
51 

D I S C E R N M E N T  IN THE 
QUAKER TRADITION 

B y J O  F A R R O W  

DO NOT WRITE as a Quaker historian. Nor do I write as 
someone who has had a long association with the Society of 

Fr iends .  The history I have attempted to trace, the selection 
I have made from the foundation documents of the Society 

are my personal excavations and do not represent any kind of 
official statement about discernment in the Quaker tradition. They 
are simply my own attempts to understand that tradition and 
wrestle with some of the internal contradictions and paradoxes 
which have made its history both fascinating and confusing. 

In the wider context of Christian spirituality the term 'discern- 
ment '  has a number of specialized meanings. It may refer to the 
charismatic gift of being able to discriminate in spiritual matters, 
(I Cor 12,10). Or it may refer to the way in which the charism 
has been developed within the monastic tradition generally, or to 
the more particular and systematic use made of it in Ignatian 
spirituality. 

A holy experiment in spiritual guidance 
I imagine that it would be difficult to isolate discernment in 

Ignatian spirituality from the tradition itself and this is equally 
true of the Quaker way. There is a sense in which discernment is 
the Quaker tradition, and in a communal as well as an individual 
context. The Society of Friends has been described by one of its 
historians as a 'holy experiment in spiritual guidance'. There is 
no doubt that early Friends saw themselves as living in a new age 
of the Spirit, conducting an experiment in Christian community 
and holy obedience which was designed to be a 'new age '  model 
of Apostolic Christianity, as sensitive and obedient to the leadings 
of the Holy Spirit as they believed the New Testament Church 
had been. 

Those who have slightly more romantic views of our beginnings 
would see the Quaker experiment as a quantum leap from formal, 
institutional Christianity to a dynamic model which represented a 
new departure, in sharp discontinuity with the faith and practice 
of the historic Churches. No doubt it felt like that to those 
who had left the familiar ecclesiastic structures of mainstream 
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Christianity behind to embark on a spiritual experiment without 
the aid of formal affirmations of faith, without liturgy or ritual, 
without priests or spiritual directors, without holy image or ikon 
or indeed any outward aids to inward devotion. 

In retrospect it is easier to see that the leap was less dramatic 
and represented a logical extension of radical Puritanism, what 
someone has described as the 'fag end' of the Reformation. The 
early Quakers or 'Children of the Light '  as they called themselves 
initially, came into existence as a recognizable religious group 
during a period of intense speculation and excitement about the 
place of the Holy Spirit in the ordering of Church life. Emphasis 
on the inward nature of religion, stress on the inner work of the 
Spirit, speculations about whether the authority of the Spirit was 
paramount,  were part of the ferment of religious thought at the 
turn of the seventeenth century and in many ways the emergence 
of the Society of Friends was the logical outcome of passionate 
Puritan interest in a re-discovered doctrine of the Holy Spirit. 

Nor, as Geoffrey Nuttall observes, was there anything fortuitous 
about this return of interest in the nature and activity of the Spirit. 

Only through such a revolution as was effected by the break-up 
of the Middle Ages was Such a recovery possible. The ecclesiastic 
system, with its centralization in an ultimate, single authority, 
was dissolved. The Bible was translated into the vernacular, for 
men to read, unchecked. The Renaissance of learning encouraged 
men to think for themselves and the spirit of individualism became 
as potent in theological as in other mental disciplines.1 

Other influences were at work in Puritan England in the seven- 
teenth century which, combined with a passionate interest in the 
nature of the New Testament Church, a profound discontent with 
institutional Christianity and the new spirit of independent enquiry, 
provided the yeasty ferment out of which the Quaker movement, 
along with other dissident sects and reformed church groups, arose. 
It would have been surprising had it been otherwise. 

There is no clear evidence that George Fox, whose charismatic 
gifts enabled the movement to identify and establish itself, had 
come into close contact with the works of continental mystics and 
spiritual reformers who had written about the Inner Light, the 
Seed of God in the human heart, the birthing of God in the inner 
life of a human being. But the groundswell of spiritual awareness 
which they represented was making itself felt in seventeenth- 
century England. The writings of men like Hans Denck, Sebastian 
Franck, Meister Eckhart, Jacob Boehme and earlier mystics were 
being translated and interpreted in England during the first half 
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of the century. It is unlikely that Fox was unaware of this ferment 
of new ideas and religious exploration. He must have heard 
reference to them during the period of intense searching when he 
moved in and out of some of the new religious groups. 

On the continent the movement culminated in the formation of a 
body of Christians known as 'Collegiants' or 'Seekers'. They had 
only the loosest organization, no ordained clergy, no sacraments, 
no creeds, no ritual. They met on Sundays for divine worship, 
sitting for the most part in silence but having an occasional prayer 
or public 'message' as someone felt 'moved' to speak. 2 

It was among the Westmorland 'Seekers' that George Fox found 
the enthusiastic support and spiritual sympathy for which he had 
searched so desperately. They became the nucleus of the Quaker  
movement in the north of England and their practice of silent 
waiting on God for leading became the model for the Quaker  
experiment in spiritual guidance. 

This I knew experimentally 
It is impossible to understand the holy experiment in discernment 

which the Society of Friends represents without knowing something 
about the spiritual experiences of George Fox and the way in 
which he interpreted them in formulating his mesage. He  was the 
product of a Puritan family and a Puritan culture and, although 
he rejected much of its Calvinistic theology, it is not difficult to 
see the influence of his religious background in the style of ethical 
mysticism which he developed. 

He  was a confused and solitary adolescent when he left his 
childhood home and began to try and find his way to a personal 
faith. He  wandered from one religious group to another, appealing 
to anyone Who might be expected to provide an answer to his 
questions about reality in religion. None of the answers came near 
to satisfying his desperate spiritual hunger. Much of the time he 
spent in solitary bible study, searching the scriptures to see whether 
there was something in them which would speak directly to his 
need. 

Eventually and, as he observed, without the help of any spiritual 
director or counsellor, he found the thing he most needed. At the 
very moment  when he felt that nothing and no one could help 
him, he found himself addressed at the deepest level of his being. 
A voice deep within him seemed to be saying, 'There is one, even 
Christ Jesus, that can speak to thy  condkion, and when I heard it 
my heart did leap for joyI He concludes his account of this 
experience, 'And this I knew experimentally'.  3 
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On the face of it there is nothing to distinguish his conversion 
experience from that of Christians in every age who discover that 
the things they have known in theory have suddenly become a 
matter of inward conviction, a knowing from the inside rather 
than a knowing about. Why was this particular experience so 
significant for George Fox that he believed himself entrusted with 
a new and revolutionary gospel message? At one level perhaps it 
was like the experience of falling in love. It felt just as overwhelming 
and novel as though it had never happened to anyone else in quite 
the same way. 

But the thing that seemed most important to George Fox was 
the way it had happened: It had not taken place in a church or in 
a revival meeting. No one had been there preaching or giving him 
counsel. It had not been when he was meditating on some holy 
book or during a religious retreat or time of formal prayer. He 
felt that it had come to him when he had nothing outwardly to 
help him at all. Whatever tutoring he had received had all been 
done inwardly. 

He was not a biblical scholar, though he knew the bible well. 
He was not at all knowledgeable about Church history or systematic 
theology. What  had happened to him was so vivid and fresh that 
it seemed like a new beginning or like living in the Apostolic age 
in the aftermath of Pentecost. His inward" conviction seemed to 
have sprung clear and fresh as if it owed nothing at all to the 
religious nature of his childhood or his own solitary bible study. 
It seemed to be the result of an inward process of knowing. It was 
this profound conviction that he had discovered what he needed 
to know within himself, his only tutor the inward Spirit, an Inward 
Light; which led him to the conclusion that this was all that was 
really necessary for salvation. And if it could happen to him, 
counselled by no one but the Christ within, it could happen to 
anyone. Like him they could find the scriptures suddenly open to 
them and it could happen to them at any time or in any place. 

There have been few religious reformers or spiritual leaders who 
have been able to resist the conclusion that their own vivid religious 
experiences provide general principles or guidelines for others. The 
more overwhelming or life-transforming they are, the more intense 
is the desire to transmit them to other people and urge their 
adoption as a blueprint for a new kind of spiritual life. 

George Fox was sure that he had been spiritually equipped to call 
the whole Church back to Apostolic faith, to 'primitive Christianity 
revived'. He was able, at least initially, to avoid some of the more 
obvious dangers of generalizing from the particular simply because 
the essence of his preaching was an open invitation to others to 
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rely on Chr is t  to be  their  inward  teacher .  ' Ch r i s t  is come  to teach 
his people  h imse l f '  was the m a i n  b u r d e n  of  his ear ly p reach ing  
and  his Journal is full o f  references to this aspect  of  his message  
and  his p ro found  bel ief  that  his heare rs  could find their  own way  
to the t ru th  within.  

I was to turn them to the grace of God and to the truth in the 
heart. 
I spoke . . . of their teacher within them and how the Lord was 
come to teach them himself. 
And all the people were very loving and they would have had me 
come again in the weekday and preach amongst them: but I 
directed them to their teacher, Christ Jesus, and so passed away! 4 

Yet  in ano the r  sense Q u a k e r  spir i tual i ty bears  the indelible 
impr in t  of  Geo r ge  Fox ' s  par t icular ,  and  somewha t  pecul iar  
in te rpre ta t ion  of  spiri tual  guidance  and  it cont inues  to suffer f rom 
the tensions and  contradic t ions  crea ted  b y  his total  rel iance on  
u n m e d i a t e d  spiri tual  direct ion and  his deep distrust  of  h u m a n  
learning.  

The politics of paradise 
T h e  Deser t  Fa thers  bel ieved that  in their  r e tu rn  to the simplici ty 

of  the deser t  they  would  re-d iscover  an  inward  Eden ,  a new-found  
paradise  of  the spirit.  George  Fox in te rp re ted  the biblical p romises  
of  re -genera t ion  m u c h  m o r e  literally, bel ieving that  they  conta ined  
the hope  tha t  all the consequences  of  h u m a n  disobedience Could 
be  totally reversed  in this life. In  his Journal he gives us  an account  
of  his r e tu rn  to parad ise  and,  a l though he is aware  that  what  he 
is descr ib ing is a deep  spir i tual  experience,  he t ranslates  it in t e rms  
of  its social implicat ions.  T h e  ethical content  of  his v is ionary  
awareness  has  con t inued  to be  a m a j o r  s t rand in Q u a k e r  discern- 
m e n t  of  the leadings of  the spirit. 

Now I was come up in spirit through the flaming sword into the 
Paradise of God. All things were new, and all creation gave 
another smell unto me than before, beyond that words can utter. 
I knew nothing but pureness and innocency and righteousness 
being renewed up into the image of God by Christ Jesus, so that 
I was come up into the state of Adam which he was in before he 
fell. The creation was opened to me, and it was showed me how 
all things had their names given them according to their nature 
and virtue. And I was at a stand in my mind whether I should 
practise physic for the good of all . . .5 

Even tua l ly  it b e c a m e  clear  to h i m  that  be ing  a physic ian was 
not  his vocat ion.  Ins tead  he came  to u n d e r s t a n d  it a s  a prophet ic  
one in which  he was called to p roc la im the politics of  paradise .  
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. . . to turn people to that inward light, spirk, grace, by which all 
might know their salvation and their way to God . . . that they 
might visit the fatherless, the widows and the strangers . . . and 
then there might not be so many beggars, the sight of whom often 
grieved my heart. 6 

This blend of mystical experience and social concern has been 
a characteristic of Quaker spirituality from its beginning. The 
earliest attempts to formulate a discipline for the newly established 
meetings emphasized the social implications of commitment to the 
Quaker way in making practical arrangements for the care of 
widows, orphans and any who were in special need. Simplicity of 
dress and life style were not initially attempts to be peculiar or 
different from others but to show that Friends had identified 
themselves with the plight of the poor and wanted to protest against 
the social extravagances of wealthy and more privileged members 
of society. 

Although twentieth-century Friends would find it difficult to 
interpret scripture as literally or naively as George Fox did, they 
recognize themselves as being part of a mystical and prophetic 
tradition which links the experience of living in a new world, 
(whether it be the apocalyptic vision of a new heaven and a new 
earth or the peaceable kingdom of Isaiah's vision), with the need 
to put that vision into practice in quite down to earth ways. In 
their continued concern for penal reform, care of the mentally 
sick, for relief work in disaster areas and efforts to mediate between 
those involved in international conflict they are still concerned with 
the politics of paradise and would readily agree with William Penn 
that 'True godliness don' t  turn men out of the world, but enables 
them to live better in it, and excites their endeavours to mend it'. 7 

Discernment in early Quaker practice was based on a convi.ction 
that it was possible for human beings to be restored to the moral 
perfection of Adam and Eve before their fall into disobedience and  
to know the mind of God in a direct and unmediated way. All 
that was required, they believed, was a silent waiting on God, an 
openness to the spirit and a willingness to be obedient when the 
inward leading of the spirit became clear. They adopted the 
'Seeker' model in their worship because it was judged to be the 
purest form of worship in which the primal conversation between 
God and human beings could be re-articulated. 

In practice this naive view of revelation proved to be an acute 
source of embarrassment to meetings who were constantly faced 
with the problem of those who !walked disorderly' i.e. whose 
practice fell noticeably short of an Eden-like purity or whose 
enthusiasm led them into extravagant or ill-advised ventures. In 
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order  to deal  with these p rob lems ,  m o r e  spir i tually m a t u r e  Fr iends  
were  charged  with  responsibi l i ty  for giving counsel  to the meet ings  
and  a n u m b e r  of  tests were  fo rmu la t ed  to help m e m b e r s  to discern 
the reliabili ty of  individual  leadings.  

A discipline of waiting 
' W a i t i n g '  is one of  the key  words  in the Q u a k e r  unde r s t and ing  

of  d i sce rnment  and  l inked with pat ience  it const i tu ted one of  the 
m a j o r  tests of  whe the r  an  individual  leading represen ted  a genuine  
p r o m p t i n g  of  the spirit.  

George  Fox was shrewd enough  to realize that  less m a t u r e  
Fr iends  would  often be  t e m p t e d  to imi ta te  those whose spiri tual  
unde r s t and ing  was m u c h  greater ,  and  that  those who  had  been  
g iven c learer  insight  or  deep  spir i tual  exper iences  migh t  be  t emp ted  
to act as pace -make r s  wi th in  the meet ings .  His  pas tora l  letters to 
newly establ ished mee t ings  are punc tua t ed  with advice abou t  
wait ing.  

Everyone in your measure wait upon God who is the true 
Shepherd, and leads his flock into the green pastures; and fresh 
springs he opens daily. This ye will see and experience. 
• . . wait in the light which comes from Christ that with it ye may 
receive the life. 
Therefore wait in your measure to know the Scripture fulfilled in 
you . . .  wait in the measure of the Spirit to learn of Him,  as 
they did which gave the Scripture forth . . .8 

Alexander  Parker ,  a close c o m p a n i o n  of  George  Fox, wrote  a 
let ter  to Fr iends  which  is bo th  a classic descr ipt ion of  Q u a k e r  
worship  and  also il lustrates the stress on a discipline of  wai t ing  
which is still an  essential  e l ement  in Mee t ings  for Worsh ip  as well 
as in Q u a k e r  business  meetings•  

The first that enters into the place of your meeting, be not careless, 
nor wander up and down either in body or mind, but innocently 
sit down in some place and turn thy mind to the light and wait 
upon God simply, as if none were present but the Lord . . . Then 
the next that comes in, let them in simplicity of heart sk down 
and turn in to the same light, and wait in the spirk; so all the 
rest coming in, in the fear of the Lord, sit down in pure stillness 
and silence of all flesh, and wait in the light . . . Those who are 
brought to a pure still waiting upon God in the spirit are come 
nearer to God than words are . . .9 

I n  mee t ings  for church  affairs, at  local and  nat ional  level, it is 
still i m p o r t a n t  to Fr iends  tha t  they  wai t  unt i l  a decision is reached  
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which commends itself to all members of the meeting. It is the 
responsibility of the Clerk to be sensitive to what Friends describe 
as 'the sense of the meeting' and to record a Minute which reflects 
the unity which has been reached. It may mean that a very long 
process of waiting and listening is involved that is irksome to those 
who believe they can see very clearly how things should proceed. 
But the 'test of unity'  is another of the ways in which Friends 
have judged whether there has been a true discerning of the will 
of God. It was inconceivable to  the first O uakers that being 
inwardly led by the spirit would lead them into conflict with one 
another or that the light would contradict itself by prompting 
people to conflicting actions. They did not perhaps understand 
that conflict may be creative, or may need to be expressed and 
worked through, before real unity can be achieved, but they were 
right in sensing that the fruits of the spirit were those which enable 
human beings to be in harmony with one another. 

Another, and perhaps less wholesome, test of inward leading 
was whether the way in which an individual was being led was 
likely to involve them in suffering and humiliation. The 'test of 
the cross', or of the 'moral purity' of their intention was defined 
in terms of the degree of self-renunciation involved. If  it was the 
one thing which the person concerned found hardest to do and 
ran contrary to all their natural inclinations, it was judged likely 
that their inward prompting was a genuine response to the spirit. 
It did not seem to occur to them that there was any inconsistency 
between their image of God as merciful and full of tender regard 
for them, and the idea that they could best show their obedience 
by doing only those things which they most disliked or those which 
would bring them the greatest personal suffering. They had not- 
quite shaken off the more oppressive elements of their Puritan 
culture at ~ that point and found it hard to grasp the fact that being 
merciful and kind to oneself might also be a proper response to 
God. 

Laboratories of the Holy Spirit 
Douglas Steere, an American Friend, has described Quaker 

meetings as 'laboratories of the Holy Spirit'. It seems to me to be 
a very good description of the pragmatic way in which Friends 
have tested and developed their holy experiment in spiritual guid- 
ance. Early convictions about infallible guidance proved untenable 
and had to be discarded. The emphasis on individual inspiration 
had to be modified in the light of experience and a form of church 
government introduced which required of Friends a willingness to 
submit their personal leadings to the test of corporate discernment. 
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The Society of Friends, like any movement which lays stress on 
the inward nature of religion, has always been at risk from the 
dangers of individual excess and self-deception. But the dangers 
were minimized to some extent by an emphasis on the ethical 
nature of the light within. For in spite of its stress on inwardness, 
discernment in the Quaker tradition has not been about subjective 
states of mind and very little attention has been given to feelings 
of desolation or consolation. Unlike Ignatian spirituality which 
explores both states and draws inferences from them, Quaker 
spirituality has been very little concerned with the affective life. It 
is both its strength and its weakness that it has been more pre- 
occupied wkh the ethical demands of the inward light and has not 
chosen to concern itself with the emotional life. 

One reason for this neglect stems from the way in which George 
Fox chose to define the functions of the light within. He believed 
that it had a two-fold purpose as (1) that which shows a person 
evil, and (2) that which brings people into unky.  'I t  is the function 
of the light in convincing a man of sin that Fox uses as . . . his 
practical working definition of the light. '1° 

Superficially this does not sound very different from the Calvin- 
istic view that it was the grace of God which first convicts people 
of sin and then allows them to know that througia the mercy of 
God in Christ they are forgiven. There is, however, a crucial 
difference. Calvinistic theology assumed the depravity of human 
nature and ks continued bias towards evil even after conversion. 
George Fox, with a more optimistic view of the human potential, 
assumed that becoming aware of the inner darkness and bringing 
it into the light was the first crucial stage in a process of transfor- 
mation which led to wholeness or perfection. The function of the 
light was to reveal the inward disorder, stimulate the growth of 
the Seed of God and release the power or psychological energy 
needed to begin a new kind of life. 

There is ample evidence that those who found their way into 
the early Quaker meetings were aware of this creative energy at 
work. Isaac Pennington wrote of his first encounter with Friends, 
'When I came, I felt the presence and power of the Most High 
among them and words of truth from the Spirit of truth reaching 
to my heart . . . I fek the dead quickened and the seed raised.'ll 

In the Protestant mysticism of George Fox the light is the agent 
of discernment and its function is not to distinguish between inner 
states or to draw inferences from them about the absence or 
presence of God, but simply to enable a person to  discriminate 
between good and evil, between right and wrong choices, moral 
behaviour and that which is out of the light. 'To be a Christian 
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consists not in feeling, but in following; not in ecstasy but in 
obedience. '12 

Friends have not used the language of mysticism which speaks 
of the union of the soul with God but they have been concerned 
with unity. The only other function of the light which is stressed 
by George Fox, and continues to have special significance for 
Friends, is that it brings people into unity. The unity of creation 
was an important aspect of his spiritual experience. To be living 
in the light implied a restoration of the primal harmony of creation 
as God  intended it, a unity between human beings in their 
relationships with one another, with the rest of creation and with 
God. 

If Quaker  meetings are in any real sense laboratories of the 
Holy Spirit, it is in the sense they provide a space in which Friends 
can explore the meaning of holy obedience and test their findings 
in a process which involves every member  of the meeting in the 
exercise of corporate discernment. 

Sometimes the unity which is so important to Friends is experi- 
enced in a meeting for worship when the discipline of silent waiting 
on God draws them into a much deeper silence in which they feel 
bound together in a profound unity of the spirit. Friends describe 
such meetings as being 'gathered' .  Sometimes a meeting never 
reaches that kind of quiet intensity. When it does happen it is 
quite indescribable, though I am not as convinced as some Friends 
that the object of worship is to have such profound experiences as 
a regular diet. 

In meetings for church affairs the sense of unity is often a by- 
product of the process of searching together to find the right way 
forward on some particular issue. In an earlier section I have tried 
to say something about the way in which decisions are reached in 
Quaker business meetings and how important it is to Friends that 
no decision is taken unless the meeting as a whole is able to unite 
with it. I have moments when I wonder about the rather high cost 
of maintaining our unity. There have been moments in our history 
(and not too distant) when we have preserved it by the simple 
expedient of excluding, i.e. 'disowning' the non-conformist 
Quaker. 

In order to survive as a cohesive group Friends accepted a 
minimal hierarchical structure and carefully formulated guidelines 
for the conduct of meetings, including the appointment of more 
mature Friends to have general oversight of them. 

Not surprisingly there were some Friends in the seventeenth 
century who saw this quite minimal superstructure as a betrayal 
of the early Quaker  message and a return to the forms of insti- 
tutional Church life from which they felt they had been liberated. 
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A letter  f rom Fr iends  in the D u r h a m  area  in 1662 art iculates 
this sense of  d i smay .  

• . . let us all in the simplicity of Truth  . . . abide and dwell, and 
in the liberty Christ Jesus hath made us free, stand fast, that we 
be not again led back into the errors of those that went before us, 
who left the power and got into the form . . . that no footsteps be 
left for those that shall come a f t e r . . ,  but that all may be directed 
[by] the Truth,  in it to live and walk, and by it to be guided: that 
none may look back at us, nor have an eye behind them: but that 
all may look forward, waiting in the spirit for the revelation of 
those glorious things which are to be made manifest to them. 13 

Wi l l i am Char les  Bra i thwai te ,  c o m m e n t i n g  on  the cont roversy  
be tween  the conformis ts  who  accepted  the necessity of  establ ishing 
the new s t ructure ,  and  those who opposed  it and  were  regarded  
as heretical ,  observes:  

when we remember the quenching of the Spirit, so like the  case 
of the early church, which attended the substitution of Quaker 
discipline for Quaker  faith we cannot help feeling that a more 
wisely directed criticism might have materially improved the 
church system, which Fox set on foot. 14 

W a s  it, as Brai thwai te ,  suggests,  a h a r d e n i n g  of  the spiri tual 
arteries and  ' ough te r i e s '  of  the Society of  Fr iends.  O r  was it s imply  
the next  phase  in wha t  he  chose to describe as a holy exper iment?  
In  his S w a r t h m o r e  Lec tu re  it is clear  that  he bel ieved that  the 
expe r imen t  had  only par t ia l ly  succeeded• 

Inward guidance . . . has during a large part of our history, not 
been allowed full operation. It  has been hampered especially by 
the over-emphasis on conformity to tradition and by the distrust 
of learning. Accordingly its best expression has at times been 
found first in the private affairs of mens '  lives, where the difficult 
choice between the right and wrong path depends . . . upon a 
single hearted discerning of the light and obedience to its leadings. 15 

Pau l  Lacey ,  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  A m e r i c a n  Fr iend  illustrates very  
clearly Bra i thwai te ' s  final c o m m e n t :  ' M y  first leading . . .  was 
t h rough  the evident  goodness  and  effectiveness of  a g roup  of 
Fr iends  and  the peacefulness  of  a mee t ing ' •  H e  describes his 
con t inu ing  associat ion with  Fr iends  and  the way  in which he was 
compel led  to wrestle wi th  the impl icat ions  of  Q u a k e r  belief, and  in 
par t icu lar  the possible impl ica t ions  for h i m  of  the peace  tes t imony.  

For weeks I felt haunted by the question . . . this long period of 
constant worry culminated in one sleepless night which I spent 
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arguing with myself, going over the arguments of others, praying 
for guidance and being afraid that I might have my prayers 
answered. Finally, early in the morning, I knew I had crossed a 
line . . . I knew that I would have to declare myself a conscientious 
objector and give up reliance on force to accomplish things--for 
the rest of my life. When I acknowledged that the commitment 
had been made, I did not feel any inner peace, I knew my decision 
would cut me off from some members of my family and might 
even require that I go to prison . . .  suddenly .I was utterly 
defenceless in a violent world, and for a long time I went through 
my days fearful of what it meant to have disarmed myself. ~6 

It is a classic example  of  discernment in the Quaker  tradit ion--  
the ethical demand,  the inward wrestling, and the way found to 
m o v e  forward in obedience.  
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