
limit the scale of agriculture.  John Woolman grew up in a family of thirteen 
children, but large families were not the only way to relieve the labour 
shortage. 

The number of slaves in the American colonies mushroomed during 
Woolman‘s lifetime.  In the Chesapeake Bay region, the number of slaves 
grew from 43,000 in 1720 to 172,000 in 1750.  In the North, there were 
14,000 slaves in 1720, 30,000 in 1750, and almost 48,000 in 1770.  New 
Jersey had 2,385 slaves in 1720 when Woolman was born, and over 8,500 
when he died in 1772.  In the plantation economy of South Carolina, slaves 
outnumbered whites by three to one when, in 1746, John Woolman visited 
the South for the first time and wrote Some Considerations on the Keeping 
of Negroes, a pamphlet addressed to all Christians.84 

Many Quakers in John Woolman‘s childhood seem to have thought little 
about owning slaves.  However, through the efforts of John Woolman and 
others, the Society of Friends gradually came to a new, practical 
understanding of the testimony to equality.  In 1729, Chester Quarterly 
Meeting requested that Philadelphia Yearly Meeting consider forbidding 
Friends from owning slaves. 85  Twenty-nine years later in 1758, the Yearly 
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Meeting took a decision against owning slaves and banned the practice 
altogether in 1772. 

In the decades leading up to the decision, John Woolman was a quiet but 
effective advocate for change.86  He worked on a personal level; he knew 
that decisions in the Society of Friends come as a result of unity, but unity 
on the question of owning slaves came only after a collective change of 
heart that required decades of work.  The work was not political; unity in the 
Meeting would not come from the exercise of authority or influence.  
Instead, John Woolman worked at a personal level convincing 
slave-owning Quakers, one by one, to emancipate their slaves. 

Two years before his death, while gravely ill with pleurisy, John Woolman 
had a dream that that took the same form as the Apocalypse of John, which 
is a series of visions mediated by angels.  As Michael L. Birkel describes,87 
the dream offers a glimpse of why and how John Woolman‘s persuasion 
was so effective, and where his motivation came from for a lifetime of 
extraordinary dedication: 

In a time of sickness with pleurisy a little upward of two years and a half 
ago, I was brought so near the gates of death that I forgot my name.  
Being then desirous to know who I was, I saw a mass of matter of a 
dull, gloomy colour, between the south and the east, and was informed 
that this mass was human beings in as great misery as they could be 
and live, and that I was mixed in with them and henceforth might not 
consider myself as a distinct or separate being.  In this state I remained 
several hours.  I then heard a soft, melodious voice, more pure and 
harmonious than any voice I had heard with my ears before, and I 
believed it was the voice of an angel who spake unto other angels.  The 
words were, ―John Woolman is dead.‖  I soon remembered that once I 
was John Woolman, and being assured that I was alive in the body, I 
greatly wondered what that heavenly voice could mean.  I believed 
beyond doubting that it was the voice of an holy angel, but as yet it was 
a mystery to me. 

I was then carried in spirit to the mines, where poor oppressed people 
were digging rich treasures for those called Christians, and heard them 
blaspheme the name of Christ, at which I was grieved, for his name to 
me was precious.  Then I was informed that these heathens were told 
that those who oppressed them were the followers of Christ, and they 
said amongst themselves: ―If Christ directed them to use us in this sort, 
then Christ is a cruel tyrant.‖ 

All this time the voice of the angel remained a mystery, and in the 
morning my dear wife and some others coming to my bedside, I asked 
them if they knew who I was; and they, telling me I was John Woolman, 
thought I was only light-headed, for I told them not what the angel said, 
nor was I disposed to talk much to anyone, but was very desirous to get 
so deep that I might understand this mystery.

88
 

John Woolman wrote the detailed account above about two years after the 
dream occurred.  A more nearly contemporaneous description appears in 
his Journal, where he writes that he lay one night in great distress, feeling 
himself near death, and he closed his eyes, 

thinking whether I might now be delivered out of the body; but in these 
awful moments my mind was livingly opened to behold the church, and 
strong engagements were begotten in me for the everlasting well-being 
of my fellow creatures.  And I felt in the spring of pure love that I might 
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remain some time longer in the body, filling up that which remains of 
the afflictions of Christ and labouring for the good of the church.

89
 

The phrase ‗filling up that which remains of the afflictions of Christ‘ recalls 
Colossians 1:24, where Paul mentions that he rejoices in suffering because 
he is ‗completing what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his 
body, that is, the church‘.  Christ‘s suffering for evil is unfinished; evil 
remains in the world.  John Woolman understood his dream as affording 
him yet some time on earth to ‗fill up that which remains of the afflictions of 
Christ.‘ 

Quakers believe that there is that of God within each soul, but it can 
become conflicted and drowned out by evil.  It then becomes the ‗suffering 
Seed‘  within.  John Woolman would have been familiar with Robert 
Barclay‘s teaching that through one‘s sympathetic suffering with the seed of 
Christ in another, one can revive and free the suffering seed in the other 
person: 

If it fall out that several met together be straying in their minds, though 
outwardly silent, and so wandering from the measure of grace in 
themselves,...if either one come in, or may be in, who is watchful, and 
in whom the life is raised in a great measure, as that one keeps his 
place, he will feel a secret travail for the rest in a sympathy with the 
seed which is oppressed in the other, and kept from arising by the 
thoughts and wanderings; and as such a faithful one waits in the light, 
and keeps in this divine work, God oftentimes answers the secret 
travail and breathings of his own seed through such a one,...and that 
one will be as a midwife through the secret travail of his soul to bring 
forth life in them,...and such a one is felt by the rest to minister life unto 
them without words.

90
 

This sympathetic suffering with the oppressed seed of Christ in the 
oppressor was John Woolman‘s method.  Birkel put his finger on this: 

Although [Woolman] keenly believed that slavekeeping ―deprave[s] the 
mind in like manner and with as great certainty as prevailing cold 
congeals water‖ and therefore can ―shut up the mind against the gentle 
moving of uncreated purity,‖ which bear witness against the oppressive 
practice of slavery, there is yet a ―witness‖ in others (i.e., the Seed) 
which one can reach.  In fact, one is more likely to reach this witness if 
one manifests a ―spirit of true charity‖ when confronting the oppressor.  
John Woolman therefore writes that Friends must ―be kindly 
affectioned‖ toward slavekeeping Friends.  His own descriptions of 
some of his visits to slavekeepers shows that he practiced what he 
preached.  His Journal notes that ―divine love and true sympathizing 
tenderness of heart prevailed at times in this service.‖  On another 
occasion, we learn that ―through the strength of that love which is much 
stronger than death, tenderness of heart was felt amongst us in our 
visits.  This is remarkable, when one considers that Woolman not only 
spoke to the slaveholders on a very difficult issue but also insisted 
frequently on paying the slaves for their services to him. 

If James Nayler was the ‗Quaker Jesus‘ outwardly, so John Woolman was 
as well, and in a far greater measure.  It was through the Christ within 
himself that John Woolman reached the Christ within others, and in 
suffering with them, he found ways to loosen the knots in the hearts of 
oppressors. 
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IN THIS LIGHT WAITING, YOU WILL RECEIVE THE SPIRIT OF TRUTH, 
THE COMFORTER, TO LEAD YOU INTO ALL TRUTH, AND TO BRING 

TO YOUR REMEMBRANCE THE WORDS WHICH CHRIST SPOKE; 
AND IT WILL SHEW YOU THINGS TO COME, AND TAKE OF 

CHRIST'S, AND GIVE UNTO YOU; SO LOVING THE LIGHT, YOU 

LOVE CHRIST; RECEIVING IT, YOU RECEIVE CHRIST. 
   GEORGE FOX, ‘SOME PRINCIPLES OF THE ELECT’, 1661

91 

IN THE SPIRIT OF THE BALBY EPISTLE 
The risk in recalling the lives of exemplary Friends is that we take them as 
examples.  Other people‘s lives are not a rule or form to walk by; letting 
one‘s own life speak is the aim.  It is no use setting an expectation of living 
like Margaret Fell because only she had it in her to do that.  If I imitate 
someone else, I neglect what I have to offer, the never-recurring 
possibilities that are uniquely my gift and potential. 

All that we can preserve of the early Friends is what they prized above all, 
the Light within them, but light does not keep well.  Put it under a bushel, 
and it is gone.  Even verbalising distorts it; we have no creed.  The biblical 
analogue is manna, which appeared on the day, and would not keep to the 
next.  We cannot preserve or re-create the way early Friends were; we 
have to discover Christ within for ourselves, in our time. 

THERE IS A NEED IN US TO BE CONTROLLED, TO RECEIVE, TO 

WORSHIP, AND ADORE. IF OUR SERVICE IS TO BE REAL IT IS THAT 

WE HAVE RECEIVED SOMETHING IN WORSHIP AND PASS IT ON; 
WE DO NOT IMITATE, WE EXPRESS THE SPIRIT IN US. TO LIVE BY 

THE RULE IS ONE OF THE MOST DISASTROUS THINGS WE CAN DO. 
IF YOU TRY DELIBERATELY TO BE LOVING AND KIND BECAUSE YOU 

THINK YOU SHOULD IMITATE, YOU PUT ON SOMETHING FROM 

THE OUTSIDE; YOU WASTE YOUR LIFE; AND WORSE—YOU DO 

GREAT DAMAGE. IF YOU LIVE IN THE SPIRIT YOU LIVE FROM THE 

CENTER WITHIN YOU.  IN WORSHIP WE SEARCH FOR THE CENTER 

IN OURSELVES AND IN ONE ANOTHER, “FROM WHENCE COMETH 

OUR HELP. 
    PACIFIC YEARLY MEETING, 1954

92 
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THE APOCALYPSE OF JOHN 

APPROACH 
The Apocalypse of John is about the 
end of the world as we know it, and 
the tribulation leading up to the end.  It 
is a gloriously beautiful end, but the 
horror of getting there demands 
acceptance of the fact that the world 
before the end is seriously out of 
harmony with its Creator. 

The Apocalypse is a series of visions, 
which are carefully arranged in a 
narrative fabric.  Tribulations, like the 
plagues of Egypt, come in sevens:  
seven seals (Rev. 6-8), seven 
trumpets (Rev. 8-11), and seven bowls 
(Rev. 15-16) of the wrath of God.  
Each horror has limits; to each, ‗it was 

given‘ (ἐdoqen) to cause trouble for a 

time, but only until a fresh vision 
overtakes it.  The sequencing 
suggests a history of troubles—which 
is where the real trouble often starts.  
The interpretation of the Apocalypse 
has been a bloody affair. 

Seeing this sequence of visions as 
real-world history is an interpretive 
step, and invariably a human one.  For 
centuries, readers of the Apocalypse 
have believed themselves to have 
discovered an actual event in its neatly 

arranged sequences of seven.  The 
horrors are so numerous and so typical 
of reality that some resemblance to a 
real-world horror can always be found.  
The simplest explanation for such a 
resemblance is coincidence. 

However, if the reader views the Bible 
as extremely important and 
authoritative, a mere resemblance can 
seem the key to decoding a mysterious 
historical allegory ‗of events that must 
shortly come to pass‘.93  If the 
Apocalypse is read as a historical 
sequence that ‗must happen‘, it is an 
easy further step to wish to help it 
along a bit.  No need to prolong the 

Albrecht Dürer, The Four Angels on the Euphrates (detail). 

Then the sixth angel blew his trumpet, and I heard a voice 
from the four horns of the golden altar before God, saying to 
the sixth angel who had the trumpet, "Release the four 
angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.  So the 
four angels were released, who had been held ready for the 
hour, the day, the month, and the year, to kill a third of 
mankind. 
     Rev. 9:13-15 

Bombing of Baghdad, 2006.  The resemblance to the angels 
of the Euphrates is not a key to unlocking an allegorical 
mystery.  Mesopotamia, the cradle of civilization, has seen a 
great many wars. 
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tribulation.  Then this most cautionary of scriptural tales comes to have a 
moral that is a war cry, ‗Bring it on!‘—while losing sight of the fact that 
interpretation is a human process.  Friends have known and loved the 
Apocalypse for hundreds of years without ever viewing it as justifying 
violence by anyone so easily mistaken as us humans.  

The great evil depicted in the Apocalypse is the simple human folly of 
acting outwardly as if we were God.  In the Apocalypse, it is the lamb 
‗standing as if slain‘ (Rev. 5:6) who administers the wrath of God.  The 
antichrist of the Apocalypse is not so much Christ‘s opponent as his 
usurper, the one who takes his place.94  The lamb‘s wrath needs no help 
from us. 

The Bible is like the world we live in:  it is what it is, and that is not entirely 
agreeable.  What both teach us is that some aspects of life are not easy for 
us to understand and accept.  To read scripture to support a mind already 
made up is to limit scripture.  Scripture is something objective for us 
humans, something not made to order.  Scripture is about God, who can be 
other than we‘d like, not subject to our will or mind.  We will sooner or later 
experience that as disappointment, loss, death, the down side of the 
two-sided coin that is God.  If we attempt a balanced perspective, we find 
the Apocalypse serving up both sides of that coin. 

WE ARE AS LIABLE AS ANY PEOPLE IN HISTORY TO FALL PREY TO 

IDOLATRY, AND A HABIT OF HONEST ENCOUNTER WITH 

SCRIPTURE IS ONE WAY TO COMBAT THIS TENDENCY. 
BY IDOLATRY, OF COURSE, I DO NOT MEAN THE OBVIOUS, 
OLD-FASHIONED PAGANISM OF OFFERING WORSHIP TO IMAGES 

OF GOD OR GODS, BUT GIVING IN TO OUR TENDENCY TO 

MISTAKE THE HUMAN FOR THE DIVINE, THE FAÇADE FOR THE 

SUBSTANCE, AND IN SHORT, TO WORSHIP GODS OF OUR OWN 

MAKING, WHO BEAR AN EERIE RESEMBLANCE TO OURSELVES.  
WE THUS ARE ALL TOO PRONE TO SHAPE A RELIGION FOR 

OURSELVES, THAT IS, UNCHALLENGING AND COMFY, AND WE 

BOW DOWN TO AN IMAGE IN A MIRROR. 
     BRIAN DRAYTON, 200695 

If the Apocalypse is not an analogue of real-world history as we see it, what 
is it?  At one level, it is about its time and place:  circa 80 C.E. in the 
eastern part of the Roman Empire.  It is about the persecution of early 
Christians by Rome, and can be seen as a cherished tract for hard times.96  
However, at another level, it is as much about empire as it was about 
Rome, which is never mentioned by name.  Instead, the Apocalypse 
speaks of ‗Babylon‘, the first destroyer of Jerusalem; Rome had become 
the second shortly before the Apocalypse took its final written form.97  
Using the term ‗Babylon‘ was not a code—it is much too thin a veil on 
meaning to be code.  It is an echo or evocation.  The Apocalypse is an 
echo chamber of images and scripture; it alludes to the Old Testament in 
nearly every verse.98  The echoes give its images and symbols a 
time-transcending resonance.99 
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WHAT HAPPENS 
As mentioned near the beginning, 
the Apocalypse has a preface 
consisting of messages to and 
about seven churches in Asia 
Minor.  The visions that comprise 
the main event start in chapter 4 
and end in chapter 22.  Like John 
Woolman‘s dream, the visions 
are mediated by angels, although 
the angels are only just the help.  
The ultimate power behind what 
happens is left unsaid.  The 
visions are framed using the 

passive voice (e.g. ἐdoqen); 

things are done, but we are not 
told who or what is doing them. 

The visions begin as they end, 
with glory.  Chapter 4 is a vision 
of God surrounded by 
worshipers, which include four 
‗living creatures‘ singing ‗Holy, 
holy, holy‘.100  Chapter 5 adds to 
that same scene the Lamb 
‗standing as though it had been 
slain‘.  Twenty-four elders 
surround God and the Lamb.  To 
early Friends, it must have 
seemed like a great meeting for 
worship in the sky. 

God is holding a scroll with seven 
seals, each of which the Lamb 
breaks in the following chapters.  
The seventh seal introduces a 
fresh series of seven trumpets.  
The seals and trumpets, like the 
seven bowls in chapter 16, are 
outpourings of the wrath of 
God.101 

The initial picture of God over 
all—not in rage but majesty—
never leaves the scene, 
throughout the Apocalypse of 
John.  The framing image that 
connects the series of visions 
always portrays God above what 
goes on below.  Whenever wrath 
is poured out, Dürer, a faithful, 
literal illustrator, always pictures 
God over it all, although not 
overtly in control; things happen in 
passive voice instead of God 

At once I was in the Spirit, and lo, a throne stood in heaven, with 
one seated on the throne! … Round the throne were twenty-four 
thrones, and seated on the thrones were twenty-four elders, clad 
in white garments, with golden crowns upon their heads.  From 
the throne issue flashes of lightning, and voices and peals of 
thunder, and before the throne burn seven torches of fire, which 
are the seven spirits of God; and before the throne there is as it 
were a sea of glass, like crystal.  And round the throne, on each 
side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in front and 
behind. … And the four living creatures, each of them with six 
wings, are full of eyes all round and within, and day and night they 
never cease to sing, "Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, 
who was and is and is to come!" (Rev. 4:2-8). 

And between the throne and the four living creatures and among 
the elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, 
with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits 
of God sent out into all the earth. (Rev. 5:6). 

Dürer faithfully renders the Lamb’s seven eyes and horns, 
although the meaning is symbolic rather than literal and freakish.  
Eyes give sight, horns give power, and seven is a lot of both. 
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bustling about doing them.  The word ‗Almighty‘ (Pantokratwr) is rare in 

the New Testament, except for the book of Revelation, where it occurs ten 
times. 

Wrath dominates the visions in the Apocalypse, particularly in its first half.  
Structurally, the sequence of visions divides in two, like many a drama: 

 

In the first half, things get 
worse and worse, until, it 
seems, all is lost—but 
not quite for everybody.  
Near the end of the first 
cycle of seven, the sixth 
seal brings an 
earthquake and other 
natural disasters, but, as 
angels hold back the four 
winds, another angel 
ascends from the rising 
sun, carrying God‘s 
signet, and commands, 
‗Do not devastate land or 
sea or trees until we 
have set the seal of our 
God on the foreheads of 
his servants‘.102  After the 
sealing of the faithful, the 
seventh seal on the 
scroll is broken, which 
unleashes a further cycle 
of seven trumpets, each 
heralding a fresh 
outpouring of wrath. 

The Apocalypse has two 
kinds of people:  The 
elect, who are sealed 
with God‘s signet, and 
everybody else, who 
bear the mark of the 
beast (Rev. 13:16-18).  
Seals were used 
anciently to mark 
property, a fact recalled 
in 2 Tim. 2:19, ‗God's firm 
foundation stands, 
bearing this seal: ―The 
Lord knows those who 
are his‖ ‘. 

  

After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding 
back the four winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or 
against any tree.  Then I saw another angel ascend from the rising of the 
sun, with the seal of the living God, and he called with a loud voice to the 
four angels who had been given power to harm earth and sea, saying, "Do 
not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, till we have sealed the servants of 
our God upon their foreheads.‖  (Rev. 7:1-3) 

The angels seen holding their swords in this picture have set to work in the 
picture on page 19, which follows in Dürer’s sequence. 
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George Fox was in no doubt about the identity of the elect.  Perhaps the 
first ever description of Quaker practices was a pamphlet entitled, ‗Some 
Principles of the Elect People of God who in scorn are called Quakers‘.103  
The seal of God, ‗the Father‘s name written on their foreheads‘ (Rev. 14:1) 
is a beautiful symbol of the seed of Christ in the soul.  The Apocalypse is 
addressed to a small but significant band of the faithful, such as those 
under Nero. 

As the action nears the turning 
point, two witnesses appear and 
preach for three and a half 
years, until up from the 
bottomless pit comes a beast 
that destroys them.  They lie 
unburied for three and a half 
days while the population 
gloats, until they are restored to 
life and taken into heaven.  ‗It 
pleased the Lord,‘ wrote  Isaac 
Penington, ‗all the night of this 
darkness, to raise up some 
witnesses against the dragon, 
and all his invented forms of 
worship; though they were still 
hunted, persecuted, knocked 
down, and their testimony cried 
out against, as error, heresy, schism, and blasphemy; and the ways, 
worships and ordinances of the whore, the best, and dragon still cried up as 
the truth.‘105 

After the witnesses, the seventh trumpet sounds, concluding the seven 
trumpets, the second cycle of wrath.  Loud voices in heaven declare that 
the sovereignty over the world has passed ‗to our Lord and to his Christ, 
and he shall reign for ever and ever‘ (Rev. 11:15).  We return to the initial 
vision of God enthroned in majesty. 

It is then that things begin to take a turn.  A woman ‗clothed with the sun‘ 
appears, and she is pregnant.  The ‗great red dragon‘ appears and waits to 
devour her child.  The woman and takes refuge in the wilderness. 

Evil is always explicit in the Apocalypse; all good figures have an evil 
opposite.  The serpent of the Garden of Eden has grown up into a dragon, 
and as God is paired with the dragon, the Lamb is paired with the beast, 
the Antichrist.  The woman clothed with the sun also has an evil 
complement, the whore of Babylon. 

If we airbrush the evil out of the picture, leaving only the nice God, we are ill 
prepared for suffering or evil when it comes to us in life, and we miss the 
point of the gospel: 

The story of Jesus offers the world an alternative story.  It gives the 
perspective of the victim, of the Abels of this world who otherwise 
remain silent.  One way of reading the Apocalypse is as revealing the 
true nature of a world in which violence and destruction are prevalent.  
The story of the Lamb who is slain offers a critique of human history 
and of our delusions, of the violence we use to maintain the status quo, 
and of the lies with which we disguise the oppression of the victim. 
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If it is in God that we see 
our potential for good, it 
is in Satan, God‘s 
shadow, that we begin to 
come to terms with the 
evil in our lives.106  Early 
Friends, the faithful 
struggling against 
apartheid, liberation 
theologians, and many 
others have found in the 
Apocalypse a well flowing 
with inspiration.107  It is 
scripture that refuses to 
accept that the now 
dominant powers will 
ultimately remain so. 

The woman clothed with 
the sun has a champion, 
Michael, who expels the 
dragon from heaven.  
The trouble is, the dragon 
goes to earth.  ‗Woe to 
earth and sea, for the 
devil has come down to 
you in great rage, 
knowing that his time is 
short.‘108  When the 
dragon next appears, he 
has an injured head, 
although six others 
remain intact and he has 
help on the way. 

Isaac Penington (and 
others) see the woman 
clothed with the sun as a 
figure for the ‗true church 
and ministry‘: 

That there was a fight 
between the dragon and 
his angels, and Michael 
and his angels, 
concerning the New-
Testament church and 
ministry, is manifest 
even from the letter of 
the scriptures.  Rev. 12. 

And a great portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, 
with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars;  she 
was with child and she cried out in her pangs of birth, in anguish for 
delivery.  And another portent appeared in heaven; behold, a great red 
dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, an seven diadems upon his 
heads.  His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven, and cast them to 
the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to bear a 
child, that he might devour her child when she brought it forth; she brought 
forth a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but 
her child was caught up to God and to his throne, and the woman fled into 
the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, in which to be 
nourished for one thousand two hundred and sixty days. (Rev. 12:1-6) 
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The dragon and his angels, 
though they could not get the 
better, as relating to the 
power, yet that they did get 
the better, as relating to the 
form..., and the church 
herself was also fain to fly 
into the wilderness, from the 
face of the dragon, for her 
safety and preservation, 
where she was to be 
nourished and fed by God 
until the time of antichrist‘s 
reign.... 

That after this flight of the 
true church, and overcoming 
of the true ministry, the 
dragon erected his false 
church and ministry (which 
had but at best the form 
without the power) over all 
nations, peoples, multitudes, 
and tongues; this is also as 
evident, to them that read the 
prophecies of the 
Revelations in the light of 
that Spirit that wrote them.  Is 
not the false woman (after 
the true woman was fled) 
manifestly described?  Rev. 
17 [depicting the whore of 
Babylon].

109
 

Rev. 13:17 records that the 
dragon ‗was angry with the woman, and went off to make war on the rest of 
her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and bear 
testimony to Jesus‘.  This dragon took a stand by the sea, from which a 
beast arises.  The beast from the sea is everything the Lamb is not:  lambs 
are weak and vulnerable, but the beast is a composite of powerful animals. 

The beast bears more than a passing resemblance to Nero, a great 
persecutor of Christians, who lived just before the Apocalypse took its final 
form.110  A second beast rises 
from the earth and makes the 
inhabitants of the earth worship 
the first beast.  In Nero‘s time, 
the emperor was worshiped as 
a god.111  The second beast 
‗causes all…to be marked on 
the right hand or the forehead, 
so that no one can buy or sell 
unless he has the mark, that is, 
the name of the beast or the 
number of its name‘.112  The 
mark of the beast contrasts with 

Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the 
dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they were defeated 
and there was no longer any place for them in heaven.  And the great 
dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil 
and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world -- he was thrown down to 
the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.  And I heard a 
loud voice in heaven, saying, "Now the salvation and the power and 
the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for 
the accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, who accuses them 
day and night before our God.  And they have conquered him by the 
blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not 
their lives even unto death.  Rejoice then, O heaven and you that dwell 
therein! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down 
to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short!"  (Rev. 
12:7-12). 
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the divine seal placed on the elect.113 

The Apocalypse does not use the term ‗antichrist‘; it comes from the letters 
attributed to John and has long been associated with the first beast that 
rises from the sea.  The antichrist of John‘s letters is not, however, a single 
entity; ‗many antichrists have come‘ (1 John 2:18).  ‗Antichrist‘ is a 

transliteration of ¢nticristoj; anti means ‗in place of‘, not ‗in opposition 

to‘.  In this secular age, an antichrist is a person who thinks himself his own 
means of salvation, with no need of any other.114  Nero was a only well 
known and near-contemporary example of a rather more widespread or 
universal human tendency.  George Fox wrote, ‗All upon the earth are 
antichrists, and know not Christ…and own not that but deny it.‘115 

For Isaac Penington, antichrists were the forces that hollowed out the true 
faith that Jesus had established, leaving only the lifeless husk or form: 

There were many antichrists to begin with and lay the foundation of the 
apostasy, and make way for the great antichrist, who was to be their 
successor in the apostasy, and not the successor of the apostles in the 
truth: and these [antichrists] did not abide in the doctrines of the 
apostles, who preached ―the everlasting gospel,‖ nor in the spirit and 
principle which they were in…but consisted in such a dead, literal 
knowledge of things as the earthly might be fed and kept alive by.

116
 

The enlivening sense of Christ‘s 
inward presence had become a 
lifeless, literal knowledge, the spiritual 
survival rations of life in Babylon.  The 
apostles had seen it happening; 
among many scriptures, Isaac 
Penington quotes Paul‘s observation, 
‗The mystery of iniquity doth already 
work‘ (2 Thess. 2:7).  

By this scene, we have passed the 
turning point in John‘s sequence of 
visions.  The visions are mediated by 
angels, but they are just the help.  
Another is in control, although, true to 
Jewish tradition in a very Jewish 
book,118 that One is never named.  
Instead, we see only actions and 

results, often with the tag word ἐdoqh, 

meaning ‗was given‘, used 
impersonally, without a subject.  For 
example, when the second horseman 
appears, ‗there was given‘ to the 
horseman power to take peace from 

the earth.  The word ἐdoqh occurs 

twice in the scene where the 
antichrist appears:  ‗it was given to 
the beast to make war on the holy 
people‘ (Rev. 13:7), and to the 
second beast, ‗it was given‘ to give 
breath to the image of first beast (Rev. 13:15). 

Originally published in London, 1659. (Source, note 117.) 
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In Rev. 14, the Lamb and the faithful again appear, ‗with his name and his 
Father‘s name written on their foreheads‘ (Rev. 14:1).  An angel appears at 
the zenith of the sky, ‗with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell 
on earth‘ (Rev. 14:6).  Another angel condemns those who worship the 
beast and receive his mark.  Wrath and judgment then resume, with images 
of the entire earth being harvested.  Cut grapes are thrown ‗into the great 
wine press of the wrath of God‘ where they are trodden down.  Blood flows 
from the winepress at the height of horses bridles for a distance of 960,000 
feet (Rev. 14:14-20).  More wrath follows in another cycle of seven bowls 
(or vials, Rev. 15-16). 

As judgment continues, we are 
shown the ‗judgment of the 
great harlot who is seated 
upon many waters, with whom 
the kings of the earth have 
committed fornication, and with 
the wine of whose fornication 
the dwellers on earth have 
become drunk‘ (Rev. 17:1-2).  
The prophets had often 
pictured idolatry as 
prostitution.119  For example, 
the Lord told Hosea to ‗love a 
woman who is beloved of a 
paramour and is an adulteress; 
even as the Lord loves the 
people of Israel, though they 
turn to other gods‘ (Hosea 3:1). 

For Isaac Penington, Babylon 
was the soul‘s bewitching 
alternative to God; though she 
appeals to lust, her promise is 
of personal fulfilment: 

There is danger to the 
people of God of not 
understanding his call out of 
Babylon, but abiding there, 
through the subtle 
entanglements of the false 
spirit, who bewitcheth with 
the cup of fornication to 
make Babylon appear as 
Zion, her doctrines as the 
truths of the gospel….  For 
the deceit is exceeding deep, 
and the mystery of iniquity 
very great, following the 
heart close which the Lord is 
drawing to depart therefrom; 
and if the Lord God is not 
strong and vigilant, who 
judgeth the whore, she would 
still keep her hold of the 
heart, and if the heart be not 

I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast which was full of 
blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten horns.  The 
woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and bedecked with gold 
and jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup full of 
abominations and the impurities of her fornication; and on her 
forehead was written a name of mystery: "Babylon the great, mother 
of harlots and of earth's abominations."  And I saw the woman, drunk 
with the blood of the saints and the blood of the martyrs of Jesus. 
(Rev. 17:3-6). 
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kept very close to the Lord in the judgment, it cannot come out of 
Babylon, but will still be entangled and held in some part or other of the 
mystery of its deceit. …. 

Therefore, come out of her, come out of her, O ye that love your souls, 
and the pure presence and fresh light of God‘s countenance!

120
 

THEN I HEARD ANOTHER VOICE FROM HEAVEN SAYING,  
“COME OUT OF HER, MY PEOPLE”. 
      REV. 18:4 

In Revelation 17, judgment 
has begun and the whore of 
Babylon has had her day.  At 
the beginning of chapter 18, 
an angel announces, ‗Fallen, 
fallen is Babylon the great!‘  
The beast is captured and 
flung into ‗the lake of fire that 
burns with sulphur‘ (Rev. 
19:11-21).  The dragon is 
shackled and shut up in the 
abyss from which it came 
(Rev. 20:1-3). 

The great throne again 
appears, and the One seated 
on it judges the dead.  The 
living are not mentioned in the 
surprisingly brief judgment 
scene, only two verses, Rev. 
20:11-12. 

The holy city, the ‗new 
Jerusalem‘ descends from 
heaven as God declares, ‗I 
make all things new.‘  Isaac 
Penington and other early 
Friends believed that the new 
Jerusalem was spiritual, not 
physical, and they found it in 
a Quaker meeting in unity.  
‗The light, Spirit and power in 
the church is never contrary 
to the light, Spirit and power in 
any member; but always at one 
with it, and a cherisher and 
preserver of what God begets, 
and which answers his witness 
in any.  The new Jerusalem, 
the church of God‘s building in 
his own Spirit and power, is a 
city at unity within itself.‘122 

He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, …and bound him…and 
threw him into the pit…[note 121]. 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the 
first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.  And I saw the 
holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, 
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband; and I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, ―Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He 
will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will 
be with them; he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death 
shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain 
any more, for the former things have passed away.‖ (Rev. 21:1-4). 
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It is with this concluding vision of the Apocalypse, that John Woolman 
began his Journal in 1727: 

Through the care of my parents, I was taught to read as soon as I was 
capable of it, and as I went from school one Seventh Day, I remember, 
while my companions went to play by the way, I went forward out of 
sight; and sitting down, I read the twenty-second chapter of 
Revelations:  ―He showed me a river of water clear as crystal, 
proceeding out of the throne of God and the Lamb, etc.‖  And in reading 
it my mind was drawn to seek after that pure habitation which I then 
believed God had prepared for his servants.  The place where I sat and 
the sweetness that attended my mind remains fresh in my memory.

123
 

THEN HE SHOWED ME THE RIVER OF THE WATER OF LIFE, BRIGHT 

AS CRYSTAL, FLOWING FROM THE THRONE OF GOD AND OF THE 

LAMB THROUGH THE MIDDLE OF THE STREET OF THE CITY; ALSO, 
ON EITHER SIDE OF THE RIVER, THE TREE OF LIFE WITH ITS 

TWELVE KINDS OF FRUIT, YIELDING ITS FRUIT EACH MONTH; AND 

THE LEAVES OF THE TREE WERE FOR THE HEALING OF THE 

NATIONS.  THERE SHALL NO MORE BE ANYTHING ACCURSED, BUT 

THE THRONE OF GOD AND OF THE LAMB SHALL BE IN IT, AND HIS 

SERVANTS SHALL WORSHIP HIM; THEY SHALL SEE HIS FACE, AND 

HIS NAME SHALL BE ON THEIR FOREHEADS.  AND NIGHT SHALL BE 

NO MORE; THEY NEED NO LIGHT OF LAMP OR SUN, FOR THE 

LORD GOD WILL BE THEIR LIGHT, AND THEY SHALL REIGN FOR 

EVER AND EVER.  
      REV. 22:1-5 

This vision was again on John Woolman‘s mind, when in 1770, gravely ill 
with pleurisy, he had the dream that he interpreted as his calling to ‗fill up 
that which remains of the afflictions of Christ‘.  He had his daughter Mary at 
his bedside take down his words, as she noted, ‗on a first day meeting 
while dying‘.124 

I feel a pure and holy spirit in a weak and broken constitution:  this spirit 
within me hath suffered deeply and I have born my part in the suffering, 
that there may come forth a church pure and clean like the new 
Jerusalem, as a bride adorned for her husband.  I believe my sufferings 
in this broken nature are now nearly accomplished, and my Father hath 
showed me that the Holy Spirit that now works within me may work in 
young lively constitutions and may strengthen them to travel up and 
down the world in the feeling of pure wisdom, that many may believe 

them and the purity of their lives and learn instruction.
125

 

John Woolman died of smallpox, two years later in York, not long after he 
became the first American to speak to London Yearly Meeting in its history.  
It was also a first that our epistle mentioned slavery as a concern.126  John 
Woolman became a spark to the antislavery movement among Friends in 
Britain.  
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THREADS AND REFLECTIONS 
Of all the books in the Bible, the Apocalypse is our book.  It is the cry of a 
small, marginal group of believers who have held on to their faith even 
though it meant being out of step with Babylon.  This faithful band had 
come through hard times.  In the 1650s, the wars of the Reformation had 
decimated Europe, leaving it politically unstable and spiritually wounded.  
Now the outlook is scarcely better, only it is now the scientists who 
prophesy our doom as the carbon fuels that we have nearly used up have 
overheated our planet and changed its climate.  Still we go on consuming, 
and borrowing so much to buy it all that our overheated financial system 
implodes.  Babylon the Great is very nearly fallen, but meanwhile, thriving 
as ever. 

The German historian Walter Benjamin provides a concluding image: 

There is a picture by Klee called Angelus 
Novus.  It portrays an angel who looks as if he 
were about to take himself away from 
something that he is staring at.  His eyes are 
wide open, his mouth is open, and his wings 
are outstretched.  The angel of history must 
look like that.  His gaze is turned toward the 
past.  Where we see a chain of events, he sees 
one single catastrophe continually piling up 
wreckage upon wreckage and hurling it at his 
feet.  He would like to stay, wake the dead, and 
put back together what has been smashed.  
But a great wind is blowing in from paradise 
which has got caught in his wings, and which is 
so strong that he can no longer close them.  
This wind propels him unstoppably into the 
future, to which he has his back turned, while 
the pile of wreckage in front of him grows 
skyward.  That which we call progress is this 
wind.

127
 

Like the angels narrating the Apocalypse, the 
angel of history gives us our viewpoint. 

PAST 
All that the angel of history can see is—not where we are going—but rather 
only the past.  Worse, if we are honest, we have to admit we humans have 
made rather a mess of things, although honesty comes painfully when the 
truth is unpalatable. 

Amongst the rubble, we have the bright thread of a prophetic vision that lets 
us visualise what we can‘t actually see.  Early Friends could put the horror 
of their times—the plague in the jails they inhabited, the wars and political 
instability that were a fresh memory and not from a distant country—all this 
fell in place for them, in part because they identified with the Apocalypse, 
with its persistent vision of God over all and of ultimate human salvation.  It 
is not all gloom and doom unless all you can do is look back; for that 
reason, ‗where there is no vision, the people perish‘ (Proverbs 29:18). 

Angelus Novus, watercolour by Paul Klee, 
1920. 
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This apocalyptic vision gave early Friends a distinctly different perspective 
in some ways.  Some things were more a part of their experience than they 
are of ours now, as is clear from the Seven Lamps: 

 Freedom of religion:  Like George Fox, every Friend since him 
claims the right to worship God in a way different from the 
mainstream.  This was no tacit assertion for early Friends; Mary 
Dyer hung as a flag for it.  William Penn had a rare chance to make 
it a reality.  Religious liberty is the alternative to the oppression of 
the faithful, one of the great evils of the Apocalypse.128  In 2009, just 
121 years after receiving religious freedom,129 Friends in Britain 
returned to this legacy as we considered the legal aspects of our 
marriage practices, which have reflected what the state allows 
rather than what faithfulness calls us to. 

 Witnessing:  Margaret Fell Fox experienced our transition from 
externally focused publishers of truth to an internally focused 
‗precious remnant‘.130  About 150 years later, John Stephenson 
Rowntree noted the effects and marked our turning point.  However, 
it is only recently, through Quaker Quest, that we have learned how 
to open a way into the Society of Friends. 

 Suffering:  Of the seven early Friends noted, only John Woolman 
spent no time in jail, mainly because Friends and others had 
established religious freedom in his country.  Friends used their time 
in jail for writing; much of what we have of them now is the fruit of 
jail time.  More than that, their suffering transformed their words; in 
Isaac Penington‘s case, ‗his troubles had the effect of heightening 
his sensitivity, and some of his finest work dates from this period.‘131 

The past has given us a world with problems.  Early Friends, and the 
Apocalypse that inspired them, show that these can be transformed. 

PRESENT 
George Fox‘s great discovery was that Christ was right here, inwardly 
present in the here and now, although people mostly take no notice.  
Indeed, the entire Apocalypse is happening right under our noses, God, 
dragon; Lamb, antichrist; the New Jerusalem; it is all happening, all the 
time, but we do not notice any more than a fish notices that he is in water.  
We have things to do, places to go, and doctors to wait for.  Perhaps only a 
jolt, as happened in Flannery O‘Connor‘s waiting room, can give us a 
glimpse of another way of seeing things.  The Apocalypse teaches us to 
see in these moments of quotidian-piercing horror the deeper reality that 
tends to go unnoticed.  This seeing is made easier in the Apocalypse 
because of the figure of God over all; it is that vision of God that gives the 
Apocalypse its strong sense of perspective.  The horror may become 
bearable enough for perception if we can believe that to each horror a 

space ‗is given‘ (ἐdoqen). 

Suffering, fear and darkness are the consequences of having made a mess 
of things in the past.  Horror is the response of our creaturely selves to the 
suffering of other people.  Suffering, too, is all around us, unnoticed.  ‗What 
man,‘ asked Simone Weil, ‗is capable of discerning [afflicted] souls unless 
Christ himself looks through his eyes?  We only notice that they have a 
rather strange way of behaving and we censure this behavior.‘132  Christ 
within gives us another way of responding to affliction; we can finish out the 
work of Christ in suffering with the sufferer.  We can experience the 
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Suffering Seed in each other.  With another person, it becomes easier to lift 
the cause of suffering into the Light, where it can be healed.  The 
Apocalypse teaches that the end is glorious but the way there is filled with 
thlipsis, tribulation.  Ours is a world desperately short of Woolmans. 

If we see faithfully, we must reckon with the fact that the right thing often 
seems overwhelming or impossible, even if we bear in mind that possibility 
is time-bound.  The religious freedom to be different that was impossible for 
Mary Dyer became possible in coming generations.  Much more of what 
was distinctive about our witness has become the norm.  Nobody in Britain 
is now required to take an oath on pain of losing all he has.  Women do 
now speak in church.  Most countries have stopped the worst forms of 
trade in human beings. Much remains to be done, and in many ways, to 
alleviate the causes of war.  The Apocalypse urges us to take the long 
view, the view that takes account of an unseen Power setting the bounds of 
evil.  We are called to be faithful, not necessarily effective, because we 
can‘t ever judge our effectiveness over time.  We have no forward sight. 

Faithfulness to our past is not a clinging to it; God is present in the here and 
now, and it is only God in the present that we can ever actually experience.  
Friends in John Woolman‘s day surely would have noted that George Fox 
had said Friends should treat slaves well, not emancipate them.  William 
Penn owned slaves in America.133  Paul had written an entire epistle for the 
purpose of urging Philemon to take back the runaway slave who took 
Philemon the letter on Paul‘s order.  Paul was wrong, by present standards; 
perhaps he was bedevilled by his particular time.  Faithfulness is not a 
static preservation of what earlier Friends believed; they as well as we are 
always just making progress.  For the faithful, the past is a learning 
experience and a springboard, not a precious relic that we must preserve.  
Preservation leads to the formalism which, according to Margaret Fell, is 
what Christ cried woe against.134 

What the past can give us for the present is a grounding, not in the past 
itself, for that is gone, but in our particular present, in 2009.  This grounding 
is shifting on a vast scale in our time.  Wilshard, in his essay ‗Sleepwalking 
Through the Apocalypse‘, explains that ‗the spiritual impulse that gave 
highest value and meaning to Western civilization is no longer the inner 
dynamic of the collective Western psyche‘;135 we have lost our moorings, 
we who inhabit the particular present of the early 21st Century.  Wilshard 
continues, ‗ ―What is my highest value in life?‖  Each of us must know the 
answer to that question.   Historically for the Western world, ―God‖ would 
have been the answer for most people.‘ 136 

That is no longer true, generally speaking, and the shift in values that we 
are undergoing leaves many unwilling to brook any credence for what 
might, in an earlier time, have been understood as the sins of our age.  For 
example, many people struggle to live more simply, and they believe as 
they do, even though the weight of evidence indicates that we have 
probably done a disservice to those in the future, and on a scale that was 
previously unimaginable.  Our technology has vastly expanded our capacity 
for damage at the same time as our value moorings have come undone.  
Carl Jung wrote, ‗We must now climb to a higher moral level; to a higher 
plane of consciousness in order to be equal to the superhuman powers 
science and technology have placed in our hands. In reality, nothing else 
matters at this point.‘137 
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The great service of the Apocalypse in all of this is precisely why we do not 
read it nowadays:  it is unsparing and graphic in depicting the horror 
through which our age somnambulates.  The Apocalypse of John exercises 
our ability to grasp the nettle.  If we can bring ourselves to see into the 
wreckage piling up at our feet, we can begin to grasp what we can make 
better in the present.  The best perspective is the one of Benjamin‘s 
Angelus Novus; to be lifted, the better to see the causes. 

TRUE GODLINESS DOES NOT TURN MEN OUT OF THE WORLD BUT 

ENABLES THEM TO LIVE BETTER IN IT AND EXCITES THEIR 

ENDEAVOURS TO MEND IT: NOT HIDE THEIR CANDLE UNDER A 

BUSHEL BUT SET IT UPON A TABLE IN A CANDLESTICK.  BESIDES, 
’TIS A SELFISH INVENTION; AND THAT CAN NEVER BE THE WAY OF 

TAKING UP THE CROSS...[WHICH] LEAVES THE WORLD BEHIND TO 

BE LOST. 
     WILLIAM PENN, (1682)

138 

FUTURE 
We do not see the future in the way that we see the past, for which we 
have the recorded experience of those who lived it.  Of the future at our 
backs, we know only the great wind that irresistibly takes us into it.   

The near future is foretold in the Apocalypse, and it is already underway.  
‗Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, 
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God‘.  This is a symbolic 
ideal; Isaac Penington: ‗For Zion is not now literal, or after the flesh…but 
Zion is the holy hill of God in Spirit, upon which the heavenly Jerusalem 
was built, which is revealed, come down, and coming down from heaven, 
and many of the heavenly citizens dwell there already, and more are 
coming thither to dwell.‘139 

What is coming now is Zion, the mount on which Abraham nearly sacrificed 
his son, the mount on which the temple was built, but don‘t pack your bags.  
The new Jerusalem is built on Spirit. 

 

For finding our way beyond the near future, into which the Angelus Novus 
flies backwards, we can best rely on the senses of the young.  Our young 
Friends were brilliant at Yearly Meeting Gathering 2009.  Their 
contributions to the meetings were lucid and wise, and reflected a deep 
grasp of our testimonies. 

WE WERE EXCITED AND PROUD TO BE PRESENT AT WHAT FELT 

TO US TO BE A RETURN TO THE RADICAL AND PROACTIVE ROOTS 

OF QUAKERISM AND THE CALL TO LIVE ADVENTUROUSLY. 
   JUNIOR YEARLY MEETING EPISTLE, 2009

140
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A Swiss website features an extensive collection of illustrations of the 
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NOTES 
1 JJ Collins defines an apocalypse as ‗a genre of revelatory literature with a 
narrative framework in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly 
being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both 
temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial 
insofar as it involves another, supernatural world.‘  JJ Collins, page 5; see 
also 2-42.  For another definition, see Bruce J. Malina, The New Jerusalem 
in the Revelation of John:  The City as Symbol of Life with God 
(Collegeville, Minnesota:  The Liturgical Press, 2000) pages 13-24. 

 
2 Rowntree‘s essay charted the numerical decline of Friends in Britain from 
an estimated peak around 1680 until the year of the essay, 1856.  The 
Tabular Statement continues on to the present: 

Year 
Number of 
members* 

Percent decrease from 
previously listed year 

1680 66,000  

1800 32,000 48% over 120 years 

1856 26,000 8% over 56 years 

http://www.cgjungpage.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=505&Itemid=40
http://12koerbe.de/apokalypse/apo-0.htm
http://www.johannesoffenbarung.ch/bilderzyklen/
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1935 17,251 6% over 79 years 

2008 14,569 8% over 73 years 

Olver, page 33 (2009) (summarising Rowntree‘s essay); Tabular Statement 
as at 31 xii 2008. 

 
3 The Apocalypse of John is the title given in the text itself to the book of 
Revelation in the Bible.  The Greek title of the text is ‗Apocalypse of John‘ 

(Apokaluyij Iwannou); the word ¢pokaluyij means literally an 

uncovering, a revelation. 

Scholars dispute whether John (the apostle and brother of James) was the 
author.  The book identifies its author as ‗John‘ (1:1, 1:4, 1:9 and 22:8),and 
was attributed to John anciently.  However, stylistically and thematically, 
the gospel of John is very different from the Apocalypse of John.  
Harrington pages 7-9; AY Collins pages 25-53. 

 
4 J.M. Ford writes: 

Rev 1-3 was added by a later writer who knew more details about 
Jesus Christ.  It is difficult to assign a date to this portion.  However, 
because it shows seven fully formed Christian churches in Asia Minor 
to which ―one like a son of man‖ in Rev 1:13…sends messages, it could 
not have been composed before A.D. 60.  These messages are 
prophecies which stress him imminent second coming, a belief which 
was held among the very early Christians but which was moderated as 
the Church grew and matured.  They display a higher Christology than 
chs. 4-22 and promise unheard of rewards to those who are faithful to 
Christ, even a place with him beside his Father (3:21). 

Ford p. 55-6. 

 
5 Kovacs & Rowland call this approach an ‗actualising interpretation‘: 

Actualizing interpretations take two forms.  In one form the imagery of 
the Apocalypse is juxtaposed with the interpreter‘s own circumstances, 
whether personal or social, so as to allow the images to inform 
understanding of contemporary persons and events and to serve as a 
guide for action.  Such interpretation has deep roots in the Christian 
tradition….  In contrast with ‗decoding‘, it preserves the integrity of the 
textual pole and does not allow the image or passage from the 
Apocalypse to be identified solely with one particular historical 
personage or circumstance.  The text is not prevented from being 
actualized in different ways over and over again.  …. 

Secondly, there is the appropriation by visionaries, where the words of 
the Apocalyse either offer the opportunity to ‗see again‘ things similar to 
what had appeared to John or prompt new visions related to it.  So in 
the visions of Hildegard of Bingen, many details of John‘s text 
reappear.  Others, such as William Blake, exhibit a less direct 
relationship to the letter of the text. 

Kovacs & Rowland pages 7-10. 
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6 Wolf Mendl in 1974, quoted in BYM QFP paragraph 24:60. 

 
7 J.J. Collins pages 25-83; Harrington page 9. 

 
8 BYM QFP 19:02. 

 
9 Matt. 18:20. 

 
10 Rev. 6:4: ‗And out came another horse, bright red; its rider was permitted 
to take peace from the earth, so that men should slay one another; and he 
was given a great sword.‘ 

 
11 Fox‘s words were: 

Now the time of my commitment to the house of correction being nearly 
ended, and there being many new soldiers raised, the commissioners 
would have had me captain over them; and the soldiers said they would 
have none but me.  So the keeper of the house of correction was 
commanded to bring me before the commissioners of soldiers in the 
marketplace; and there they offered me that preferment, as they called 
it, asking me, if I would not take up arms for the Commonwealth against 
Charles Stuart?  I told them I knew from whence all wars arose, even 
from the lust, according to James‘s doctrine, and that I lived in the 
virtue of that life and power that took away the occasion of all wars. 

(1651), as quoted in Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice extract 
215. 

 
12 For refusing impressment, George Fox was required to stay in jail 
beyond the expiration of his term.  Neelon page xxviii. 

 
13 BYM QFP 19:06. 

 
14 Margaret Fell, ‗Women‘s Speaking Justified Proved, and Allowed of by 
the Scriptures‘, online at Quaker Heritage Press. 

 
15 BYM QFP 19:38. 

 
16 Ross pages 182-83.  The observer was Richard Baxter, a Puritan 
preacher.  Ross quotes him: 

Here the fanatics called Quakers did greatly relieve the sober people 
for a time:  for they were so resolute, and gloried in their constancy and 
sufferings, that they assembled openly, at the Bull and Mouth, near 
Aldersgate, and were dragged away daily to the Common Gaol, and yet 
desisted not, but the rest came the next day nevertheless, so that the 
gaol at Newgate was filled with them.  Abundance of them died in 
prison, and yet they continued their assemblies still!  

http://www.qhpress.org/texts/fell.html
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17 Ross, pp. 214-215. 

 
18 BYM QFP paragraph 20:31 (3rd ed., 2005). 

 
19 Mary Penington page **. 

 
20 Keiser & Moore page 6, noting the description given him by his children 
and friends in the title of his collected works, he is the ‗long-mournful and 
sorely distressed Isaac Penington‘. 

His depression can also be seen in his relationships.  A friend advised, ‗Put 
a strict watch on thy own thoughts and doubts, which arise in thee, and 
judge them out, for these be the enemies of thy own house, that many 
times veil thy comforts and cloud the sunshine of thy father‘s strength in 
love to thy soul, take no thought for thy state outward, nor doubt of thy state 
inward‘.  Keiser & Moore page 38.  The same friend later wrote to him that 
it was fortunate that ‗thou has been most of thy days a man of 
sorrows…that was his mercy to thee, for hadst though been high thy 
danger had been greater, but being low and simple-hearted, the easier 
beguiled and the sooner come to see it and find mercy.  Keiser and Moore 
page 71. 

 
21 Keiser and Moore, page 33, quoting Thomas Ellwood, a lifelong friend of 
the Peningtons, as saying Isaac was ‗to the world and its affairs very much 
a stranger‘.  

 
22  Keiser & Moore assist greatly in making Isaac Penington‘s work more 
accessible to modern readers.  Pages 121-28 give a helpful introduction.  
They conclude that, through his highly metaphorical use of language: 

He humanises our knowing, making it a personal achievement, rather 
than an objective mechanism, that draws on unconscious and 
pre-rational dimensions of self, as creative discovery.  He deepens 
spirituality by presenting it as a daily return to these unconscious and 
pre-rational depths of silence, sensing, feeling in which we can learn to 
pray without ceasing. 

Keiser & Moore, page 128. 

 
23 Quoted in Keiser & Moore page 16. 

 
24 Harrington, page 23. 

 
25 Keiser & Moore, pages 32-56. 

 
26 Keiser & Moore, page 54. 
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27 Penington, volume 1, page 89. 

 
28 Kovacs & Rowland note how this aspect of the Apocalypse has 
resonated in the almost two thousand years since it was written.  For 
example: 

Exponents of liberation theology look for the fulfilment of God‘s 
purposes in history and facilitate the use of the Bible to interpret 
contemporary social and political realities and to foster change that 
benefits the poor and the marginalized (Rowland 1999).  Read from this 
perspective, the Apocalypse, which refuses to accept that the dominant 
powers are the ultimate point of reference, offers hope but also 
stimulates resistance.  Apocalyptic discourse, which consists of picture 
and symbol as well as words, asks the reader to participate in another 
way of speaking about God and the world, a way more readily 
understood by those whose approach is not primarily through the 
rationality of the academy.  It taps wells of human response in those 
whose experience of struggle, persecution and death have taught them 
what it means to wash their robes and make them white in the blood of 
the lamb (Rev. 7:14). 

Kovacs & Rowland, page 28-29. 

 
29 Penington, volume 1, page 120 (1659). 

 
30 Penington, volume 1, page 120-21. 

 
31 Penington, volume 2, page 296. 

 
32 Geiter, page 27. 

 
33 Letter of William Penn to Robert Turner, 5 March 1681, published in 
Soderlund page 54. 

 
34 Steven Craig Harper, Promised Land: Penn’s Holy Experiment, the 
Walking Purchase, and the Dispossession of Delawares, 1600-1763 page 
30 (Bethlehem, Pennsylvania: Lehigh University Press, 2006). 

William Penn was extraordinarily fair in his approach to Native Americans.  
Beginning with his first journey to America in 1682, he befriended them and 
negotiated with them for the lands occupied by the European settlers.  
However, as Quakers lost control of Pennsylvania, relations with the Native 
Americans deteriorated.  Harper‘s book describes the transition from 
amicable co-existence to treatment that differed little from that of other 
colonies. 

 
35 Compare Rev. 3:7-13 with Rev. 21-22:7.  By Penn‘s time, the conquering 
Turks had changed the name to Alaşehir; the name ‗Philadelphia‘ survived 
mainly in the Apocalypse. 
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36 Geiter, pages 54-57. 

 
37 Geiter, pages 66-68, 73,146-48. 

 
38 Letter of William Penn to Robert Turner and others, 12 April 1681, 
published in Soderlund, page 67. 

 
39 Geiter, pages 122-28. 

Ultimately, however, the 1701 version of the Frame of Government became 

the most famous of all colonial [American] constitutions. It established 
Pennsylvania as the most liberal of the British colonies. Not only did it 
provide forward-looking provisions concerning religious freedom, but 
the political structure which it established worked. Furthermore, Penn 
gave the Assembly many of the powers which legislators in other 
colonies would have to struggle for during the unfolding of the colonial 
period. 

American Philosophical Society, quoted by Quaker Information Center at 
Friends Center, Philadelphia, online at Quaker Information Center, 
Philadelphia. 

 
40 The classic study is Edwin B. Bronner, William Penn‘s ―Holy Experiment‖: 
The Founding of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Publications, 1962).  Besides difficulties between Penn and the settlers, the 
American colonies were at war with France and the native Americans.  
Although Penn endeavoured to keep Pennsylvania out of the war, the long, 
Pennsylvania shared long, porous borders with other colonies. 

 
41 Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice , pages 4-5 
(Philadelphia, 2002); online at Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. 

 
42 A 1707 letter from one Isaac Norris reported: 

Governor Penn was, last fourth day, arrested at Gracechurch Street 
meeting, by order of Philip Ford on an execution on the special verdict for 
about £3000 rent.  He has, by the advice of all his best friends, turned 
himself over to the Fleet.  I was to see him last night, at his new lodgings in 
the Old Bailey.  He is cheery, and will bear it well… 

Quoted in Samuel McPherson Janney, Life of William Penn, volume 2, 
page 520 (1853), online at Google Books. 

 
43 Geither, page 3. 

 
44 The first section of Penn‘s 1701 Charter of Privileges provided: 

I doe hereby grant and declare that no person or persons inhabiting in 
this province or territories who shall confess and acknowledge one 
almighty god the creator upholder and ruler of the world and profess 
him or themselves obliged to live quietly under the civil government 

http://www.quakerinfo.org/history/1701%20charter/1701Charter.html
http://www.quakerinfo.org/history/1701%20charter/1701Charter.html
http://www.pym.org/publish/fnp/04_history.php
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=OMsEAAAAYAAJ&dq=Janney,+Life+of+William+Penn&printsec=frontcover&source=bl&ots=JOlj2-Td4x&sig=HBAlT3ZSyOzS2_0uypEi9yCvQ6o&hl=en&ei=QOntSrqmN5yRjAeMs5CmDQ&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=1&ved=0CAsQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q=
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shall be in any case molested or prejudiced in his or their person or 
estate because of his or their conscientious persuasion or practice nor 
be compelled to frequent or maintain any religious worship place or 
ministry contrary to his or their mind or doe or suffer any other act or 
thing contrary to their religious persuasion. 

Online at Quaker Information Center, Philadelphia.  Section 35 of the 
Frame of Government of 5 May 1682 was the original formulation, and is 
online at Yale University. 

 
45 Hans Fantel, William Penn:  Apostle of Dissent (New York: William 
Morrow & Company, 1974), pages 151-53. 

 
46 Slaughter is probably about right in describing those who chose to 
immigrate, and those who stayed behind: 

In a persecutory environment, which continued until the passage of the 
Toleration Act in 1689, English, Irish, Scottish, and Welsh Quakers 
immigrated in considerable numbers to the British North American 
colonies….  These immigrants tended to be the most radical, most 
often persecuted Quakers.  Those who presented fewer blatant 
challengese to British society stayed behind and eventually made their 
accommodations with church and state.  The immigrants were also 
among those most concerned for their families.  They went to 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey to save their children economically and 
spiritually, two concerns that were intimately connected in their eyes. 

Slaughter, page 28.  He goes on to estimate the numbers: ‗About 23,000 
crossed the Atlantic between 1675 and 1715; half of all the colonists in 
Pennsylvania were Quakers when the eighteenth centry began.  By the 
1760s there were sixty or seventy thousand in Pennsylvania alone, a 
significant minority. 

 
47 William Penn, Some Fruits of Solitude paragraph 133 (1682). 

 
48 In giving an account of himself in a trial, Nayler described his call as an 
epiphany: 

I was at the plough, meditating on the things of God, and suddenly I 
heard a voice saying untio me, ―Get thee out from thy kindred, and from 
thy father‘s house‖.  And I had a promise given with it, where upon I did 
exceedingly rejoice that I had heard the voice of that God which I had 
professed from a child, but had never known him. 

Quoted in Ben Pink Dandelion, Introduction to Quakerism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007) page 38; see also Neelon page 67-69.  

Nayler did not at first follow his call, and became ‗so seriously ill that those 
around him doubted that he would survive.  When he did recover and return 
to his field work, he heard the same voice a second time, telling him to go 
out into the west.‘  He did so, and met George Fox. 

It was radical and rare then for a common person with little education to 
pursue a calling to preach.  James Nayler wrote: 

http://www.quakerinfo.org/history/1701%20charter/chartertext.htm
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/17th_century/pa04.asp
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Concerning Ministry, the true ministry of Jesus Christ hath always been 
and are still such as came not by the will of man, but by the will of God; 
neither are they fitted for that work by anything of man, but by God 
alone; for the true ministry is the gift of Jesus Christ given for the 
perfecting of the saints and need no addition of human helps and 
learning, but as the work is spiritual and of the Lord, so they are 
spiritually fitted only by the Lord. And therefore he chose herdsmen, 
fishermen and ploughmen and suchlike: and as he gave them an 
immediate call without the leave of man, so he fitted them immediately 
without the help of man. 

James Nayler, ‗Truth Cleared from Scandals‘, online at Quaker Electronic 
Archive.  James Nayler‘s gift for preaching was eloquent testimony to his 
claim. 

 
49 Bittle page 65.  

 
50 Quoted in Birkel, ed. page 45. 

 
51 ‗The Lamb‘s War‘  was the title of a pamphlet by James Nayler, which is 
published online at Quaker Heritage Press.  Neelon examines The Lamb‘s 
War, and its military imagery, on pages 167-69.  Bittle pages 176-77 counts 
and categorises Quaker publications in 1652-56. 

 
52 Neelon page 123; Bittle, page 75.  Bittle gives the impression that Fox 
stayed away from London, but Neelon notes that he was there several 
times with Nayler, page 126. 

 
53 Smith page 16. 

 
54 Smith pages 16-17. 

Martha Simmonds was not the only early Friend to have apocalyptic beliefs.  
They were a common enough thought idiom of the day; see K.G.C. 
Newport, Apocalypse & Millenium: Studies in Biblical Eisegesis 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000) pages 1-169. 

 
55 Smith pages 19-20; Neelon pages 135-37; Bittle page 86.  Martha 
expressed her beliefs of this time in a pamphlet entitled ‗O England, thy 
time is come‘; its title was taken from an introductory quotation from James 
Nayler.  Martha‘s main text begins, ‗You foolish virgins…‘; the parable of 
the ten virgins (Matt. 25:1-13) and the Apocalypse of John are principal 
motifs in the pamphlet.  It is reprinted in Smith pages 58-64, online at 
Quaker Heritage Press. 

 
56 ‗Elder‘ is the Quaker term for the service given by Friends appointed by a 
meeting to care for its worship. 

Martha Simmonds explained the matter herself to the Bristol magistrates: 

http://www.qis.net/~daruma/nayler-truth.html
http://www.qis.net/~daruma/nayler-truth.html
http://www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/lambswar.html
http://www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/oengland.html
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Being among the people called Quakers in London, I was moved to 
declare to the world, and often they would judge men exceedingly, that 
I was too forward to run before I was sent and that nevertheless I loved 
them well, as being men of pure life but I was moved by the power, I 
could not stay though they sometimes denied me, yet I was forced to 
go and my word did prosper….  

Smith, page 17. 

 
57 Smith, page 17 (spelling and punctuation altered slightly for readability).  
Martha Simmonds was alluding to Isaiah 5:7, which compares Israel to a 
vineyard:  ‗For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and 
the men of Judah his pleasant plant: and he looked for judgment, but 
behold oppression; for righteousness, but behold a cry.‘  The irony is that 
the problem with the vineyard was that it produced wild grapes (Is. 5:2). 

 
58 Neelon pages 138-41. 

 
59 Bittle page 105. 

 
60 The picture is reproduced in Bittle page 167; the quotation is from page 
109. 

 
61 For example: 

Major General Kelsey launched a long repetition of the former debates.  
Kelsey‘s position essentially was that Nayler‘s case might be any 
man‘s.  No one could walk securely ‗if a man shall be punished ex post 
facto.  To make a law in any case to this purpose is dangerous, much 
more in a matter of this nature, which is so dark and difficult to know 
what the mind of God is in this thing‘. 

Bittle, pages 127-28. 

 
62 Bittle James Nayler, pages 113-45. 

 
63 Bittle, page 142. 

 
64 Quoted in George Amoss Jr., ‗The Power of Suffering Love: James 
Nayler and Robert Rich‘, online at Quaker Electronic Archive. 

Robert Rich had actively protested at the entrance to Parliament and 
leafleted the members repeatedly during James Nayler‘s trial.  Bittle, pages 
128-29, 133-34, 140.  He retained a lifelong love and admiration of James. 

 
65 Bittle, pages 170-73. 

 
66 Word of Nayler‘s entry into Bristol spread over much of Europe; Ross 
lists the effects on pages 109-10. 

http://www.qis.net/~daruma/naylor2.html
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67 In about 1659, James Nayler produced a short publication entitled 
‗Having heard that some have wronged my words‘, online at Quaker 
Heritage Press; see also Neelon pages 157-62. 

 
68 Online at Street Corner Society. 

 
69 Quoted in Birkel & Newman, eds., page 66. 

 
70 Bittle, page 173. 

 
71 The author‘s translation.  Translations of this verse vary widely mainly 

because of the difficulty of rendering skandalizw, which means to facilitate 

a mistake by another person, such as by putting or leaving stumbling block 
in someone else‘s way or handing an alcoholic a glass of wine.  

 
72 Ruth Talbot Plimpton, Mary Dyer: Biography of a Rebel Quaker (Boston: 
Branden, 1994) p. 16. 

 
73 Plimpton pages 17-66. 

 
74 Plimpton pages 67ff. 

 
75 Plimpton page 170. 

 
76 Plimpton page 188. 

 
77 Plimpton page 187-88. 

 
78 Plimpton page 188. 

 
79 Plimpton page 182. 

 
80 Leo Tolstoy, The Kingdom of God is Within You ch. 1 (1894).  Online at 
Wikisource. 

 
81 Gandhi read Tolstoy‘s Letter to a Hindu (1908), and wrote in 1909 to 
thank him.  The correspondence that ensued is on Wikisource, as is 
Tolstoy‘s Letter to a Hindu. 

 
82 King James version. 

 

http://www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/wronged.htmlhttp:/www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/wronged.html
http://www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/wronged.htmlhttp:/www.qhpress.org/texts/nayler/wronged.html
http://www.strecorsoc.org/jnayler/life.html
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/The_Kingdom_of_God_is_Within_You
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Correspondence_between_Tolstoy_and_Gandhi
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/A_Letter_to_a_Hindu
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83 Plimpton pages 213 and 217.  The English Act of Toleration of 1689 was 
the first in England to grant religious freedom, but not to Catholics or to 
those who could not swear an oath of allegiance.  It was not until the Oaths 
Act of 1888 that Quakers and others were allowed to affirm allegiance 
instead of taking an oath. 

 
84 Slaughter, page 6. 

 
85 Photographs of the beautifully written minutes of Chester and 
Philadelphia are online at Bryn Mawr College. 

 
86 Slaughter pages 103-325.  Slaughter sums up Woolman‘s methods on 
page 159: 

Woolman was neither the center of attention nor in a position to defend 
his words.  It would be difficult to overstate the significance of this low-
key, almost invisible approach.  In the history of the abolition movement 
there was no more effective advocate by virtue of submerging his ego 
in the interests of the cause.  Woolman led by appearing to follow; he 
argued by listening; he dissented with consensus in mind. 

 
87 Michael L. Birkel, Birkel & Newman page 91. 

 
88 Woolman pages 185-86. 

 
89 Woolman pages 159-60, as quoted in Michael L. Birkel, Birkel & 
Newman, page 93.  

 
90 Robert Barclay, Apology for the True Christian Divinity (English edition, 
1678), Proposition IX, section viii; quoted by Michael L. Birkel, Birkel & 
Newman page 94. 

 
91 George Fox, Some Principles of the Elect People of God (1661) 
paragraph 6; online at Quaker Heritage Press. 

 
92 Pacific Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice, online at Pacific Yearly 
Meeting, paragraph 42 under ‗discernment and guidance‘. 

 
93 Rev. 1:1, King James version.  The phrase perplexes commentators; 
George Eldon Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 1972) page 22. 

 
94 The anti in anticristoj means ‗in place of‘ in New Testament Greek. 

Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich & Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000) page **. 

http://triptych.brynmawr.edu/cdm4/browse.php?CISOROOT=/HC_QuakSlav&CISOSTART=1,81
http://www.qhpress.org/texts/gfprinc.html
http://www.pacificyearlymeeting.org/fp/index.html
http://www.pacificyearlymeeting.org/fp/index.html
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95 On Living with a Concern for Gospel Ministry p. 69 (Philadelphia: Quaker 
Press of Friends General Conference, 2006). 

 
96 Adela Yarbro Collins notes that the cathartic effect of tragedy is achieved 
by ‗manipulating the emotions of fear and pity‘, and a similar effect is 
achieved in the book of Revelation by manipulating fear and resentment.  
She concludes: 

The effect of the symbols and plot of the Apocalypse was to reduce 
cognitive dissonance in two related ways.  First, disquieting, disruptive 
feelings were released in a literary, experiential process of catharsis.  
Second, the conviction was instilled in the hearers that what ought to 
be is.  The content of Revelation involves a hidden heavenly reality that 
shows the visible world to be radically different from what it seems.  
Jesus, though slain, is exalted in heaven and controls the destiny of the 
world (ch. 5).  Although his followers are powerless, he is the true king, 
the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

AY Collins page 154.  Tragedy is, of course, no one-time affair.  She notes 
Ernest Becker‘s definition of tragedy as ‗the fact of human finitude, one‘s 
dread of death, and the overwhelmingness of life‘, which is rooted in a 
dilemma, ‗the fact that humankind is half animal and half symbolic.  Our 
animal nature presents us with the necessity of living within certain limits.  
Our symbolic nature allows us to challenge those limits, to transcend them 
at least in the imagination, by the pursuit of possibility‘ (page 155). 

This dissonance between the creaturely flesh and the Spirit is a theme in 
much of James Nayler‘s writing, among other early Friends: 

Dear friends, all mind your Guide within you, even the pure light of God, 
which bears witness against all our ungodly ways…which are after the 
world, and leads you without from the Lord your Guide, for what stands 
in outward things, devised in the will and brain…is accursed from God, 
kept out of the kingdom, where the earthly will has liberty…but you, 
who desire to be fed with that which is eternal, lay aside all your 
wisdom, which is natural, for the natural man receives not the spiritual 
things of God; for that wisdom shall never know God which stands in 
the will of man, but darkens the pure light in you, and opposes it. 

Nayler volume 1, page 42. 

The keeping of the book of Revelation over almost two thousand years is a 
quiet witness to the devotion given it, religiously and no doubt also 
psychologically.  The text of the book of Revelation is extraordinarily well 
preserved.  Like the gospel of John, the Apocalypse of John is one of the 
oldest and best attested texts in the manuscript tradition of the Bible.  That 
may in large measure be down to fortune, but it is also possible that people 
held dear what had grown dear in tribulation. 

**about the mss  dodgy at the end 

 
97 Rome under Nero sent three legions to quell a rebellion in Judaea.  The 
campaign culminated in a siege of Jerusalem, which fell in the summer of 
70 AD.  The temple caught fire; afterwards, the Romans pulled down what 
remained. 
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Harrington (page 9) and A.Y. Collins (pages 25-83) date the Apocalypse of 
John to about 90 C.E. 

 
98 Ford p. 27 (‗Revelation 4-22 has over four hundred allusions to the [Old 
Testament]‘).  Harrington comments: 

[The author] demonstrates a dazzling mastery of his Bible.  A measure 
of this mastery is the fact that, though one may catch an Old Testament 
echo in every verse of the book, never once does he quote verbatim; 
his grasp of Scripture is free and creative.  Not only does John never 
quote his Old Testament sources, he regularly modifies them.  Indeed, 
he frequently gives them a paradoxical twist, standing them on their 
head. 

Harrington page 6. 

 
99 The many echoes in the Apocalypse cause it to defy rigid, narrow or ‗the 
only true‘ interpretations: 

One thing that becomes clear from a survey of the history of the 
reception of the Apocalypse is that it is not so easy to pin down one 
original meaning of the text and then use that to evaluate the later 
interpretations, for the exegesis of such an allusive text is always going 
to resist the desire for an authoritative interpretation. 

Kovacs & Rowland page 248. 

 
100 The four cherubim, with aspects of lion, ox, human and eagle, 
respectively, recall Ezekiel.  Since early Christian times, they have been 
associated with the writers of the four gospels, although that link is ‗wholly 
fanciful‘.  Harrington page 80. 

 
101 Numerology is everywhere in the Apocalypse.  The significance of the 
numbers echoes the numbers of things elsewhere in the Bible.  The wrath 
of God comes in sevens (seven seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls, and 
seven plagues of Egypt in Exodus).  The basic connotation is perhaps full 
measure; there are seven days in a week, and Peter thought that forgiving 
seven times seemed quite enough. 

 
102 Rev. 7:3; this translation is from Harrington, page. 97. 

 
103 Dated 1661 and online at Quaker Heritage Press. 

George Fox did not consider status as ‗elect‘ to be exclusive to those who 
have formally become members of the Religious Society of Friends.  His 
pamphlet does not mention any formalities for membership; ‗the Believers 
are the Members of the true Church of which Christ is the Head‘.  It is clear 
elsewhere that membership involves fellowship (‗Church Fellowship, 
wherein they come to be...Heirs of the Fellowship , Church Members, 
Members one of another in the Power of God (the Gospel)‘, section VI).  
The gospel, however, is for everybody (‗and now the Everlasting Gospel 

http://www.qhpress.org/texts/gfprinc.html
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must be Preached again to all Nations, Kindreds, Tongues, and Peoples 
which dwell upon the Earth‘, section VI). 

 
104 Matthäus Merian‘s illustrations of the Apocalypse are online at 
johannesoffenbarung.ch. 

 
105 Penington, volume 1 page 228; see also page 48, 347; volume 2, page 
122-23. 

 
106 In Carl Jung‘s apocalyptic work, Answer to Job, written during a feverish 
illness, he observed, ‗I have seen nothing that even remotely resembles the 
brutal impact with which the opposites collide in John‘s visions, except in 
cases of severe psychosis‘ (page 145).  He went on to explain how John, 
through his visions, came to a more complete understanding of the nature 
of God: 

The purpose of the apocalyptic visions is not to tell John, as an ordinary 
human being, how much shadow he hides beneath his luminous 
nature, but to open the seer‘s eye to the immensity of God, for he who 
loves God will know God.  We can say that just because John loved 
God and did his best to love his fellows also, this ―gnosis,‖ this 
knowledge of God, struck him.  Like Job, he saw the fierce and terrible 
side of Jahweh.  For this reason, he felt the gospel of love to be one-
sided, and he supplemented it with the gospel of fear:  God can be 
loved but must be feared. 

With this, the seer‘s range of vision extends far beyond the first half of 
the Christian aeon. .... He thus outlined the...dark end which we still 
have to experience, and before whose—without exaggeration—truly 
apocalyptic possibilities mankind shudders.  The four sinister 
horsemen, the threatening tumult of trumpets, and the brimming vials of 
wrath are still waiting; already the atom bomb hangs over us like the 
sword of Damocles, and behind that lurk the incomparably more terrible 
possibilities of chemical warfare, which would eclipse even the horrors 
described in the Apocalypse. .... God has a terrible double aspect:  a 
sea of grace is met with a seething lake of fire, and the light of love 
glows with a fierce dark heat of which it is said ―ardet non lucet‖—it 
burns but gives no light.  That is the eternal, as distinct from the 
temporal gospel: one can love God but must fear him. 

Answer to Job, page 146 (London: Ark Paperbacks, 1954). 

 
107 Kovacs & Rowland, page 28-29; see also Harrington, pages 12-14 
(‗[John] viewed all authority based on power as demonic.‘) 

 
108 Rev. 12:12 (author‘s translation).  The word for ‗devil‘ (diaboloj) literally 

means ‗slanderer‘, a teller of harmful lies. 

 
109 Isaac Penington volume 2, pages 121-22. 

 
110 AY Collins, pages 25-83. 

http://www.johannesoffenbarung.ch/bilderzyklen/Merian.php
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111 Harrington, page 10. 

 
112 The ‗name of the beast, or the number of its name‘ is 666 (Rev. 13:17-
18) according to gematria.  In ancient Hebrew and Greek, the letters did 
double duty as numbers, and gematria was a form of Hebrew numerology 
based on using letters in words as numbers.  Nero‘s name, Nerōn Kaisar, 
transliterated into Hebrew, is 666.  Harrington, page 144. 

 
113 Different Greek words are used for the seal on the elect and the mark of 

the beast.  The seal is a sfragij; whereas the mark of the beast is a 

caragma, an imperial stamp.  A.Y. Collins page 125. 

 
114 The usage of the term ‗antichrist‘ in John‘s letters is consistent with this 
meaning.  ‗Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This 
is the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son‘ (1 John 2:22).  
‗Every spirit which does not confess Jesus is…the spirit of antichrist, of 
which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the world already‘ (1 
John 4:3).  See also 2 John 1:7. 

 
115 George Fox, The Great Mystery of the Great Whore Unfolded; and 
Antichrist’s Kingdom Revealed unto Destruction in volume 3, The Works of 
George Fox page 247 (1659); facsimile edition online at Google Books. 

 
116 Isaac Penington volume 1, pages 21-22. 

The unease of some Friends with Christian terminology may often be a 
reflection of the apostasy.  Our collective ambivalence is to be expected 
when authentic Christianity has been corrupted. 

 
117 Reprinted as volume 3, Works of George Fox, (Philadelphia: Marcus 
Gould, 1831); reproduced online in Google Books. 

 
118 Ford pages 26-28. 

 
119 Additional examples can be found in Ezekiel 16 and 23 and Isaiah 
23:15-17, and all thoughout the prophetic literature of the Old Testament. 

 
120 Isaac Penington, volume 3, pages 53-54. 

 
121 The full text of Rev. 20:1-3 is the basis for belief in a millennium: 

Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding in his hand the 
key of the bottomless pit and a great chain.  And he seized the dragon, 
that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a 
thousand years, and threw him into the pit, and shut it and sealed it 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=sNgpAAAAYAAJ&dq=George+Fox,+The+Great+Mystery+of+the+Great+Whore+Unfolded&printsec=frontcover&source=bl&ots=6DDb3PPLpv&sig=ixOsYv7LW9cMX1qZ40AB46-0QCw&hl=en&ei=1pXYSqG7Ooqd4Qaglan1Bg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=sNgpAAAAYAAJ&dq=George+Fox,+The+Great+Mystery+of+the+Great+Whore+Unfolded&printsec=frontcover&source=bl&ots=6DDb3PPLpv&sig=ixOsYv7LW9cMX1qZ40AB46-0QCw&hl=en&ei=1pXYSqG7Ooqd4Qaglan1Bg&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4
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over him, that he should deceive the nations no more, till the thousand 
years were ended. After that he must be loosed for a little while. 

Interpretations of those verses tend to take two basic approaches, as 
Wilshard explains: 

Generally speaking, the Apocalypse as presented in the Book of 
Revelation is misunderstood, a misunderstanding arising from two 
different ways of interpretation. One is the literal interpretation, which is 
the fundamentalist view. The other is a symbolic interpretation, which 
was St. Augustine's belief.  

Kovacs & Rowland pages 201-12 review these two interpretations in early 
Christianity and confirm that it was indeed Augustine who established the 
prevailing Christian tradition that the meaning of the millennium is symbolic, 
not literal.  Wilshard observes that we have now largely left the Christian 
tradition behind as a generally accepted framework for seeing ourselves in 
the world, except for significant pockets of Christian fundamentalism.  He 
continues: 

Thus the fundamentalists see the Apocalypse as the literal end of the 
world. Some forty-eight million Americans believe this will happen in 
their lifetime.  The [present-day] symbolic interpretation sees the 
Apocalypse as the end of the Christian eon, and a protracted time of 
some new spiritual dispensation coming into being. 

 
122 Isaac Penington, volume 4, page 333. 

In another passage, he describes the way to the holy city: 

If ever you will come to this holy city…, ye must pass through the 
wilderness, be exercised in the wilderness, even till ye are fitted for it; 
and not strive to raise up a building yourselves in the likeness of it; but 
wait till God hath hewn and prepared the stones by his Spirit, and then, 
by the skill of the Spirit, build up his Zion again. 

Isaac Penington, volume 3, page 54-55. 

 
123 Woolman page 23. 

 
124 Slaughter, page 292. 

 
125 Slaughter, page 292. 

 
126 Religious Education Committee of Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, 
pamphlet entitled ‗John Woolman: The Story of a Quaker Conscience‘, 
online at http://www.qis.net/~daruma/woolman1.html. 

 
127 Author‘s translation of Walter Benjamin, Über den Begriff der Geschichte 
(Of the Concept of History), Thesis IX (1939); online at 
http://www.mxks.de/files/phil/Benjamin.GeschichtsThesen.html. 

 

http://www.qis.net/~daruma/woolman1.html
http://www.mxks.de/files/phil/Benjamin.GeschichtsThesen.html
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128 Left unmentioned in the earlier retelling were the souls under the altar of 
Rev. 6:9-11: 

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those 
who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had 
borne; they cried out with a loud voice, ―O Sovereign Lord, holy and 
true, how long before thou wilt judge and avenge our blood on those 
who dwell upon the earth?‖  Then they were each given a white robe 
and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants 
and their brethren should be complete, who were to be killed as they 
themselves had been. 

 
129 The Toleration Act of 1689 only applied to persons who could take an 
oath of allegiance.  It was not until affirmation of allegiance was allowed in 
1888 that Quakers obtained religious freedom.  See note 83. 

 
130 BYM QFP 1:04. 

 
131 Keiser & Moore, page 49. 

 
132 Simone Weil, ―The love of God and affliction‖, in Waiting for God, 
paragraphs 5-7 (**). 

 
133 Samuel McPherson Janney, The Life of William Penn, volume 2, page 
436.  Janney notes on page 438 that Penn freed his slaves in his will of 
1701. 

 
134 BYM F&P paragraph 20:31; partially quoted at the end of the earlier 
section on Margaret Fell. 

 
135 Wilshard paragraph 27. 

 
136 Wilshard paragraph 80. 

 
137 Quoted in Wilshard paragraph 87. 

 
138 William Penn, No Cross, No Crown, page 65; online at Google Books. 

 
139 Isaac Penington, volume 3, page 34 (1667). 

 
140 Reprinted in The Friend, 14 August 2009, page 13. 

 

 

http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=zZoRAAAAIAAJ&dq=william+penn+no+cross+no+crown&printsec=frontcover&source=bn&hl=en&ei=QMXmSsC9BZLh8QaeoKGUBw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=4&ved=0CBIQ6AEwAw#v=onepage&q=candle&f=false
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