
Section 10 - DOCTRINES AND TESTIMONY 
(Discussion Draft - 1/12/2018) 

 
As a community of seekers after spiritual Truth, North Carolina Yearly Meeting (Conservative) 
has both doctrines and testimony.  The doctrines of a faith tradition are its teachings - those 
things a faith group teaches its members about their shared search for Truth.  (Doctrines should 
be distinguished from dogma, “a principle or set of principles laid down by an authority as 
incontrovertibly true,”  and from a creed, a statement to which all persons must assent in order to 1

be members.)  Our testimony is the living witness of individual members and groups of members 
of North Carolina Yearly Meeting (Conservative) about our personal encounters and experiences 
with the Truth.  
 
Doctrines 
When Friends first gathered as the newly re-formed yearly meeting we now call North Carolina 
Yearly Meeting (Conservative) in the early years of the 20th century, they were careful to record 
their intentions, articulating the doctrines they considered essential to understanding the action 
they had taken: 
 

... those members of the Yearly Meeting who felt that it was right for them to 
maintain the doctrines of the immediate and perceptible guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, of the headship of Christ over all things to His Church, and of the waiting 
worship and inspirational ministry which are, and must ever be, the outgrowth 
of these doctrines, believed it would be right for them to hold a separate Yearly 
Meeting.  2

 
The teachings, or doctrines, of NCYM(C) in the present day are the living outgrowths of these 
initial doctrines, set down over one hundred years ago.  To continue to have life for 
contemporary Friends, they must continually be restated in a way that is faithful to both their 
earlier intent and the contemporary contexts in which we live.  
 
“The immediate and perceptible guidance of the Holy Spirit” means that divine guidance is 
accessible to every individual.  This guidance is “immediate” in the sense of not involving any 
intermediary, whether human, sacred text, or sacramental practice.  It is also immediate in the 
sense that guidance is given at the time it is needed.  It is perceptible in the sense that the 
individual can perceive it, understand it, and put it to use without further instruction.  

1 Definition from 
https://www.google.com/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&rlz=1C1CHTV_enUS527US527&ion=1&espv=2&es_th
=1&ie=UTF-8#q=define+dogma, accessed 9/8/2016. 
2 1908 Discipline, North Carolina Yearly Meeting at Woodland. 
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Since everyone has this divine guidance available to them, it follows that this direct 
communication should be the primary authority for the individual and the faith community. 
While not denying the usefulness of such instruction as First Day Schools or the value of a 
familiarity with Scripture, the re-formed North Carolina yearly meeting emphasized this 
understanding of the primary importance of the guidance offered to each individual and each 
meeting inwardly by the Holy Spirit.  In the language of these Friends, “the headship of Christ 
over all things to His Church” established that the primary authority for meetings and individuals 
in this yearly meeting is the Holy Spirit whose guidance had just been acknowledged.   
 
In the decades leading up to the establishment of our yearly meeting there were arguments being 
made in American Quakerism and elsewhere elevating the authority of the Bible and 
denominational leadership (i.e., the yearly meeting) at the expense of the Inward Light of Christ. 
The re-formed North Carolina yearly meeting was clearly stating that it rejected these arguments. 
 
“Waiting worship and inspirational ministry” are inevitable corollaries of these two doctrines. 
Friends in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s were experimenting with new forms of worship 
including corporate hymn singing and prayers, prepared sermons and other innovations.  The 
Friends establishing the re-formed North Carolina yearly meeting felt these to be incompatible 
with their experience of the guidance of the Holy Spirit and the primacy of the Holy Spirit in all 
things, and said so.  Their faith commitment was to unplanned worship, which included spoken 
words only when immediately inspired by the Holy Spirit, as the best method to keep themselves 
always open to the immediate and perceptible guidance of that Holy Spirit.  
 
Some years ago, our yearly meeting sponsored a discussion on the distinctives of the yearly 
meeting.   After a long discussion, those Friends present were in unity that the one distinctive 3

that we could not abandon without losing our identity was the immediate and perceptible 
guidance of the Holy Spirit.  
 
In a contemporary spiritual context that is more comfortable with using many metaphors for the 
Divine, many Friends would use some term other than Holy Spirit in this doctrine.  Whatever 
metaphor or term is used, the access to immediate and perceptible guidance from the Divine is 
still an important part of our doctrine -- an important part of what we teach one another about the 
spiritual life. 
 
Regarding “the headship of Christ over all things to His Church,” what continues is the 
understanding that this divine guidance is our primary authority -- not Scripture, the authority of 

3 This discussion was held on Fourth Month 15, 2006, at Virginia Beach Friends Meeting, on the same day as 
Representative Body met there. 
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institutional church officials, the historical teaching and understandings of the church, or even 
our own understandings or desires.  Revelation, the unveiling of Truth about God, continues to 
be opened to us (“continuing revelation”) as we individually, collectively, and corporately listen 
for and respond to the Divine. 
 
The form of expectant waiting worship and the practice of inspirational ministry continue to be 
important corollaries of our understanding of the immediate and perceptible guidance of the 
Holy Spirit.  North Carolina Conservative Friends continue to feel that since the direct guidance 
of the Divine is available to us all, and that guidance is our primary authority, we should gather 
in worship to wait for that available guidance to be received, and should speak/sing/pray/move in 
worship only when we believe that this specific speaking/singing/prayer/movement is directed 
by the guidance of the Divine. 
 
Testimony 
Friends are a people who have experienced direct personal encounter with God, and understand 
that the invitation to participate in such encounters is extended to every person everywhere, at all 
times.  This experience changes everything.  Friends have worked to re-orient their lives to 
reflect this experience and to witness to all people that such an encounter is available to them 
also, without any intermediary.  The characteristic behaviors, individual and corporate, that have 
arisen out of this experience among Friends are their Testimony to the world (sometimes called 
Testimonies). 
 
William Penn seems to have made the first attempt to make a written list of Quaker Testimonies 
in his book, Primitive Christianity Revived.  There he listed twelve characteristic behaviors of 
Friends: 

1. Against tithes 
2. Against all swearing 
3. Against all War against Christians 
4. Against all Greetings of the Times 
5. For Plainness in Speech 
6. Against Mixed Marriages 
7. For Plainness in Apparel and Simplicity in Our Lives 
8. On Observing Days 
9. Blameless Action 
10. Collections for the Poor 
11. Prior Approval of Marriages 
12. Holding Meeting for Discipline  
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More familiar to contemporary Friends is the list Howard Brinton constructed in his classic 
1940s booklet, A Guide to Quaker Practice.  Brinton called them “social testimonies,” and listed 
four:  Equality, Simplicity, Harmony, and Community.  Actions in these general and interrelated 
categories, Brinton wrote, are called forth by the actions of the Inward Light shining on the 
participants of meetings for worship and for business. 
 
In 1991, Pendle Hill published Conservative Friend Wilmer Cooper’s pamphlet, The Testimony 
of Integrity.  Cooper argued that all the testimonies of Friends were dependent on the single 
principle of integrity - the desire and intent to live an authentic life.  The effect of his writing, 
however, was instead to add Integrity to Brinton’s list of social testimonies.  Harmony in the 
popular Quaker vocabulary was narrowed to mean only Peace, and SPICE was born.  Some 
Friends have now added Stewardship, resulting in SPICES - the Quaker Testimonies. 
 
Friends testimonies presented in the 1983 edition of this Discipline include:  Inner Light; 
Personal Commitment; Oaths; Quakers in the Political World; Civil Disobedience; War and 
Strife; and Scriptures and Continuing Revelation.  Of these seven testimonies, only the one 
concerning Oaths seems to have a direct correlate in Penn’s list.  Penn’s testimony Against All 
War Against Christians has been significantly expanded by the choice of illustrative quotations 
in the 1983 Discipline to become a testimony against all war, no matter who the foe.  
 
Our Quaker testimony (or testimonies) has changed over time in response to changes in our 
outward, historical/social/cultural surroundings.  The root cause of those behaviors Quakers have 
identified as testimonies has remained the same.  Paul Buckley  has identified five basic 4

characteristics of a Quaker testimony: 
1. A testimony is something we are called to by God, not something we choose to do out of 

personal preference or tradition or logic. 
2. To be a testimony, we must testify to it - that is, it must be public behavior. 
3. A Quaker testimony must be representative of our entire community.  I may have a 

personal testimony, but if it is not widely shared, it is not a Quaker testimony. 
4. A testimony is a “cross to the conscience.”  It is a challenge to my own conscience, to act 

outside my comfort zone, and a challenge to the conscience of others. 
5. A testimony flows from, and is an expression of, love:  God’s love and our love. 

 
What then, might we name and claim as the testimony of North Carolina Yearly Meeting 
(Conservative) in these early years of the 21st century? 
 

● Encounter with the Divine 

4 Buckley, Paul, The Origin of the SPICES, 2012 
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○ Individually and corporately, we have encountered the Divine presence, and that 
experience has had the quality of a conversation in which we both hear and are 
heard by God. 

○ That encounter and the communion it entails has convinced us that every person 
everywhere, without exception, is divinely invited to share the like experience. 

○ In response to this encounter, we continually re-order our lives so that they are 
more nearly open to hearing the Divine and following its guidance. 

● The equality of all persons  
○ It is our experience that God loves all human individuals equally and infinitely, 

and calls us to do the same.  We seek to live our lives in ways that embody and 
witness to that truth. 

● Harmony with all of creation 
○ It is our experience that God loves all of Creation, and intends that human beings 

should live as a harmonious part of God’s Creation, not as overlords or 
dominators. 

● The Power of God 
○ It is our experience that God’s power and love is greater than any obstacle or 

hindrance that we may face. 
○ It is our experience that God in this way enables us to live authentic lives, in 

keeping with these our encounters with the divine. 
○ It is our experience that God calls each of us to an inward work and also to an 

outward work to heal the world. 
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