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   Though reality is all around us, people have always preferred to 
live in a virtual reality of their own making.  There was, however, a 
strange group of people who arose in England in the mid-17th century.  
They didn’t fit in socially.  And they scorned all of the available 
religions known to them.  This included all the branches of 
Christianity. They considered the steeple houses, the creeds, the 
hireling priests, the sacraments and rituals all to be an abomination 
and corruption.  They were certain that these religions were 
deceptions that shut people into a virtual reality and away from any 
real spiritual life.  They had a new vision that arose from within 
them, not from what they might have been told.  They gathered in homes 
and in open places, sitting or standing in silence.  Sometimes these 
odd folks came into the local churches and castigated the people there 
for being all wrong in their religious practice.  They often got beat 
up or thrown out.  They claimed to have a new authority called an 
inward light.  They said what mattered was being true to the Inward 
Light found in silence.  They had a life changing vision. What worried 
people around them was that this group of “light” folks kept growing 
until there were hundreds of them. And this group challenged the 
virtual reality constructed by the society around them. 
   I think it is hard for us today to realize just how radical this 
vision was and how much it worried the people around them.  The group 
grew even larger and seemed to be everywhere.  And they survived harsh 
persecution.  Yet in time, the threat was contained.  In three 
decades, this group changed and they became themselves another 
Christian denomination.   They became Quakers. So, what was this 
vision all about?  What caused the change?  Who were some of the 
changers? 

What was the vision of this early group?    

1. The Children of the Light didn’t peddle a belief system.  They 
taught a practice they had learned by experience.  They had had 
intense experiences coming out of the practice of sitting in 
silence without words to guide.  G. Fox, “Your teacher is inside 
you don’t look outside.”  This practice brought them to a new 
connection to reality where they saw the world around them 
differently.  In the light of this experience, they discovered 
they had been deceiving themselves and their self-deceptions were 
made plain.  They found that this experience repeated was all the 
guidance they needed to act without fear or confusion. For them 
it was the completely sufficient and the single necessity for a 
spiritual life.  They trusted the guidance of this experience and 
its absolute rule over any other authority that might guide 
people’s lives.  They called it an Inward Light. 
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2. This Inward Light caused them to know that they had been in a 
condition that cut them off from reality by being caught in a 
virtual reality.  That virtual reality was the beliefs, 
presumption, religions and culture of the human society around 
them (they called it “the world”). They knew they had suffered 
from this condition and that others suffered likewise. They could 
see clearly that the practices that showed respect to the 
hierarchical authorities around them (you know, hat honor, and 
the second person plural) were false and vile.  So, they said 
thee and did not take off their hats to their supposed superiors.  
They condemned the religious practices of the churches around 
them and refused to pay church tithes.  In addition to their 
awareness of the deceptions of the society around them, they knew 
they had added deceits and beliefs of their own causing them to 
live in a virtual reality of their own making.  They came to 
understand that these self-deceptions were what had caused them 
to pursue the follies of rank, privilege, pleasure, power and 
pride which generate the turmoil and violence of human society.  
They found they had been following a set of beliefs which had 
hardened and generated a self or ego as their life guide.  They 
realized that this self and its lack of humility was a permanent 
barrier between them and reality itself (they called reality 
Truth).  They learned that they needed to be and could be cured 
of this condition.  And they let that self go.  And they found 
peace. 

3. By their personal experience they were convinced that all people 
universally and unknowingly suffered from the same condition that 
had afflicted them. They knew that all the organized religions 
played a major role in fostering this affliction of a virtual 
reality.  Because they had recovered from this condition 
themselves, they knew from their own experience there was a way 
to overcome this condition.  They had a method and they knew it 
worked because they had seen it work in themselves and others.  
The method was to stop their dependence on the notions they had 
been fed or conjured up by themselves. They sat in silence (both 
inside and outside) for long periods of time, until the sense of 
self or ego was set aside and they were able to find a compelling 
understanding of reality or truth that would serve as their 
guide.  Their mission became making this method and vision 
available to everyone.  That mission wasn’t just to correct 
corrupt Christianity but all religions. They sent emissaries to 
The Sultan and the Pope and wrote pamphlets to the Jews. 

Silence 

This early vision in its full power did not last.  There were several 
forces that changed this vision into a religious sect. 

   The Children of the Light hoped that their life and behavior would 
change those around them.  But they were perceived as threat.  Their 
Inward Christ or Inward Light was seen as threat to Christians and 
England was a Christian country. All the Christian groups around them 
had a theology based on the long-ago bloody sacrifice of a divine 
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being.  The Children wanted a Light that guided them now.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
Thus, the Children of the Light were confronted by arguments, 
persecution, and imprisonment.  This made it seem necessary to the 
Children if the Light to write verbal defenses which had the effect of 
placing their vision into an intellectual mold.  They wrote dozens and 
dozens of pamphlets.  This intellectual defense of an anti-
intellectual experience only got them more hostile opposition. And 
this act of defending changed the defenders who thereby grew to depend 
more and more on intellectual debate. 
   A second agent of change was the enthusiasms of some of the 
Children of the Light.  Some of them performed “signs” like walking 
naked in the streets.  Soon, a break came that created a breach among 
their leadership.  Martha Simmons persuaded herself and some other 
followers that one of the two great leaders of their movement, James 
Naylor, was in fact a reincarnation of Christ.  She visited the other 
leader, George Fox, in prison, and told him that he should bow down to 
James Naylor.  She persuaded Naylor to imitate Jesus’ ride into 
Jerusalem.  Naylor naively thought he was just doing something 
symbolic but it was seen by others, including other Children of the 
Light as blasphemy.  This rift greatly weakened the group and 
generated dissention from within. This was just one of early 
fractures. 
   The third major change agent in the transition to a Christian sect 
was that the movement picked up increasing numbers of followers who 
were upper class and highly educated people.  These people swung 
vigorously into the defense of the movement using intellectual 
argument.  This cohort was concerned that the Children of the Light be 
seen as respectable theologically.  They hoped to fit the group closer 
to the traditional Christian theology.  For the Children of the Light, 
Christ was one of their names for a present reality with which they 
could have a direct experience and relationship.  And, this Christ (or 
Inward Light or any of many other terms) was all the experience 
necessary for a spiritual life.  For all the Christian groups around 
them, the important Christ was the one who had shown up 1600 years 
earlier. That Christ was a part god – part man being that was only 
available through scripture.  The Children of the Light were about a 
light in the present not the past.  Their upper class and educated 
members now wrote strong defenses.  These defenses argue that the 
Children could hold onto the unique Light they had discovered and 
still fit in with the beliefs around the bloody sacrifice of a god.  
These educated leaders worried that keeping to a Christ in present 
experience would keep them shunned by their culture.  So, they sought 
reconciliation with the Christian beliefs around them.  The work of 
Robert Barclay, William Penn, George Keith, George Whitehead and 
others brought belief in the atonement theology back as a part of what 
now became a group called Quakers (a name applied by outsiders). 

  To keep apart from the basic Christian doctrine of the atonement, 
The Children of the Light could have designated Jesus as a person who 
had early discovered the same experience they                                                                                                        
discovered. This, however, would have been to designate Jesus as a 
prophet rather than Jesus the man/god insisted upon by all Christians.  
That proved to be too much and, to gain theological respectability, 
they crossed over, starting on the path to becoming respectable 
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Christians.  In his letter to the Governor of Barbados in 1671, George 
Fox assured the Governor that the Quakers there accepted the 
traditional Christian belief system. (It should be noted that this 
letter was written to address the Governor’s fear. The governor feared 
the many Quaker slave holders on the islands would be less brutal 
toward their slaves than the other slave holders.)  The other writers 
I’ve mentioned above soon added their voice to seal the movement into 
traditional Christianity.  William Penn even inserted heaven and the 
virgin birth into the beliefs of the group.   

The Quaker descendants of the Children of the Light now endeavored to 
keep their central insight and practices alive but many schisms 
followed. I’m sure many of you have seen the chart that lists all the 
Quaker schisms.  It looks like spaghetti.  These schisms have always 
been over matters dealing with the virtual realities and ideologies 
promoted by the culture around them. It is now doubtful how many of 
the Quaker descendants hold to the original insight of the Inward 
Light as their sole spiritual authority.  We know that the majority of 
those calling themselves Quakers today have brought back most of the 
forms that the Children of the Light rejected, including creeds, 
sacraments and hireling priests.  Only a small portion of those 
calling themselves Quakers continue to meet in silence.  And they 
don’t seem to be actively seeking new members or putting their bodies 
on the line to change the ideologies or religions around them.  I 
suspect that less than ten percent of the residents of Colorado are 
aware that any Quakers live here.   
   I know individual Quakers of today who lead exemplary lives and I 
am awed by what they do.  But a desire by Quakers to confront the 
mores of the society around them with an assertive and corporate 
public witness is very rare. It only seems to make a small appearance 
when there is a large-scale war being waged.  This lack of public 
confrontational activity by Quakers cannot be due to human society 
getting better than it was in 1647.  The arrogance of humans and their 
lust for dominance, pleasure, and the advance of self has never been 
greater than it is today.  And the public’s willingness to be blinded 
by ideologies and religions persists as it always has.  Human culture 
remains what it always has been a virtual reality in which we lose 
ourselves.  I recently read in the news something that caught my 
attention.  I read that engineers are now advocating dimming the sun 
to counter global warming.  What could go wrong with such a plan?  
Technology will not save us from the virtual reality of the society in 
which we live.  What would Quakers do if they were once again on fire 
with the Light?  
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