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Bearing Witness to the Quaker Peace Testimony in a Time of War 

 

Facilitated by the Seeds of War/Seeds of Peace working group from  

Raleigh Friends Meeting 

Description 

How is the Spirit leading us to act in a time of war, when over 6 million people have been 

forcibly displaced in Gaza, the West Bank, Iran, Lebanon, Israel, and in the wider region 

(recognizing the immense differences among these in both the damage and resources)? 

 

1. What are the early roots of the Quaker Peace Testimony? 

 

2. How has the Quaker Peace Testimony and our own discernment connected to the 

work that we have been doing and influenced our own personal spiritual journeys? 

 

3. How do each of these relate to our work for peace and justice in Palestine?   

 

4. How can we as Quakers model successful approaches to conflict transformation and 

peace? 

 

Centering Thoughts 
 

Queries on Peace from Philadelphia Faith & Practice 

A. How does our Meeting act to advance peace, to oppose violence, and to support the 

constructive use of authority in our community, our nation, and the world? 

B. What are we doing as a Meeting:  

a. To free our nation from militarization, so evident in our society and in its 

economy? 

b. To understand the causes of war and violence and to work for the 

development of the attitudes and institutions of peace? 

c. To recognize and correct the causes of war and violence within our 

communities, and to work toward overcoming separations and restoring 

wholeness? 

d. To increase the understanding and use of nonviolent approaches for the 

resolution of conflict? 

C. Since our peace testimony is not only opposition to active participation in war but a 

positive affirmation of the power of good to overcome evil, we must all seriously consider 

the implications of our employment, our investments, our payment of taxes, and our 

manner of living as they relate to violence.  We must become sensitive to the covert as well 

as the overt violence inherent in some of our long-established social practices and 

institutions, and we must attempt to change those elements which violate that of God in 

everyone. (Phil Yearly Meeting. 35) 
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Quaker Peace Testimony is rooted in early Quakerism 

A. George Fox records in his journal that, when asked by the Commonwealth to take up arms 

against Charles Stuart in 1651, he refused, “I told [the Commonwealth Commissioners] 

that I lived in the virtue of that life and power that took away the occasion of all wars.” 

(cited in London Yearly Meeting: 613) 

 

B. In 1661, Friends declared to Charles II: “We utterly deny all outward wars and strife, and 

fighting with outward weapons, for any end, or under any pretense whatsoever; this is our 

testimony to the whole world.” (cited in London Yearly Meeting. 614).   

 
John Woolman (1720-1772)  

John Woolman worked to address the plight of the poor, slavery, and causes of 

the Indian wars challenges us to not only avoid direct participation in war but to 

examine our indirect participation in war and violence.  

O, that we who declare against wars and acknowledge our trust to be in 

God only, may walk in the Light, and therein examine our foundation and 

motives in holding great estates! May we look upon our treasures and the 

furniture of our houses and the garments in which we array ourselves 

and try whether the seeds of war have nourishment in these our 

possessions or not. 

 
Lucretia Mott (1793-1880) 

“There can be no true peace without justice.” True Peace is the absence of direct violence 

and structural oppression and it is friendly relationships sustained by just institutions. She 

focused on education, equality of gender and race and loving care of children. At the end of 

a civil war, we cannot assume there is peace. We need to continue our efforts. 

Bayard Rustin  (1912-1987) 

The African American and gay Friend Bayard Rustin mentored Martin Luther King Jr. to 

adopt nonviolent strategies for the Civil Rights movement (Carbado & Weise, 2004). In the 

aftermath of the Harlem riots, Rustin (1966, p. 496) explained, "We pacifists urge 

nonviolence because if change toward justice is to take place, it must be in an atmosphere 

where creative conflict and debate are possible." 

 

Core Quaker principles and beliefs that guide and sustain our work– tested 

historically and relevant to our current situation of escalating war and 

inequality 

 

1. Belief in the presence of “That of God” in every person, variously termed Inner Light, 

Divine Light, Inner Guide, Seed of God. Hence the sacredness of human life and the 

optimistic view of human nature. As children of God. Humans of all ages, genders, and 

heritages are endowed with infinite worth and dignity and should have the opportunity to 
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develop their full human potential. According to Howard Britton “The evil results of 

war—hatred , brutality, callousness to suffering and deceit—are spiritual and moral 

rather than material.” (Brinton 164)  

 

Quakers seek to regenerate the inherent goodness in each of us rather than seeing 

humans as inherently evil.  

 

To trade freely with oppressors and, without labouring to dissuade from such 

unkind treatment, seek for gain by such traffic tends, I believe, to make them 

more easy respecting their conduct than they would be if the cause of universal 

righteousness was humbly and firmly attended to by those in general with whom 

they have commerce; and that complaint of the Lord by his prophet, “They have 

strengthened the hands of the wicked” [Ezek. 13:22], hath very often revived in 

my mind. . . .” (PM 157)  

 

2. Belief in equality.  

The African American and gay Friend Bayard Rustin mentored Martin Luther 

King Jr. to adopt nonviolent strategies for the Civil Rights movement (Carbado & 

Weise, 2004). In the aftermath of the Harlem riots, Rustin (1966, p. 496) 

explained, "We pacifists urge nonviolence because if change toward justice is to 

take place, it must be in an atmosphere where creative conflict and debate are 

possible. "Howard Brinton notes that equality was the first Quaker social 

testimony. The principle of equality has played a significant role for Quakers both 

in generating conflict and promoting peace. The value placed on equality created 

conflict for Quakers in the class-stratified-system of 17th century England. Friends 

refused the use of honorary titles that imply superiority of one person to another 

and refused to take off their hats to those recognized by others as higher rank. 

Quakers have structured our worship and business meetings to offer everyone to 

share messages from the Spirit. 

 

3. Living one’s beliefs even when illegal to laws of the state 

a. Early Quakers going to prison rather than observing hierarchy of the day, 

swearing an oath, Meeting for Worship outside the established state church 

(both in the colonies and England)  

b.  Note these examples of civil resistance or noncooperation are forms of 

nonviolent action 
 

4.  Speaking Truth to Power 

a. Both in speech and action 

b. Sharing the message to the world including the “evil doer” 

i. Woolman refraining from writing wills for slave holders 

ii. Taking his witness directly to slave holders 

 

5. Maintaining love for all persons including those causing harm 

a.  The Quaker testimony concerning war… is based ultimately on the 

conception of ‘that of God in every man’ to which the Christian in the 

presence of evil is called on to make appeal, following out a line of 

thought and conduct which, involving suffering as it may do, is, in the 



5 

long run, the most likely to reach to the inward witness and so change 

the evil mind into the right mind.  The result is not achieved by war. 

(Brayshaw, 1921 cited in (London Yearly Meeting. 606) 

b. Woolman's universal love for all persons obliterated any bitterness toward those 

following paths he considered responsible for causing suffering. As Moulton 

writes, his primary aim, of course, was to ease the plight of slaves. Sensitive to 

hardships of any kind, he was keenly aware of what they suffered. Yet he also 

sympathized with the spiritual plight of the slave holders, believing that to treat a 

person as a slave dimmed the owner's vision and depraved “the mind in like 

manner, and with as great a certainty, as prevailing cold congeals water” [PM 

237]. (PM 7-8) 
 

6. Providing aid to victims of war 

a. Friends supplied food and clothing to prisoners of war in the Irish war in 1690 

b.   Finns, who suffered from the British fleets which decimated the coast of Finland 

during the Crimean War, Boer families during the Boer War in 1900, World 

Wars I and II (including feeding over a million children in Germany), both sides 

in the Spanish Civil War, and both sides in Vietnamese War.  

 

7. Recognizing the systemic forces that are the causes of war and that Peace must include 

equality and justice. Peace cannot come from subordination, control, and military force. 

a. Lucretia Mott, “There can be no true peace without justice. 

b.”John Woolman was particularly visionary in recognizing the causes of war as 

social inequality and greed resulting in what we now term structural violence. 

(See Galtung 1969 and Davis 2003).  Woolman’s concerns included the plight of 

the poor, slavery, and causes of the Indian wars. He consistently admonished 

others to become aware of how our economic relationships with others (including 

those with whom we are only indirectly connected) provide the seeds of war 

unless changed to promote a more humane, socially just, and more peaceful 

world.  
 

Actions and Leadings related to these principles 

Broadly conceived, actions are responses to the movement of the Spirit in our lives. Actions are 

the steps we take to live into our sense of calling, our desire to make a difference in the world. 

Actions are everything we do to make our faith and our values visible and useful: 
 

1. Refuse to participate in or support war based on the belief in that of God in every person 

2. Recognize the equality of all persons – all persons’ lives are equally valued 

3. Educate ourselves and others 

4. Contact our Government representatives 

5. Call for a halt to military weapons to all parties 

6. Speak Truth to Power (naming genocide while loving everyone) 

7. Nonviolent noncooperation through Boycott, Divest, Sanction Movement or BDS 

(www.ethicalconsumer.org). Consider “Buycott as well as boycott. 

8. Providing aid to victims of war through UNRWA 

9. Help individuals get out of institutions that are pushing them to war 

http://www.ethicalconsumer.org/
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10. Support wider Quaker organizations such as FCNL and AFSC engaged in this work and 

signing onto their calls to recognize genocide and apartheid and to halt weapons to Israel 

11. Connect with others engaged in this work: Voices for Justice in Palestine, Jewish Voice for 

Peace, other faith groups 

12. Recognize we all are evolving – humility in our own work and acceptance of ‘imperfect’ 

allies 

13. Visit Palestine-Israel to see the land, talk with Palestinian and Israeli peacemakers and 

activists, gain a personal experience of the conditions on the ground; as Palestinians say, 

“Come and see; go and tell” 

14. Read Palestine-Israel books and articles that deepen your education 

15. Seek out webinars and films that highlight aspects largely hidden from the American public, 

discuss with friends, family, and colleagues  

16. Connect with, and support with your time, talent, and treasure, local and national 

organizations working on Palestine-Israel issues and projects 

17. Consciously develop personal relationships with Palestinians, explore their history and 

culture, and learn their individual stories  

18. Hold in the Light all those who are suffering in Palestine-Israel 

19. Make a financial donation to a charitable organization that is alleviating suffering in Gaza 

and/or the occupied West Bank (VJP recommends: Doctors Without Borders, Middle East 

Children’s Alliance (MECA) United Nations Relief Works Administration (UNRWA), 

Gaza Central Kitchen) 

20. Join a legislative advocacy team sharing your concerns with political representatives and 

working for specific policy changes 

21. Form a group within your meeting that focuses on this issue 

22. Sign on to an open letter advocating for peace with justice in Palestine-Israel 

23. Wear a keffiyeh or Palestine-messaged t-shirts/sweatshirts “Wear your support” 

24. Write a letter to the editor or an op-ed about Palestine-Israel 

25. Support civil society efforts (“The Gaza Tribunal”) to apply international law and 

governmental sanctions to the genocide in Gaz 

26. Attend public demonstrations, rallies, or vigils 

27. Engage in nonviolent civil disobedience/direct action to disrupt “business-as-usual” and call 

attention to “the fierce urgency of now”; be a support person for those who are getting 

arrested 

28. Commit to intentional self-care to avoid burnout and cultivate the skills to sustain a long-

haul investment of yourself in peace and justice work; immersion in natural beauty, art, 

music, retreats, journaling, massage, taking a break 

 

Sources: 

 

o American Friends Service Committee (afsc.org), Friends Committee on National 

Legislation (fcnl.org), Jewish Voice for Peace (jewishvoiceforpeace.org), American 

Muslims for Palestine (ampalestine.org) Institute for Middle East Understanding 

(imeu.org), US Campaign for Palestinian Rights (uscpr.org) Christians for Middle East 

Peace (cmep.org), Voices for Justice in Palestine (vjp.org) 

 

o Mondoweiss, Drop Site News, The Intercept, Electronic Intifada, The Grayzone, Al 

Jazeera English, Democracy Now – The War and Peace Report, Zeteo 
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o The work of independent journalists/authors – Chris Hedges, Caitlin Johnstone, Jonathan 

Cook, Aaron Mate, Max Blumenthal, Norman Finkelstein, Katie Halper, Ralph Nader, 

Peter Beinart, Medea Benjamin, Ilan Pappe, Gabor Mate, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Noura 

Erakat, Angela Davis, John Mearshimer 

 

 

Partial List of Sources 

 

American Friends Service Committee 

 www.AFSC.org 

 

Friends Committee for National Legislation 

 www.fcnl.org 

 

Chenoweth, Erica & Maria Stephan  

2011 Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict. 

Columbia Univ Press: NY 

A quantitative study of 323 violent and nonviolent resistance campaigns 

between 1900 and 2006. 
 

Davis, Vernie 

2003 John Woolman and Structural Violence, in The Tendering Presence: Essays 

on John Woolman. Edited by Mike Heller. Pendle Hill: Philadelphia. 
 

Galtung, Johan 

1969 Violence, Peace, and Peace Research, in Journal of Peace Research. Sage 

Publishers: London, pp 167-191. 
 

 

King, Martin Luther, Jr.  

1963 Loving Your Enemies, in Strength to Love. Fortress Press: Philadelphia. 

1964  Letter from Birmingham Jail, in Why We Can’t Wait. Penguin Press: London 

 

Philadelphia Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends    

2017 Faith and Practice. Philadelphia Yearly Meeting. 
 

Voices for Justice in Palestine 

vjp.org 

 

Jewish Voices for Peace 

 https://www.jewishvoiceforpeace.org/ 

 

"Watermelon Pictures" watermelonpictures.com  

http://www.afsc.org/
http://www.fcnl.org/
http://vjp.org/
https://www.jewishvoiceforpeace.org/
http://watermelonpictures.com/
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Additonal Sources 

o American Friends Service Committee (afsc.org), Friends Committee on National 

Legislation (fcnl.org), Jewish Voice for Peace (jewishvoiceforpeace.org), American 

Muslims for Palestine (ampalestine.org) Institute for Middle East Understanding 

(imeu.org), US Campaign for Palestinian Rights (uscpr.org) Christians for Middle East 

Peace (cmep.org), Voices for Justice in Palestine (vjp.org) 

 

o Mondoweiss, Drop Site News, The Intercept, Electronic Intifada, The Grayzone, Al 

Jazeera English, Democracy Now – The War and Peace Report, Zeteo 

 

o The work of independent journalists/authors – Chris Hedges, Caitlin Johnstone, Jonathan 

Cook, Aaron Mate, Max Blumenthal, Norman Finkelstein, Katie Halper, Ralph Nader, 

Peter Beinart, Medea Benjamin, Ilan Pappe, Gabor Mate, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Noura 

Erakat, Angela Davis, John Mearshimer 

 

 

 


