
Boston University

OpenBU http://open.bu.edu

Boston University Theses & Dissertations Dissertations and Theses (pre-1964)

1954

George Fox's concept of the church

https://hdl.handle.net/2144/8662

Downloaded from DSpace Repository, DSpace Institution's institutional repository



BOSTON UNIVERSITY 

GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Dissertation 

GEORGE FOX'S CONCEPT OF THE CHURCH 

by 

Arthur 0 . Roberts 

(A.B., George Fox College, 1944) 

(B.D., Nazarene Theological Seminary, 1951) 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for t he degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

1954 









p age 

By Effecting the Restoration of Man • • • . 1 06 
Elected in Christ 
Perfected in Christ 

Surnrnary • • • • • .. • • • • • • . • • . • • 123 

CHAPTEH V. THE ChuRCH I N THE WORLD 

A Gospel Fellowship • • • • • 
An i nward bond 
An outward recognition 

• • • • • • • 124 

• • • • • 1 25 

A Gospel Order • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 129 
An historic basis for authority 
A check to individualism 
Church authority on a universal basis 
Leadership by divine unction 

A Holy Cornrnuni ty • • • .. • • • • • • • • • 14 6 
Devotional ly in worship 
Ethically through the testimonies 
Socially throug h Christian community 

A Fellowship of Evangelism • • • • • • • • 1 64 
A voluntary ministry 
An evangelistic ministry 
A ministry called, sustained, regul a te d 

Sumraary • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 17 2 

CHAPTER VI. THE CHURCH AND HI S1 0RY • • • • • • • 174 

A Realized Eschatology: "Christ is come 11
• • 175 

I n· judgment 
In leadership 

An Expected Eschatology: 11 
••• and Coming " 1 81 

The Church and the state 
The final judgment 

Summary • • • .. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 194 

CHAPTER VII . CONCLUSION • • • • • • • • • • • • • 196 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 201 

v 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

George Fox is one of the most interesting figures 

of the turbulent, Commonwealth and -Restoration periods of 

English history . His life and leadership among the early 

Friends have made his name synonomous with certain aspects 

of relig ious and social reform. The task of this present 

study is to determine the significahce of his concept of 

the Church for his doctrinal teachings and for his work as 

a reformer in the Church. Fox was no systematic theologian. 

This study adopts as a working hypothesis that the discovery 

of a dominant ideal will provide the most suitable frame

work for his views. This dominant ideal is sought by an 

investigation of his concept of the Church. 

One reason for such a study is that the current 

interest in theology among modern Friends has driven them 

back not only to Christology but also to ecclesiology--to 

a concept of the Church. Fox's views are normative for the 

early movement because of his leadership which he exercised 

among the people who ·became known as "Quakers." 

A second reason for such a study is that the central 

place which the Church-idea held in the writing and preach-
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ing of' the early "Publi shers of' Truth" warrants consider-

ation of' this concept as a clue, or guide, to doctrines 

and practices . The success or failure of' a relig i ous 

movement to attain a measure of' its ideal should only lead 

to greater study of' the ideal. The very name, "The Society 

of' Friends" , because of' modern connotations of' exclus iveness 

associated with the term "society", is prejudicial to an 

unders tanding of any concept of' the Church. Quakers not 

only have to witness the fewness of numbers, which makes 

any claim to a true concept of the Church difficult to 

maintain, but they also have to labor under this name -

"Society of Friends" --which did not come into usage ear-

lier than 1800, and which certainly does not suggest to 

the modern mind the vaster visions of George Fox. 1 

A third reason f'or approaching Fox through his con-

cept of' the Church is that the twentieth century world, 

like seventeenth century England , seeks both authority and 

unity . Protes t ant Christians have talked much, of' late, 

regarding ecumenicity. Roman .catholicism has its author-

ity; is there a catholicism that carries with it a unity 

consonant with freedom? Fox 's views merit a hearing . 

1 Journal of the Friends His tori cal Soci·ety, . vol. 
xxx11 (1935), p. 83. Cited by A. Neave Bray,shaw, The 
Quakers: Their Story and Message (London: George Allen 
& Unwin, Ltd., 1946), p . 44. See also Geoffrey F. Nuttall, 
Studies in Christian Enthusiasm, Illustrated f'rom Early 
Quakerism (Pendle Hill, 1948), p . 18. In an aside , he 
writes, "Friends no longer speak thus of' 1 the Churches ,' 
which is a pity. " 
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Christian doctrine rather than a philosophical concept. 

w.w. Beach treats Quakerism in relationship to 

authority in his meaningf'ul dissertation, "The Meaning 

and Authority of' Conscience in Protestant Thought of' 

seventeenth Century England" (Yale, 1944). Fox is treated 

as a participant in this struggle. George Arthur Johnson 

in his thesis, "From Seeker to Finder: a study in Seven

teenth Century English Spiritualism bef'ore the Quakers", 

follows Nuttall is showing how the emphasis of the English 

"spirituals" differentiates them !'rom the broad category 

of' "mystics" into which Jones has placed them. Johnson 

attempts to show Fox as a leader in a "Finder" movement, 

not the f'inder of' "Seekers", alone. The factors making 
-

f'or spiritual growth are those inherent within Puritan-

ism, and. not necessarily dependent upon sixteenth century 

precedents.l 

While there have been references to the signif'icance 

of' Fox's concept of' the Church in these writings mentioned 

above, and others similar, yet it has not generally been given 

a place of paramount importance. Ruf'us M. Jones alludes 

to this importance in scattered passages throughout his 

pertinent works. He has concluded that the Quakers "gave 

the unorganized and inarticulate movement 11 of' the fP iritual 

reformers "a concrete body and organism."2 In a magazine 

l.George Arthur Johnson, "From Seeker to Finder: a 
Study in Seventeenth Century English Spiritualism Bef'ore the 
Quakers (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Chicago, 1948),p. 5. 

2Rufus M. Jones, Spiritual Ref'ormers in the 16th and 
17th Centuries (London: Macmillan, 1914), pp. 337ff. 
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Definitions and limitations 

The Church is considered as the Christian community, 

the corporate expression of Christian religion. The term 

is used, in this study, in both the visible and invisible 

connotations . The attempt is to find Fox's view of the 

Church a.nd not necessarily a normative New Testament or 

early Church view. The term is here used more in the 

sense of ekklesia-- an assembly of persons gathered in 

the name of Jesus, rather than in the sense of kuriakon--

the Lord's house. This study will not elaborate on the 

details of organization and history beyond that deemed 

necessary to show the general principles of the Church 

idea.l 

Using the ordinary methods of historical research 

and investigation the writer will attempt first to relate 

Fox to the search for authority going on in the seven-

teenth century. Then will follow investigation of Fox•s 

concept of the Church. in apostasy, the Church gathered 

out of the world, the Church in the world, the Church in 

history and a conclusion. 

l Arnold Lloyd, Quaker Social History, 1669-1738 
(London: Longmans, Green and Co., 1950) is excellent 
for such an elaboration. 

14 





Platonists and the Quakers appealed to inward authority-

the Platonists starting from reason and going to Spirit, 

and the Quakers starting from the Spirit whicb quickens 

human intui tion.l . 

Beach declares that the seyenteenth century saw the 

most honest and thoroughgoing attempt to arrive at the 

Protestant persuasion on the matter of mediate authority. 

For while all parties agreed to the sole Lordship of God 

over the conscience, and there was general unanimity in 

accepting the authority of the Bible as a sufficient guide 

for faith and practice, yet within this framework there 

were fundamental differences in Anglicanism, Presbyterian-

Purj. tanism, ·; and . Se.ctariail!Lsm.. -which relate to :the matter 

of mediate authority. All parties agreed in rejecting 

the pope. 

'I'he Anglican aim, as propounded by Laud, was that 

of relig ious unity, with the bishops ruling the whole church. 

"Unity of outward worship was the idol of Laud," writes 

Gardiner.3 Uniformity of practice could allow some variety 

of doctrinal expression. The system was monarchical. La u d 

shuddered before the impetuous assertion that Parliament, 

a lay assembly, could grasp such power and authority over reli-

lHenry Melvill Gwatkin , Church and State in England 
to the Death of Queen Anne (London: Longmans, l917),p. 340ff. 

2waldo Beach, " Freedom and Authority in Protestant 
Ethics," Journal of Religion (Vol. 32, April,l952)p. 112.f.f . 

3 s.R. Gardiner, The First Two Stuarts and the Puri-
tan Revolution, 1603-1660 (Ninth ed.; London: Longmans , 
Green & Co., 1890), p . 89. 
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concept of the Church was held high in the minds of the 

Puritan parties preceeding the Stuart period. He writes: 

I n Puritan thepry the chief human agency of sancti
fica·tion was the dhurch. It supplied the means of 
grace--preaching, fasts, and sacraments--and set the 
standard of moral discipline. The concept of the 
church therefore became the determining one for social 
and economic polity •••• to most Puritans, even 
the Independents, the church meant an established, 
endowed institution! They were reformers, not 
revolutionists ••• 

Puritanism was the catehpool of earlier English 

and continental reform movements. Calvin's shadow looms 

large, but so does that of Luther, through the Anabaptists. 

And within Puritanism various forms appeared-- Anglican, 

Presbyterian, Independent-- but the quest for authority 

ranged the parties according to their emphasis upon either 

the Word of Scriptures or the Word of experience. 

The sectarian spirit, or better, that of radical 

Puritanism2 gave varying degrees of emphasis upon the in

ward authentication by the Spirit. The "Inner Word" in

terprets the "Written Word." Beach asserts that the 
.. 

thinking of sectarianism "always remained within the 

framework of the authority of the Bible, but within that 

framework the authority of the ''Spirit' became more and 

more important."3 

lM. M. Knappen, Tudor Puritanism: A Chapter in the 
History of Idealism (Chicago: University Press, 1939), p. 401. 

2I think Troeltsch's labelling of the three forms 
of Chris tian community as Church, sect, and mysticism un
fortunately prejudicial. 

3waldo Beach, "The Meaning and Authority of Conscience 
in Protestant Thoughtof the Seventeenth Century England" 
(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Yale, 1944), p. 90. 
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••• one of the great creative periods in the his
tory of the West. To the extent that the modern 
world has been the reflection of a dominant Anglo
Saxon culture, these two decades MfY almost be said 
to have produced the modern world. 

The radical reformers, among whom Fox is numbered, 

were not simply running Calvinism's individualism out to 

the ragged edge. And despite the fact that many of the 

waves of popular revolution "were destined to run out 

upon the flats of sectarianism sunned by commercial pros

perity,"2 yet radical Puritanismwas looking for the city 

with foundations, whose· builder and maker is God. In 

their search for authority through the Inward Word they 

were also hunting for the Church. It will be well, then, 

to place Fox within the context of that search. 

"Lo Here, Lo There!" Movements Influencing Fox 

George Fox was born in July, 1624 at what is now 

Fenny Drayton, in Leicestershire. His parents were godly 

Puritans who had a tender regard for the religious needs of 

ihe1r ·son, George. The father was a weaver whose religious 

integrity earned for him nickname, "Righteous Christer." 

His mother was an upright woman from the Lago family, and 

of the "stock of martyrs"(which no doubt refers to the 

reign of Mary, 1555}. George attended the parish church 

with his parents until his nineteenth year, when unrest 

lHudson, ":Mystical Religion", Journal of Religion 
(Vol. 28), P• 51. 

2aaller, Rise of Puritanism, p. 272. 
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received this mystical e·mphasis through a radical Puritan

ism which sought the spiritual nature of the community of 

believers. Mysticism was part of the larger search for 

the Church. In Puritanism it was fused with Evangelicalism. 

It is Biblical mysticism ; and therein may lie the clue 

rather than in a definite historical succession of mystical 

ideas . Troeltsch's appraisal of the place of the Quakers 

is significant : 

All t hat remained of the mystical upheaval was "the 
Children of the Light" or the "Society of Friends" .. 
• • • -. In ··the final form of their doctrine they are 
the direct descendents of the spirituality of the 
Reformation period •••• In reality the Society of 
Friends represents the union of this mystical doc
trine [the presence of the Divine Light] with the 
Baptist ideal of the pure and holy voluntary commun
ity, based on genuine conversion and freedom from 
State control.I 

Mysticism was perhaps a more powerful leaven as 

it worked among individuals not necessarily associated 

with mystical communities. The movements described be-

low will show the md...ng-l:ing .. Qf mystical thought with Bibli-

cal Evangelicalism. 

3 . The Seekers. By 1652 such groups could be dis

covered in Yorkshire, the Lake district of Westmoreland 

and Lancashire, in the western counties, and in the heart 

o:f London. They "held the view that the true apostolic 

succession is revealed only when the members of the 

Church ••• exhibit in their lives the transformed nature 

and the dynamic qualities which characterized the 

lTroeltsch, Social Teaching, II, 780 . 
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