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For half a century following the events of 1903-1904, each of the two groups of Friends in North 
Carolina considered themselves the authentic continuation of the earlier North Carolina Yearly 
Meeting. To distinguish between the identically-named yearly meetings, our yearly meeting 
added the location of yearly meeting sessions after its name:  minute books were titled Minutes 
of North Carolina Yearly Meeting held at Cedar Grove in the town of Woodland, Northampton 
County, North Carolina.  When it was necessary to refer to “the other body” in the minutes, it 
too was often identified by the location of its annual sessions, as in “North Carolina Yearly 
Meeting held at Guilford College.” 
 
Outside of North Carolina, the term “Conservative” came to be used to refer to several yearly 
meetings that were the result of separations in the mid-to-late 1800s, including the Wilburite 
yearly meetings (e.g., Ohio Yearly Meeting at Barnesville and New England Yearly Meeting), 
the second wave that included Western Yearly Meeting of Conservative Friends and Iowa Yearly 
Meeting (Conservative), and finally, North Carolina Yearly Meeting held at Cedar Grove.  In the 
mid-1960s, Friends in North Carolina Yearly Meeting held at Cedar Grove began to use the term 
to refer to these yearly meetings as a group, although not as part of our yearly meeting’s name. 
 
There does not appear to be a formal minute incorporating the word “Conservative” into the 
name of our yearly meeting.  However, the use of the word “Conservative” in the name appears 
to have begun in 1966.  In 1969 and subsequent minute books, the yearly meeting is identified as 
“North Carolina Yearly Meeting of Friends (Conservative).” The 1969 revision of the Discipline 
is titled Discipline of the North Carolina Yearly Meeting (Conservative) of the Religious Society 
of Friends. 
 
The other branches of Friends have some sort of umbrella organization through which they can 
be identified:  Friends United Meeting, Friends General Conference, Evangelical Friends Church 
International.  There has been no such organization for the yearly meetings known as 
Conservative, and so they have been known more by what other Friends have called them than 
by any name they have chosen for themselves.  The term “Conservative” masks significant 
differences in the unique historical basis and development of each of the yearly meetings now 
sharing that common name. 
 

Current Usage of the Term “Conservative” as Applied to North Carolina 
Friends 

 
There are Friends for whom the word “conservative” in our name conveys positive associations 
with the yearly meeting and its traditions, which they value.  For other Friends the secular 
meanings of the word “conservative” makes that word when applied to us as a body of Friends 
misleading and often off-putting.  As a yearly meeting we aspire to the sentiment expressed by 
Edward Burrough in 1659, “We are not for Names, nor Men, nor Titles of Government, nor are 
we for this Party, nor against the other, because of its Name and Pretence; but we are for Justice 
and Mercy, and Truth and Peace, and true Freedom, that these may be exalted in our Nation.” 
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Concerns for issues such as peace, equality of all persons, and care of the earth are a deep part of 
the witness of Friends in the Yearly Meeting, as is living simply and with integrity.  
 
The word “conservative” may also fail to communicate that we are a spiritual community that 
grants the leadings of the Holy Spirit the central role in our spiritual life rather than the teachings 
of the institutional church or Scripture.  We expect the guidance of the Holy Spirit may at times 
lead us in new and unanticipated directions.  
 
Recognizing these problems, yearly meeting Friends have over the years had conversations about 
a more fitting name to distinguish our yearly meeting from other bodies of Friends in our region 
while holding onto our connection with other Conservative yearly meetings, but no suitable and 
accurate name has been found. 
 
There are reasons that “conservative,” understood as “conserving,” does reflect the character of 
our yearly meeting. We do resist the contemporary secular culture’s tendency to dismiss the past. 
We value deeply the statements, words, and practices of those who have come before us, with 
the concern that change for the sake of change has the possibility of losing treasures we were 
unconscious were there. We believe that it is possible to embrace important social changes while 
simultaneously treasuring and seeking the wisdom of those who have brought us this far, 
allowing them to challenge us to go deeper in our faith and our practice. We have a rich history 
and we have a living faith.   
 
Amid a larger culture that is often very individualistic, we also strongly value conserving a 
commitment to the traditional Quaker practice of corporate discernment when seeking the 
guidance of the Spirit.  We believe that when we are gathered as a body, we find our ability both 
to perceive and to follow God’s guidance greatly strengthened.   
 
For many of those who are deeply drawn to the yearly meeting as a gathered community, faithful 
living in the power of the Christian gospel, as Friends have understood it, is central. We are not 
driven by dogma or a set belief system, but rather guided by the Living Presence among us. 
Expectant waiting worship is our way. When we gather as a community for spiritual refreshment 
and to carry out the leadings of the Spirit, the Inward Christ is our teacher. 
 
Some members of our yearly meeting do not see contemporary Quakerism as Christian.  As a 
yearly meeting we embrace this reality and feel that we can be truly spiritually engaged with one 
another across differences.  While the Christian message is at the core of the active, gathered 
community of our yearly meeting, we maintain a radical hospitality that does not require all 
members of the yearly meeting to have the exact same expression of faith.  All who can respect 
that core are welcome and are free to believe and use the religious language that is authentic for 
them. 
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