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Female Prophecy, Election, and the Transatlantic Quaker Community


As Chapter Two argues, election became an important discursive tool through which seventeenth-century Quaker women prophets defined the community of Friends and their place in broader society.
 Through an examination of the relationship between prophecy, election, and notions of community in Quaker prophetic discourse, this chapter considers female Quaker prophecy from the earliest days of the Quaker movement through the second generation (1650s to 1715). It pays special attention to how prophetic discourse changed over these two generations as female Quaker prophets renegotiated their relationships with the religious and civic communities in which they operated.


Election was a central concept in seventeenth-century Friends' prophetic discourse. It shaped how Quakers understood themselves as a chosen but persecuted people. It helped define their understanding of community, and it gave them a self-perceived divine calling to preach and prophesy in the name of God. We can trace the Quakers’ interest in doctrinal Calvinist election all the way back to their roots in Puritanism.
 The Quaker movement and its theology emerged out of pre-Civil-War Antinomian Puritanism, which disapproved of the lack of emphasis on grace among Calvinist Puritans. As with many early modern religious movements which formed over doctrinal differences, the tenet in question became a focal point for the new group: Friends held a great interest in the Calvinist doctrine of election, if only to refute it. 


Quaker founder George Fox (1624-1691) believed that overemphasis on Calvinist election and reprobation had magnified God's sovereignty at the expense of God's love.
 His views were welcoming and attractive to a number of religious “seekers,” who embraced the Quaker movement after having had previous experiences in Baptist, Puritan, or other dissenting congregations. Some of these newcomers, including Fox's wife, Margaret, had Calvinist backgrounds and found the Quaker emphasis on grace to be especially appealing. Several early Friends described how they struggled with anxiety and unhappiness resulting from doubts over their election. Many early Quakers shared a familiarity with Calvinism, even if they believed in “the grace of God which hath appeared to all men [emphasis added].”


Regardless of previous affiliations, no Quaker prophet promoted the Calvinist doctrine of election once convinced (the Quaker equivalent to conversion). Nor did any early Quaker prophet share the Fifth Monarchists' interest in a millenarian Calvinism with aspirations of a rule of the elect.
 Rather, Quaker prophetic discourse invoked broader biblical notions of “the elect” as persons—and, collectively, as a people—chosen by God. For them, implications of election often functioned at a collective level. They drew on concepts of biblical election to draw parallels between the Israelites and themselves as God's chosen people.

Early Quakers (c. 1650-1670) and Prophecy 


From its beginnings in the late 1640s, the Quaker movement was a prophetic one. Friends associated themselves with the spirit of primitive Christianity, promoting prophetic or charismatic religion while condemning priestly and institutional religion as false worship. A number of Quaker prophets labeled ordained ministers with epithets such as “diviners for money” or “hireling priests.”
 The message of the Quaker prophet was always directed toward an audience, one that she envisioned as a community to whom she reached out with God's word and the message of divine will.
 Those who spoke in Quaker meetings were prophetic preachers, in the sense that they believed God delivered a message through them. Indeed, Quakers used the terms “preaching” and “prophesying” interchangeably to describe God's speaking through an individual. To preach in a Quaker meeting always meant to speak as led by the Spirit; it did not mean to assume a pastoral role or to establish a hierarchical claim.

While the definition of prophecy was consistent among Friends, always entailing God’s speaking through a human agent, prophets adapted their prophetic messages and mechanisms to their audiences. In the early decades of the movement, prophets spoke prophetic warnings and gave written and spoken messages to audiences ranging from kings to cities to fellow Quakers. As time passed, audiences narrowed to comprise mostly Friends.
 Here the focus became less on warning one’s religious “other” and more on exhortation, admonishment, and instruction of one’s fellow believer. The message and delivery of prophecy changed to reach the audience.


Importantly, Quakers believed that prophetic preaching was not limited by gender or social station. Unlike many of their dissenting contemporaries, Quaker women had equal status with men as prophets and leaders in the early Society of Friends. Indeed, the first convert of George Fox became a female prophet. Elizabeth Hooten, the wife of a prosperous farmer, had already left her parish church for a Baptist congregation when she met George Fox in the north of England sometime during 1646 or 1647. Two years after her “convincement” (conversion to Quakerism), Hooten began an active ministry as a noted preacher, traveling as far away as Barbados and New England. She established a model of public behavior that many subsequent Quaker women followed.


Hooten and other religious seekers who found their way to the Quakers encountered new opportunities that surpassed most forms of religious expression available to women in seventeenth-century England. The early Friends were not only tolerant but also encouraging of women's prophetic ministry. Of the “valiant sixty,” the original core group of Quaker preachers based out of the north of England, twelve were women; of the 211 early missionaries, 33 were women.
 For the first few years of their existence, Quakers believed the attributes of men and women to be interchangeable. They claimed that God's omnipotency and will could overturn the authority of patriarchal hierarchies for the furthering of the kingdom; God was “no respecter of persons.”
 The Quaker prophet’s claim that God spoke through the individual was not just a claim made by dissenting women to establish authority and a public voice; it was a core Quaker belief.

The eschatological emphasis of early Quakers also led many to cite Acts 2:17-18 (cf. Joel 2:27-28) as scriptural justification for female prophecy. Some Quaker prophets invoked this passage at the beginning of their writings, as a passing remark to establish authority with their audience. For the most part, these women were not stating a specific case for women's right to preach and prophesy, but rather arguing that the Holy Spirit does not discriminate among vessels. Key to this argument was the idea that Friends were living, as Acts 2:17 states, “in the last days.” The imminent eschatology of the early Quakers was unequivocally fundamental to their acceptance of female prophets.
 But unlike Behmenist-influenced prophets such as the Philadelphians, early Quaker women did not envision a gender-specific role for the female prophet. Philadelphians such as Jane Lead believed that God had chosen them as women to be millenarian reformers. By contrast, early Quaker women believed they were called to prophesy in these times of eschatological significance because God disregarded gender in choosing prophetic vessels. This distinction is key, in that Quakerism thus produced fewer differences between male and female religious roles than did the Philadelphian movement. The term “chosen vessel,” a term often associated with female prophets, appears in Quaker literature describing both men and women.
 Language of election was important to male prophets as well as female ones, and there is little gendered language in the prophetic writings of early Quakers. 

While most Quakers addressed female public ministry only briefly, a few Quakers wrote lengthier treatises on the subject. One such example is Margaret Fell's Women's Speaking Justified, published in 1667. Fox based her argument on scripture and on biblical examples of female leaders, such as Priscilla. She differentiated between Mosaic Law and the new life in Christ, stressing that “where women are led by the spirit of God, they are not under the law, for Christ in the male and in the female is one.”
 Quaker women were often quick to temper this argument with the assurance that women were not trying to overturn gender hierarchies. For example, after claiming men and women to be one under Christ, Sarah Blackborow wrote that “the woman usurps not authority over the man, but hath power on her head because of the angels.” The focus was on God's speaking through the prophet, not on the earthly figure of the prophet assuming a public voice. Quaker prophet Katherine Evans made this clear when she asserted:
Paul would not permit of a woman to speak in the church; no more do not the Quakers; neither do they permit a woman to speak in the church, nor a man that is born of a woman; but he that is born of God, whether in male or in female, let him speak freely as his Father giveth him utterance.

The early Quaker female prophet thus viewed her call prophesy as justified by her belief that God spoke through the regenerated human, whether male or female.


Not all women who joined the Quaker movement in its early stages laid claim to prophecy. Many early converts in York, for example, lived quiet lives in which they largely conformed to societal expectations.
 For those who did become prophets, the prophetic calling was a key moment in their spiritual and physical lives, one that held the potential to uproot them from family and community. We read, for example, of Elizabeth Fletcher, who was “made an able minister of the gospel of life and salvation, and with her companion, Elizabeth Leavens, travelled through many parts of this nation.” Barbara Blaugdone, a governess, responded to the call to preach and nearly lost her employment after children were removed from her care.


Despite the life-changing realities of a call to the prophetic life, women tended to treat their callings as individual, temporary instances where they were overtaken by the power of the Holy Spirit. Dorothy White captured one such moment:

Upon the 25th day of the second month, [16]59, as I was passing along the street, I heard a cry in me; again on the 26 the day of the same month, the same cry was in me; again on the 27th day the same cry was in me, and as I was waiting upon the Lord in silence, the word of the Lord came unto me, saying, "write, and again I say write.”

There are a couple of reasons that White and many other women framed their prophetic callings in terms of transience and obligation. As we have already seen, prophetic religion was at the heart of the early Quaker movement. In a sense, everything spoken at a Quaker meeting was prophetic, because Friends believed such speech was a direct communication from God.
 Prophetic preaching as a brief, compulsory experience accounted for the working of the Spirit. Moreover, this construction could offer the prophet—as a woman speaking in public—a better reception from her audience. One of the more common terms found in early Quaker writings is “constrained:” prophets were constrained to lay pen to paper, constrained to interrupt public assemblies with a prophetic word, or constrained to travel to certain cities with warnings from God. Early Quaker women prophets couched their agency and voices in a language of obligation, as the vessels through which God spoke; they did not claim a voice for themselves or seek to register autonomy.


The main way that Quaker women spoke and wrote in the voice of God was by drawing on scripture. As a whole, early modern prophets varied considerably in how they connected the Bible with their prophecy. Some, such as the radical Puritans, equated the term “prophesying” with the spirit-led illumination of scripture or biblical exegesis. On the other end of the spectrum was the Netherlandish prophet Antoinette Bourignon, who claimed that God told her to draw from her spirit, and let others study the Scriptures.
 Quakers fell along the middle of the spectrum. Like many Puritans, they believed in both the inward Spirit (what they called “the Light”) and the outward Word. However, whereas Puritans believed that the inward Spirit and the outward Word functioned in tandem, Quakers separated the two. As the seventeenth-century Quaker Elizabeth Bathurst argued, scripture merely bore witness to God’s word as a written record of it; scripture was not in and of itself the word of God. She made a distinction “between the Written Words, the Writing or Letter, and the Living Word, which is a Quickening Spirit.”
 But while the Quakers greatly valued the Spirit, they did not concentrate on the authority of the Spirit at the total expense of scripture. Rather, they claimed to possess the same Spirit that had inspired the Bible. The prophecies of seventeenth-century Quakers were heavily inflected both with references to scripture and with the language and cadence of the King James Version. They especially related to Hebrews and James, the apocalyptic texts of the Old and New Testaments, the Old Testament Prophets, the Pauline Epistles, and Johannine literature.
 


In contrast to the Fifth Monarchist Mary Cary, however, early Quaker prophets expressed little interest in the precise and literal fulfillment of apocalyptic prophecies.
 This was due in part to Quaker theology. While Quakers had an eschatological focus, they were not millenarian in the strict sense of the word (i.e. anticipating the thousand-year reign of Christ before the final judgment). They believed that Christ would come again in a second incarnation, but their immediate focus was on what they believed to be an immediate, spiritual coming of Christ into the hearts of his followers. It was this present-day work of Christ in the heart, that which produced religious experience, on which the early Quakers concentrated.
 Thus, it is not surprising that whereas Mary Cary and the Fifth Monarchists cast their vision of the nation and the elect in terms of a literal interpretation of Revelation, Quakers invoked biblical passages that allowed them to construct their present-day community of Friends as an elect people of God.

Early Quakers and Community


The early Quakers were an eclectic group, drawn from diverse social and religious backgrounds.
 Unlike most religious groups, they had no ordained pastors presiding over congregations; churches were replaced by meetinghouses where anyone could speak or lead worship. However, these differences did not result in an inherent lack of organizational structure or unity within the early movement. On the contrary, the early Quakers were well situated to come together as a coherent movement because of their leader, George Fox. Fox not only fostered unity through his leadership, but he also encouraged an emphasis on the group over the individual. From the beginning, Fox tended to win converts at the group level. And while the theological emphasis of Quakers was on the “inner light” and the spirit of God working through an individual soul, Friends never interpreted the inner light solely in an individualistic sense. They emphasized what Geoffrey Nuttall has called the “corporate witness” of Friends’ principles and practices.
 Even in its formative years, when the Quaker movement was more tolerant of individualism among prophets, we find multiple references to Quaker prophets who were careful not to stray from the corporate vision. Barbara Blaugdone, for example, wrote George Fox from Bristol to ask his approval regarding her message to the king, which she had enclosed with her letter:  “I have not received one line from thee this great while though I writ to thee twice now this thing was with me to lay before the king, and I have sent it thee to peruse it if thou approve of it to have it delivered; if not to let it be, I leave it with thee as thou shalt order it.”


The consensus among scholars is that Quakers had a strong corporate identity, which had the effect of reinforcing their sense of remoteness from society. Adrian Davies, for example, has described seventeenth-century Quaker life as a form of tribalism. Quakers disregarded worldly customs and associations, and their ties with non-Quaker relatives, neighbors, and acquaintances often diminished.
 While many Quakers did continue to conduct their social, economic, and domestic lives as part of a local community, they were sometimes forced to sever ties with neighbors or family members due to religious intolerance. For example, Quaker records reveal that Elizabeth Wheatly, convinced around the year 1656, “met with hardships from her Mother who was a widow, and so severe against her, that she turned her out of her house to shift for her self.” Alice Hayes' father in-law threatened to “buy a chain, and chain [her] to that maple tree that stands in the green” when she became a Quaker in 1680.
 For women in a society where they had little legal standing on their own, this severance of family ties would have been significant.


Family was important to the early Friends, though, and the religious community of Quakers could not have flourished without the role of familial networks. Most women married, had children, and (if of lower or middling sectors of society) pursued livelihoods outside of their prophetic careers. From the beginning of the movement, Friends placed emphasis on ties between husband and wife, parents and children. Marriages between spouses who shared the Quaker faith were remarkably different from those of most seventeenth-century households; in matters of religion, in particular, there was a notable absence of patriarchal structure. When Alice Curwen, an early convert, heard of the persecution of Quakers in New England, she felt called to leave her home in the north of England to go to Boston. Her husband was in jail at the time for refusing to pay his tithes, and she had young children still at home. But her sense of calling persisted, and she finally told her husband that God “would deliver him out of prison, and that we must travail in another nation together, and there bear a testimony to God's blessed truth, which is broken forth in this day of his power, wherein he is making his people willing.”
 By the time Thomas Curwen was released from prison, their children were all grown or deceased, and the Curwens embarked (with the support of Friends) on their transatlantic journey. The Curwens, like many early Quakers, ultimately found a way to balance religious calling with the responsibilities of domestic life. As we will see among the second generation of the Quaker movement, the expanding numbers of Friends throughout the Atlantic facilitated this struggle as Quakers developed networks to care for each other's children, to support spouses whose husbands or wives were away, and to extend financial support to those who traveled in the ministry.


Quakers also created networks early in the movement through the circulation of manuscript and print literature.
 Epistles, in particular, were a significant part of early Quaker communication and the formation of the Society of Friends.
 Letters addressed to the king and Parliament allowed women to address personal grievances or to write on behalf of other Quakers. But exhortative letters addressed exclusively to Quaker audiences were also important because they linked together the Quaker community in different parts of the country. As Gary Schneider has argued, early modern letters were “sociotexts,” collective social forms intended for circulation within certain epistolary circles. In the case of the Quakers, Margaret Fell facilitated this circulation. Her home, Swarthmoor Hall, served as an organizational headquarters and a clearinghouse for Quaker correspondence.


Letters to Friends often employed a marked biblical language that drew parallels between the Quaker community and the early Church. For example, Dorothy White's letters to “Dearly Beloved Friends,” undated but most likely composed in the early 1660s, followed the format of a New Testament epistle with a salutation, exhortation to live in God, and an ending. In the salutation of one letter, White wrote, “This epistle is sent to the risen seed of God in all, to be heard amongst the assembly of the saints and church of the first born, peace from God who liveth for ever be multiplied amongst you and in the seed of God I salute you all.” Her letter, much like a New Testament epistle, was intended to be read out loud to the entire religious community to which it was addressed. Another of White's letters mirrored the Epistles by pointing to the promise of an imminent Second Coming: “ And so blessed are all the faithful and upright in heart who keep their habitation, in this evil day, who are watching and waiting for the coming and appearance of the Lord Jesus Christ.” White's closing remarks were taken, in part, directly from Paul: “and so the everlasting peace of God which passeth all understand fill all your hearts, that you may always abound in love, and in good works, to the glorifying of your heavenly Father.”
 

Of equal importance to the early Quaker movement was the printed word. Print culture became an important medium for religious expression and debate in the century before the rise of the Quakers. From arcane religious treatises to cheap print aimed at the masses, the printed word became a forum for negotiating Protestantism. During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, at least a third of the total number of published items each year were religious works.
 From the outset, Quakers capitalized on the power of print. 4000 Quaker pamphlets and books were published between 1650 and 1700. And Quaker women wrote about one in five of all female-authored publications in the seventeenth century. Part of the prevalence of female Quaker authors was likely due to the high literacy rates of Quaker women in comparison to women in the general population. Adrian Davies estimates that female Quaker literacy was comparable with that of English males in the general population, with around two-thirds of Quaker women achieving literacy. Possible reasons for these higher rates include the economic background of Quakers, an expectation of literacy on the part of the Society of Friends, and a desire to escape worldly corruption through the reading of devotional literature.

 
As with most Protestants who printed pamphlets or books in the early modern period, Quakers found the print medium useful both for promoting devotion among their ranks and for building a public image of a national and unified movement. A female prophet did not merely publish as an individual voice, but also as a representative of the larger Quaker program. Indeed, she often relied on other Quakers to fund her printed works. Printing also functioned to reinforce a sense of community among early Quakers by requiring the development of networks to support the process from manuscript to print to circulation. Itinerant ministers were front-and-center in this process, deciding whom to trust as messengers and recipients of printed material. Indeed, there was a close relationship between printed books and oral preaching in seventeenth-century Quakerism, and itinerant preaching expanded in part due to the establishment of the same communication networks that facilitated the print process.


While acknowledging the importance of networks, family, and print culture, one could argue that the most powerful impetus in strengthening communal bonds among early Quakers was their perceived status as a persecuted people. It was this status that allowed them to see themselves as an embodiment of God's “original” chosen people, the persecuted Israelites. Official state policies regarding Quakers changed frequently during the first decades of the movement, in part due to political shifts brought about by the Restoration. Throughout the Interregnum and Restoration, Friends were imprisoned. But the return of Charles II prompted even stricter anti-Quaker legislation with the passage of the Clarendon Code, which imposed serious sanctions on any threat to the Church of England. The Clarendon legislation included the 1662 Quaker Act, which, among other items, made the refusal to take an oath of allegiance to the king illegal. Oath-taking was against the religious principles of Friends, and this piece of legislation resulted in the imprisonment of numerous Quakers. Two years later, fears of a Puritan plot in the north of England led to the passage of the 1664 Conventicle Act. This piece of legislation, which stayed in effect for almost five years, made refusal of a judicial oath punishable by transportation. The act also prohibited religious assembly outside of the Church of England.
 It would not be until 1689, with the passage of the Act of Toleration, that Quakers would free themselves from legislated persecution. By then, thousands of Quakers had been imprisoned, and hundreds had died in jail.


Recent scholarship has shed new light on the nature of early modern persecution and toleration. As Alexandra Walsham has argued, there is little merit to the idea that a “persecuting society” in England gave way to one of religious toleration through a direct, linear path. Persecution and toleration were cyclical, feeding off of each other and responding to a number of external factors. One of these factors was the discrepancy between state-legislated persecution and its implementation at the local level.
 For many Quakers, as for many individuals throughout Europe, the realities of persecution and toleration played out in local communities. Social and economic lives were tied to the parish, and the response of one's neighbors was the deciding factor in how most Quakers (and other religious minorities) experienced persecution or toleration. Looking at post-Reformation Europe as a whole, Benjamin Kaplan has argued that the practice of toleration did not arrive with the Enlightenment. Rather, it functioned in practice among thousands of communities throughout Europe, where people confronted and worked out the divisions of Christianity and, in some cases, lived together peaceably despite religious difference.
 In mid seventeenth-century England, this “practice of plurality” became an issue to contend with, due to the emergence of the fleeting Civil War sects (Ranters, Seekers, Muggletonians, Levellers, Grindletonians, and Fifth Monarchists) and the lasting Baptists and Quakers, who joined an already diverse array of Anglicans, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and Independents.
 While the state might make its decrees, the local authorities were the ones who enforced these decrees. Location was thus a key factor in whether Quakers experienced harsh treatment from authorities.


For example, Puritan-controlled New England produced an intricately woven church and state that took any threat to Puritan solidarity as dangerously subversive. Katharine Chattham's visit to Boston offers a typical example of how Quaker prophets were treated in New England:

The cause of her imprisonment at first was, that she came from London to Boston, and there, under a great exercise and concern of mind, appeared publicly clothed in sackcloth...After being turned out of prison as aforesaid, she came again to Boston, and was there again imprisoned a long time, in a dismal cold winter, where, through the hardships endured, she contracted a grievous sickness near unto death.

Chattham was only one of many Quakers in the New World who endured imprisonment under harsh conditions. In rare cases, Puritan New England took persecution even further. Mary Dyer, the only known Quaker woman prophet to be executed, was condemned in a Boston court. Whippings were also common in New England. The prophet Elizabeth Hooten “publicly warned the people [of Boston] to repentance, and of the terrible day of the Lord, which would otherwise overtake them.” Her message was received with great scorn; she was imprisoned and then sent to several towns where she was whipped at each location. Finally, she was banished into the wilderness, “there left to pass above twenty miles with her body thus miserably torn and mangled, in an extreme cold season, through several waters, and other exceeding great dangers.”
 One early Quaker record describes the case of a Quaker woman who received the rare punishment of being bridled: “There was one Dorothy Waugh who traveled beyond the seas in obedience to God; who went through much sufferings and imprisonments and at Carlisle they did put a bridle on her head with a stone-weight and much iron in her mouth like an egg for declaring the truth.”
 The people of New England could be as hostile as the authorities. Elizabeth Hooten, who was in her mid-to-late sixties at the time of her second visit to New England, wrote of her experience prophesying before a congregation: “they abused me as I stood, and when he had done I asked the priest a question. The people violently flew upon me young and old, and flung me down on the ground.”


Rather than squelching the Quaker movement, the harsh treatment of Friends in New England only strengthened their communal bonds. Even though Quakers who visited New England were thousands of miles from home and living among strangers, they formed strong relationships with other Quakers in New England. Hooten noted that after narrowly escaping Boston with her life, she came to Rhode Island, “where [Friends] were abundantly refreshed one with another for the space of a week.” From there, she traveled to Barbados and then back to Boston, commenting that “through much of this country we went amongst Friends.”
 During Thomas and Alice Curwen's transatlantic journey, they were unable to secure passage to visit Bermuda, likely because of a law forbidding shipmasters to accept Quakers as passengers. The Curwens wrote a letter to Friends in Bermuda:

It was in our hearts to signify our love in writing a few words unto you...and we would have gladly visited you, if we could have gotten a passage thither; for you have been often in our remembrance, but in the will of the Lord we stand, and in that power that is unlimited, where neither earth nor seas can separate us from the Lord, nor one from another.

The persecution that Quakers endured from those outside of their faith further isolated Quakers, making them more attached to those within the fold; this was especially true of traveling Quaker prophets who found themselves in strange lands far from home.


Contrary to Puritan New England, the residual effects of Civil War sectarianism continued to foster a degree of religious plurality in England. Despite anti-Quaker legislation, some Friends remained well integrated into parochial life. In London, for example, Quaker men held varied roles in parish government in the years after the Conventicle Act.
 As for female Quaker prophets, those arrested in England faced less severe punishments than their New England counterparts. Nonetheless, they still encountered serious sanctions. In a testimony of Elizabeth Hooten, George Fox recalled that before Hooten left England for New England, she “often had her goods and cattle taken away from her for going to meetings and serving and worshiping God by the justices and informers.”
 Hooten wrote numerous letters to English authorities, ranging in status from sheriffs to the king, asking for redress of various grievances. For example, she appealed to the king and Lord Chamberlain regarding the confiscation of her goods:

This is to let you know, that I have been often hard for Justice, because I had my Team taken away in Leicestershire contrary to the law by a persecuting magistrate, called Mathew Babington, who took away my son to prison and tendered him the oath, and because he would not swear he fined him 5£ and a wicked bailey of the hundred, whose name was William Palmer, whom he set a-work, took away for his fine 3 mares from me, to the value of 20£ in the time of the harvest...and I have been here for justice several times, and at the sessions in Leicestershire and he never restored me them again.

The confiscation of Hooten's goods serves as a reminder that persecution could take many forms throughout the British Atlantic. 


Whatever form persecution took and wherever it was exacted, it galvanized the Quakers into action as a community. As Quaker scholar Richard Bauman argues, during the period of intense persecution of the Restoration, Quakers turned their energies toward building an institutional base that would allow them to survive.
 The persecution of the early Quakers became central to the construction of their religious community as God's People. It allowed them not only to come together as a group, but also to envision themselves as a chosen, persecuted people. It is thus not surprising that the early Quakers modeled most of their prophetic discourses on Old Testament prophecy. They could identify closely with the elect nation of Israel and its people, who were at times favored, at times exiled, at times sinful, at times persecuted or oppressed.

Language of Election in Early Quaker Prophetic Discourse

Women prophets created an elaborate discourse of election to establish the community of early Friends as a modern-day people of God. This paradigm took on two specific forms: that of the Quakers as a chosen remnant of a corrupt nation, and that of the Quakers as an elect but persecuted people. To construct both ideas, Quaker prophets drew heavily on models of the biblical prophets of Israel, and on a language of election.


One central way in which Quaker prophets connected themselves to the elect nation of Israel was through the imitation of biblical prophets. While Quaker women such as Margaret Fell Fox cited female biblical figures to justify women's public preaching and prophecy, women who actually uttered prophetic warnings tended to adapt the rhetoric and mannerisms of male figures such as Moses or Isaiah.
 This disengagement from the female body could reinforce the idea that the female prophet was merely a passive receptacle for God's message, but it could also appear quite radical. As Diane Purkiss notes, it was always unsettling for the female body to produce a male voice. Early Quaker female prophets were more radical than most visionaries of the 1640s because they literally removed themselves from their social identities and outward selves.
 Theirs was an active, at times aggressive, prophecy that operated in stark contrast to the outwardly passive, trance-like utterings of Sarah Wight on her sickbed.


Much of the scholarship on early Quaker women's imitation of male biblical prophets has focused on gender construction. But modeling prophetic discourse on biblical prophecy served another important purpose: it allowed the Quaker prophet to reenact a situation similar to that of a prophet in Israel, where the prophet was sent as God's chosen messenger to warn an individual or community of impending judgment. Following the tradition of Old Testament prophets, the use of the vocative was common among early Quakers, who frequently lashed out warnings to the king, Parliament, a religious congregation, a particular city, or even the nation as a whole. In response to the vigorous persecution of Quakers in Puritan New England, Elizabeth Hooten issued the following prophetic warning: “Oh Boston, Boston, how hast thou slighted the day of thy visitation, woe is me for thee.” Hester Biddle's admonitory prophecy to the people of London provides another example: “O The day and hour of thy visitation is now, O city of London! with all thy suburbs, and likewise the day, hour, and time of God's righteous judgments is at hand, and will be executed upon thee in flames of fire from heaven.”
 Quaker prophets, like their biblical counterparts, thought of geographical places in a metonymical sense; the people residing therein were an imagined community who formed an audience for the prophet. 


Like their biblical predecessors, Quaker women directed a number of their prophecies toward temporal authorities. Warnings to the king and Parliament were popular among Quaker prophets, particularly during the reigns of Charles II (r. 1660-85) and James II (r. 1685-88). Quaker prophets were not the first to address the nation's rulers. During the Rump Parliament, the Baptist prophet Elizabeth Poole had provided solicited advice to the Council of Officers on whether to spare King Charles' life.
 Poole's role as prophet was that of a consultant, but Quaker prophets had a different reason for addressing the monarch or Parliament: they wished to bring an end to the upswing in religious persecution that had accompanied the Restoration. Drawing on the Old Testament, they gave fiery warnings of what would happen to a ruler who failed to promote religious freedom in his kingdom. Anne Clayton, a servant of Margaret Fell Fox, sent a letter of warning to Charles II reminding him of how God “rent the kingdom from Saul because of his disobedience.”
 Some women even delivered their messages in person, such as Mary Bradshaw, who spoke to King Charles II during his visit to Bristol. Likewise, Elizabeth Adams stood outside Parliament for two days before breaking a flask in imitation of the prophet Jeremiah and signifying the corruption of church and state. For the most part, Quaker women who addressed the king were not subverting or questioning his authority, but rather emphasizing and reminding him of his responsibility as elected by God to rule, a construction that had parallels to biblical framings of the king’s election as a temporal ruler.
 

A number of early Quaker prophets, both men and women, backed up their warnings with symbolic actions inspired by biblical prophecy. Wearing sackcloth and ashes and going naked in public were two of the most common non-verbal means of communication for the early Quaker prophet.
 It is difficult to unpack the full symbolism behind these events because extant sources are often skewed toward the critical or the hagiographic: those who committed such actions appear in local court records or in accounts of Quaker sufferings. However, Quakers who prophesied by signs were clearly drawing on the biblical messages of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Jonah, which connected the wearing of sackcloth with repentance.
 Margaret Brewster, who entered a Boston congregation with her hair down, her face blackened, and wearing sackcloth and ashes, drew a comparison to Jonah entering Nineveh:

The desire of my soul is, that it may be with this town as it was with Nineveh of old, for when the Lord sent his prophet Jonah to cry against Nineveh, it is said, “They put on sackcloth, and covered their heads with ashes, and repented, and the Lord withdrew his judgments for forty years.”

By contrast, Elizabeth Fletcher invoked Isaiah, who walked naked as a sign and portent against Egypt and Ethiopia. Fletcher went naked through the streets of Oxford as a sign and portent to the Presbyterians and Independents that the Lord would strip them of their religious profession, “so that their Nakedness should Appear.”
 With such actions, women prophets like Brewster and Fletcher were indicating that the significations behind the prophetic signs of sackcloth, ashes, and nakedness—significations such as the fall of the godless and the coming of God's Kingdom—were imminent and therefore pertinent to their contemporary situation.
 


Thus Quaker women were doing more than just imitating biblical prophets when they donned sackcloth and ashes or walked naked through the streets. As professed inheritors of the same Spirit that inspired the prophets and apostles, early Quaker prophets saw themselves fulfilling for their time the same role as the biblical prophets had for theirs. Indeed, as Kenneth Carroll has posited, they may have believed themselves to be fulfilling scripture itself: Revelation 11:31 speaks of “two witnesses, whom I shall appoint to prophesy, dressed in sackcloth.”
 The symbolism of sackcloth and ashes was therefore not only tied to the Quakers' interest in the prophets of Israel, but also to their belief that they were living in the last days.


 Whatever an individual Quaker prophet's relationship to the Bible and its prophetic traditions, she—along with her entire Quaker community—understood herself to be chosen and set aside for her special task. Lydia Odes, in a letter to other Friends, spoke of “the loving kindness of the Lord, who hath chosen us from among many generations to bear a testimony for his name.” While accepting the spiritual gift of prophecy could produce fear and trepidation (there are several references to Quaker women struggling to obey prophetic injunctions), the calling itself was seen a sign of God's favor. As the prophet Mary Howgill wrote in 1662, “blessed are they that in the Lord's time either speak or write by revelation, by prophecy, or vision.”


Adopting the discourse and symbolism of the biblical prophets was only one way that Quaker prophets constructed themselves and their broader religious community as God's elect people. They also did so through their choice of language and rhetoric. Covenantal language, for example, contributed significantly to prophets’ discourse on election. Early Quakers acknowledged two covenants: the Old or First Covenant, a covenant of works established under the Law of Moses; and the New or Second Covenant, God's relationship with Israel made through a covenant of grace with Abraham.
 Living under the New Covenant, Friends perceived themselves to be the direct heirs of Abraham's pact with God. Dorothy White described this understanding to an audience of Friends, writing that her prophecy was: 

a heavenly visitation, sent from the union of the Holy Spirit, and holy covenant of perpetual peace, of love and consolation, unto all who are of the holy faith, and are partakers of the promise which God made with Abraham, the same faith and holy covenant which God made with him and his seed after him.

Quakers believed that the New Covenant was fulfilled not only through the first and second comings of Christ, but also immediately—in a spiritual sense—through the hearts of his people, who received spiritual gifts such as prophecy.
 Thus, early in the movement when Quakers' eschatological expectations were at their height, Friends linked prophecy both to the spiritual coming of Christ into the hearts of his believers and to the imminently expected physical coming of Christ. As Dorothy White professed in a pamphlet addressed to the nation of England in 1661:

The Lord God is making a new covenant with the generations of the seed of Abraham, which must inherit the promise of God; and to such the spirit of promise is fulfilled, that was made in generations past, to whom the Father said he would send the spirit of truth, the which is now come in this age and generation, which was before prophesied of, that in the latter days, he would pour forth his spirit upon all flesh, and upon sons and daughters, and upon servants, and handmaids.

There was a sense among Friends that this covenant was alive in new ways among the Quaker prophets as they spread God's Light throughout the nation in anticipation of Christ's return.


The question of who was in covenant with God was not fully answered in Quaker prophetic literature. Prophets addressing the broader nation never excluded the idea that to enter into covenant with God was an open invitation. As Dorothy White proclaimed, “God is bringing and gathering people into covenant with himself...that which our hands have handled of the word of life, of the same do we declare freely, that all may come freely, and drink of the fountain of life, which is now set open for Judah and for Jerusalem.”
 But the idea that Quakers were the chosen remnant retained a strong presence in their prophecy. Even prophecies directed at broader audiences, like Hester Biddle's pamphlet warning London and England, sometimes included a separate address to Friends: “Oh! you beloved Friends of God, this I have to say unto you from the mighty God...know this, that the covenant of the Lord is made with you, and his power and life shall not depart from you, nor from your seed for evermore.”
 The language of covenant in such prophecies reinforced the idea that the Quakers were God's chosen people.


Quakers who drew on covenantal language were following the lead of Puritan preachers who made comparisons between England and Israel as they castigated England in imitation of the Minor Prophets. Their sermons expressed the idea that, as with the experience of Israel in Judah, God's covenant would not be honored by the entire nation but only by a few. The Quakers were thus one among several groups who adapted the concept of biblical covenant to contemporary political, religious, or social purposes.


Equally popular among female Quaker prophets was the concept of “remnant,” which expressed the idea that there would be a chosen few to survive the imminent destruction of the nation.
 Remnant language was particularly prominent in Quaker prophetic discourse from the late 1650s and 1660s, a period of heightened apocalyptic expectations as the Interregnum transitioned to the Restoration. Prophets who described the Quakers as a chosen remnant were inspired by biblical prophets' references to remnant, such as the prophet Isaiah's proclamation that “though your people Israel were like the sand of the sea, only a remnant of them will return. Destruction is decreed, overflowing with righteousness” (Isaiah 10:22). In a 1662 pamphlet, for example, Hester Biddle announced to the citizens of London that “God hath a remnant in thee, which he hath marked for his own, which shall escape the Wrath that is to come.” Similarly, Dorothy White proclaimed in 1660 that “the end of all things is at hand; and all must come to know an end of the first covenant which was made with hell and death...This is the acceptable day of the Lord God, wherein he is come to gather together his remnant, and to seek the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”


Early Quaker prophets also set themselves apart by employing language that suggested they were the People of God. They envisioned themselves as part of a continual tradition of true believers. For example, when the prophet Lydia Wright went on trial in New England for disturbing worship, she told a magistrate that “if you worshiped that God which we worship, you would not persecute his people, for we worship the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the same God that Daniel worshipped.”
 Quaker prophets most frequently established themselves as God's people when commenting on or reacting to their persecuted condition. Alice Curwen and her husband had just arrived in Rhode Island after a 13-week journey from England when they heard of “a new law that was made at Boston against the people of God called Quakers.” They traveled to Boston “to bear our testimony, with the rest of Friends, to God's blessed weighty truth against this generation that remain there unto this day, that so with the rest of the Lord's people we might fill up the sufferings that remain behind.”


Like Curwen, most Quaker prophets who used terms such as “the people of God called Quakers” or “the Lord's people” did so in a manner that did not rule out the possible inclusion of others in this group. One exception is Hester Biddle, perhaps the most fiery and vitriolic of the early Quaker prophets, who invoked the voice of God to denounce her persecutors: “this is my decree which I will have sealed unto my people, I am the Quakers' God, and will be with them unto the end of this world, and in the end they shall be with me in my glorious kingdom, where they shall be kept from their persecutors.”
 Biddle notwithstanding, most prophets entertained the idea that the Quakers were God's people in so far as they were true believers and present-day inheritors of God's covenant. This understanding encouraged Quakers to witness to others who might also join the remnant of God's People but who were not yet in the Light. The early Quaker missionary and prophet Sarah Cheevers expressed this view when, during her imprisonment in Malta from 1659-1662, she dreamed at one point that “the Lord said unto me, I have a people in this place, and precious seed to be gathered from the chaff, through labor and travel.”


Quaker prophets further extended their language of election by employing terms such as “elect” or “chosen.” References to individuals as chosen or elect were rare among the early Quaker prophets, with the significant exception of descriptions of prophetic callings. Most Quakers did not experience an anxiety-filled spiritual journey to ascertain their state of grace, as did many Calvinists.
 Rather, Quaker prophets tended to speak of being chosen or elect when referring to the Society of Friends as a whole. Prophets who addressed Quakers, for example, sometimes called their intended audiences “chosen.” Hester Biddle appended to one of her pamphlets “a few words unto the royal seed, which is chosen of God, and separated from the world.” Similarly, Dorothy White addressed one of her postscripts “to all the elect of God, who are called and chosen, faithful and true.” Quakers also spoke of being an elect or chosen people when issuing warnings to their persecutors. In an admonitory message with an eschatological tone, Dorothy White warned the rulers and people of Weymouth: “Behold now is the Lord gathering in his chosen seed, chosen before the foundation of the world.” Katharine Evans wrote from prison how God leads believers “through the greatest trials by the secret working of over-ruling providence: so that the counsels of men against his chosen and elect prove insufficient and come to nought.”


Labeling the Quaker community as “elect” and “chosen” was also a powerful way for early Friends to set themselves apart from what they saw as the false worship of the nation. In a tirade against ordained ministers, Dorothy White lamented how England's ministers “have craftily crept into houses, calling them churches, but God hath a church of living stones, elect and precious, and this church is God a-building in this our day, a spiritual house built upon that rock that never shall be shaken, the rock that is God's elect.” White indicated that she believed this election of the true church to have been pre-ordained: “the church of Christ being the elect body of Christ, being elected in him before the world was; these are called and chosen, faithful and true Israelites indeed, born of the holy seed, living stones, elect and precious, having life in them from the chief cornerstone.”
 Once again, the focus was on using election to establish the Society of Friends as a community of true and elect believers. Election here functioned in a collective sense—that of all members of the true Church—rather than in a personal sense of individual election.


Largely absent in early female Quaker prophecy, however, was the emphasis on England's potential salvation from destruction that appears as a possibility in the writings of Katherine Sutton and Mary Cary. The desire of early Quaker prophets to establish themselves as God's remnant among a corrupt nation precluded an emphasis on England as an elect or favored nation. The sense of England as a nation is clearly evident: many Quakers addressed their eschatological warnings to the nation of England, for example. But the focus remained on the elect as a group within the nation, rather than on the elect as a nation.


In a few instances, Quakers did suggest that England was a favored nation, but they usually did so because it allowed them to achieve other means. For example, some three-dozen Quaker women signed the following letter written to King Charles II:

And so full of goodwill are we unto the land of our nativity, that we must call unto you, that you might mind what the great God of heaven and earth hath made known unto us, that he hath appeared, and doth appear in this nation and kingdom, more than in any nation in the earth, that it might be cleansed and delivered from the destruction threatened by the Lord.

One would be hard pressed, however, not to draw a connection between the women's display of affection for the “land of our nativity” and their desire to appeal to their regal audience.
 In another example from a pamphlet published in 1662, Mary Howgill described how “the living God did appear unto me by vision, and shewed me the dark, horrible, and miserable estate that would come on this land of England, and on the people therein.” Howgill was “in great travail in spirit, soul, and body, for the whole land of England,” stating to God that “even above and beyond all other lands) thou hast so largely made thy self manifest” in England. Yet, ultimately, Howgill singled out what she called the “elect seed” from the rest of the nation, pleading specifically for them, that God not “slay the righteous with the wicked.” With these words, Howgill echoed Abraham's entreaty for Sodom (cf. Genesis 18:23). Thus, while she appealed for mercy for England, she linked it with a symbol of great corruption as she separated the wicked from God's People.


When Quakers did compare England to a biblical nation, they often conceived of England as a modern-day counterpart to ancient Egypt, an enslaver of the people of God. References comparing England and Egypt appear in numerous writings of Quaker prophets, especially those addressing persecution.
 Here again we see the importance of persecution in shaping the early Quakers. Whereas the Babylonian captivity was a frequent reference in the jeremiads of English Congregationalists—who saw themselves as a remnant fleeing from spiritual exile—the Quakers stressed a particular connection to the enslaved Israelites in Egypt.
 Theirs was not so much a desire to separate from sin but rather to emerge out of the bondage of persecution. In some instances, prophets dispensed entirely with simile and made England and the Quakers the literal embodiments of Egypt and Israel, respectively.


White and other prophets also made numerous references to Zion and Jerusalem. A number of prophets addressed their Quaker audiences as “sons and daughters of Sion,” for example. However, there was a notable scarcity of references to New Jerusalem in early Quaker prophecy. The few allusions to New Jerusalem speak of an undefined, vague eschatology that sharply contrasts the highly detailed New Jerusalem outlined in Mary Cary's prophecies. This absence reflects the broader theological emphasis of the Quakers. They acknowledged that the “day of the Lord” was at hand, but their focus was on the spiritual regeneration of the “last days” and on building their community of true believers. They expressed little interest in the elaborate eschatological timetables of the Fifth Monarchists.


The uniform persistence with which early Quaker prophets established the Friends as an elect remnant among a fallen nation is remarkable, especially considering that these women prophesied during a formative, protean period of Quakerism. Their rhetoric of election not only suggests that Quakers developed a keen sense of community early in the movement, but it also raises questions about how religious minorities related to the concept of the elect nation. Indeed, Quaker prophecy serves to bolster Christopher Hill's thesis that there was a progressive shift during the seventeenth century from “peculiar people” signifying the chosen people of England to “peculiar people” taking on a sectarian resonance.
 The paradigm of Israel, which was so important to early Quakers—and to many other religious minorities in the seventeenth-century British Atlantic—ultimately was not one of comparisons between England and Israel as an elect nation. That paradigm was reserved for national campaigns, political advisors or theorists, and the Church of England. The paradigm of Israel adopted by the early Quakers was that mirrored by the eschatology of many of the Old Testament prophets themselves: a nation written off as beyond redemption except for a godly few.

Second-Generation Quakers: Community

By the late seventeenth century, Quakers faced a number of changes that began to influence their notions of community, such as the forging of internal networks, the institutionalization of the meeting structure, and transatlantic expansion.
 Prophecy was a response—made in the name of God, the highest authority—against a temporal authority. When the relationship to that authority changed, so too did the nature of female prophecy. Language of election began to decline as the prophet’s audience shifted to a largely Quaker audience—one that was facing less persecution. 


Historians who extend their studies into the post-Restoration years encounter the difficult problem of assessing the changes to female prophetic discourse in second-generation Quakerism. The consensus in scholarship has been that radical female prophecy declined in the late seventeenth century. Some scholars have correlated this decline with the feminization of religious discourse. Phyllis Mack, while avoiding a language of “decline,” sees feminized subjectivity as having circumscribed women's roles in the public arena by 1700. However, as Mack and Paula McDowell both suggest, this same subjectivity allowed female religious figures to claim an authority as women, even as it circumscribed their roles.


Yet problems remain with how scholarship has addressed the changes to second-generation Quaker prophecy. First, as Kate Peters has shown, women prophets were aware of their gender and the problems that it created as early as the first generation.
 Second, the relationship between the feminization of religious rhetoric and the decline in radical female prophecy applies to the Quakers but not to all dissenting women. As I will argue in the following chapters, some millenarian prophets such as the Philadelphians feminized their discourse to produce a radical and empowering message about their elect status.


This chapter contributes to debates over the place of women in the second generation of Quakerism by considering both the centripetal effects of standardization and the centrifugal effects of transatlantic mobility on female Quaker prophecy and notions of community. It focuses in particular on the relationship between the prophet and her audience, and on the process by which prophetic discourse adapted to meet the needs of the changing community of Friends. By highlighting how community changed, we gain insight into the close relationship between election and notions of community in the discourse of radical Protestants such as the Quakers.


The numbers of Quakers began to swell during the last decades of the seventeenth century. At the century's end, there were by some estimates 50,000 Quakers in the British Isles and another 40,000 scattered throughout the Western Hemisphere. Quakers traveled throughout the Atlantic, gathering new members in Scotland, Ireland, Wales, colonial North America, Jamaica, Bermuda, and Barbados. They also began to experience a more favorable relationship with their non-Quaker neighbors.
 And, although the Act of Toleration was not passed until 1689, the harshest legislated persecution of Quakers had occurred in the 1660s.


All of these changes meant that the Quakers were becoming a larger, more geographically diverse religious group that (at least on some levels) had begun to assimilate into broader society. Not surprisingly, as with any enthusiastic religious group entering its second generation, the Quaker emphasis began to change. Friends' sense that they were living in the last days started to diminish.
 The eschatological impulse that had defined the first generation of Quaker prophets never disappeared entirely, but it declined considerably in the years after the Restoration. Instead, Friends focused their energy on giving structure to the movement.


Starting in the 1660s, the Quaker movement underwent significant organizational changes. As we have seen earlier in the chapter, this impetus came in part from the heightened persecution of the Restoration period, which forced the Society of Friends to develop an institutional base that would enable them to survive the hostile political environment. Two main changes, both spearheaded by George Fox, had a considerable effect on female prophecy: the creation of separate women's meetings and the establishment of a Quaker censorship system.


In 1671, George Fox began work on his plan to establish a separate women's meeting that would remove them from participation and leadership in the men's meetings but give them autonomy over their own.
 Unequivocally, separate meetings emphasized gender in a way that first-generation Quakerism did not, and an understanding of the Quaker woman as having a spiritual role unique to her gender began to take shape in the second generation.
 But the consensus among scholars is that the move was not intended as a blanket statement on the spiritual role of women. Indeed, Phyllis Mack goes so far as to argue that separate women's meetings offered long-lasting positive effects by offering leadership opportunities to Quaker women, who would later take an active role in movements like feminism, women's suffrage, and peace activism.
 Similarly, William Braithwaite challenges the assumption that the new structure was intended to give women an unequal share in leadership. And Christine Trevett cautions that women's meetings did not put an end to female prophecy.


Nonetheless, despite the opportunities that the new meeting structure afforded women (and, more specifically, women prophets), the very implementation of structure itself served to create restrictions on the style and prevalence of women's public speech. Richard Bauman explains that by the late 1670s, Quaker ministers spoke more formally, and in a narrower range of contexts than the previous generation.”
 Some of this restriction came from George and Margaret Fox's decision to have the Second Day Morning Meeting of Ministers censor and edit all Friends' writings, beginning in 1672. The men who led this meeting rejected the political and apocalyptic emphases of the early Quakers in favor of a corpus defined largely by autobiography, works of instruction, and Quaker testimonies.


The Second Day Morning Meeting was in charge of censorship, but women's meetings also played a role in directing and managing Quakers, particularly regarding domestic matters. Male and female Quakers alike were held accountable by Quaker women's meetings, which served in a manner similar to church courts by reprimanding individuals and vetting potential couples with the goal of enforcing and protecting the Quaker faith among individuals and families.
 The censorial role of the women's meetings also could carry over into their everyday lives. Barbara Blaugdone, for example, took it upon herself to write George Fox to inform him of the behavior of various Friends in Bristol:

Jone Elie is gone from all good and turned sottish… I believe [you] heard how Richard Marsh manifested his folly and wickedness in taking his wife contrary to the order of Friends; it was very gross.

Richard Marsh's decision to marry outside the faith stood out as particularly problematic for Blaugdone. Similarly, Irish Quaker Abigail Abbott, whom Friends described as an “eloquent woman of a Majestic presence,” considered her marriage to a non-Friend to have been a key component of her turn from the Quaker faith. Despite her “evidence in my conscience, from my own experience, that [the Quakers] were a chosen people of God,” Abbot lost her good judgment:

to that degree, that when my Friends refused to let me take my now husband in their assemblies on my own terms, I foolishly concluded, that though I went from the people of the Lord to marry my husband with a minister of the world's people yet the Lord would still be with me as before, seeing he had brought me near himself before I knew them: thus Samson-like who slept on the lap of his Delilah, I knew not that my strength was departed from me and so rashly and resolutely I rushed into the congregation of the dead as a dog returns to his vomit.

This push toward endogamy was part of the move toward regulation of Quakerism; leaders wanted to ensure that those of the current generation would remain true to their faith and that those of future generations would be raised in it.


The Quakers' sense of community underwent changes not only from a move toward regulation, but also from a rise in the numbers of Quakers who traveled or relocated throughout the Atlantic. While dispersion and migration separated Quakers by many miles, Friends were able to counteract some of the centrifugal effects of distance by establishing a solid support system of networks. As Quakers traveled many miles from home, they encountered like-minded Friends who offered them shelter, took care of their children, worshiped with them, and circulated their manuscript and printed writings among Friends. This transatlantic network of Quakers was as important to Friends' sense of community in the second generation as the move toward structure and regulation.


Due to the prevalence of interactions among Quakers throughout the Atlantic, Quaker historians developed an early interest in the potential of Atlantic history as it applied to the Society of Friends. In 1960, before the surge in scholarship on the Atlantic world, Frederick Tolles argued that the traveling ministry was the “principal element of the Atlantic Quaker community.”
 Travel diaries, testimonies, and meeting records reveal that women prophets were a prominent part of the Quakers' traveling ministry. Their well-documented experiences shed much light on the world of transatlantic travel and on the importance of networks as a means of survival.


It is striking how little of what Quaker women actually spoke at meetings appears in the texts of many travel journals and testimonies. The genre of the travel journal itself can account for some of this emphasis on travel experiences at the expense of prophetic content. And Quaker women’s travel accounts did vary considerably. Esther Palmer, for example, kept a travel diary detailing distance logged and places visited. Deborah Bell, on the other hand, published a more retrospective biographical account that ranged in content from details of her nervousness when first prophesying as a young woman to copies of her correspondence with a Baptist woman who inquired about women’s preaching.
 However, the absence of detailed prophetic messages in the accounts of prophets such as Esther Palmer and Elizabeth Webb suggests that much of the focus of these women’s missions was on the travel experience itself. Traveling as a missionary was not just about delivering specific messages; it was also about the calling to travel and how it served as a mark of status within the Quaker community.

Women who traveled in the ministry usually expressed to the Quaker community that they had a strong calling to do so. Elizabeth Webb, who eventually settled with her family in Pennsylvania, described her calling to visit America as a powerful moment when her spirit was actually transported to the colonies and back:

And in the year 1697, in the sixth month, as I was sitting in a meeting in Gloucester, which was then the place of my abode, my mind was gathered into perfect stillness for some time, and my spirit was as if it had been carried away into America, and after it returned, my heart was as if it had been dissolved with the love of God, and it flowed over the great ocean, and I was constrained to kneel down and pray for the seed of God in America, and the concern never went out of mind day nor night, until I went to travel there in the love of God.

As with many women who prophesied, Webb experienced what she considered to be an irresistible obligation; her “concern” to travel to a specific place never left her until she fulfilled this calling. In a sense, she believed herself to be chosen for this individual task.


But not all women who felt called to travel as ministers received the approval of their fellow Friends. By the late seventeenth-century, as Quakers began to regulate the meeting structure, they also standardized the process by which Friends could represent them in the mission field. Quakers, both male and female, had to apply for travel certificates, or certificates of removal, which were issued by a monthly meeting that then reported back to the quarterly meeting. Not everyone who applied for a certificate was accepted; some were informed they should remain "quiet" for additional guidance. As for those who obtained certificates, they carried the certificate with them as they traveled, and the clerks of the various meetings they visited would sign the certificate. This was a momentous shift in the Quaker approach to preaching and prophecy; the spontaneous speech of the early Quakers was becoming regulated.
 Granted, the system of certificates did not bring an end to inspired prophecy; but it did mean that Quaker leaders now determined which Friends had been given the gift of prophecy and which had not.


In 1687, Elizabeth Collard applied for a certificate through her monthly meeting, stating that “it hath been pretty much before me several times in my mind for some months past to visit Friends in some of the western counties and northward if way was made for me.
 As with Collard's example, certificate applications usually expressed a sense of calling or ministerial “gift.” Travel certificates were not permanent; applicants reapplied if they felt called to make further journeys. Records of Elizabeth Webb indicate that before she moved to Pennsylvania in 1700 she came over on a religious visit in 1697, bringing a certificate from the Quarterly Meeting held at Tetbury in Gloucestershire. Over the next 27 years, she received multiple certificates from monthly meetings in both England and America; some were issued to her only, others to her family as a whole.
 Eighteenth-century travelers such as Webb who crossed the Atlantic were distinguished from female Quaker ministers who operated closer to home in two ways: they experienced a specific “concern” to travel across the Atlantic for religious service, and the approval of their visit indicated that Friends placed a high level of trust in their ministerial qualifications.


Once accepted for travel—whether at the national or transatlantic level—Quaker women encountered a well-developed support network that facilitated their travels. If they were married or had children, their families often became involved in the process. Elizabeth Collard's husband, for example, added a postscript to his wife's letter of application for a certificate “to satisfy Friends that I am freely willing to give up that she may go: as the Lord may order it.” In late 1697, Elizabeth Webb's husband accompanied her from their home in Gloucester to Bristol, where they stayed for two weeks until her ship was ready to leave.
 Several years later, Webb related in a letter to the German Pietist Anton Wilhelm Boehm that her husband granted his consent for the voyage only after some hesitation: “I told my husband that I had a concern on my mind to go to America, and asked him if he could give me up. He said he hoped it would not be required of me; but I told him it was, and that I should not go without his free consent, which seemed a little hard to him at first.” However, soon after declaring her intentions to travel, Webb fell sick with a fever from which she feared she would not recover. Her illness made her husband “very willing to give me up, he said, if it were for seven years rather than to have me taken from him forever.”


While some women traveled before they married or had children, others left behind young offspring in the care of others. Elizabeth Webb returned from her 18-month trip through the American colonies to find her “mother and children in good health [her] husband being gone to London to the yearly meeting.”
 Webb's contemporary, Elizabeth Rawlinson, was described as “often being made willing to leave an affectionate husband, and several tender children to visit the churches, both in this nation and Ireland several times over.” While the sense of eschatological urgency in the prophecies of early Quaker women had dissipated by the end of the century, the sense of a calling to travel in the ministry remained strong. During the first three-quarters of the eighteenth century, Rebecca Larson estimates that 1,300 to 1,500 women ministers were active in the transatlantic Quaker community.
 The continued activity of female ministers was due in large part to the established infrastructure of family members and Friends who helped out with the familial responsibilities that these women left behind. 


Quaker itinerant ministers did not travel alone; most women (and some men) who ventured across the Atlantic or throughout the British Isles did so in pairs. Elizabeth Webb, for example, had multiple traveling companions during her years of visiting Friends on both sides of the Atlantic. Each traveling partner decided where and how long she wanted to travel, which meant that a woman could find herself with a new companion mid-trip. Elizabeth Webb describes how, while in West Jersey, “it came weightily upon my companion Mary Rogers to go to Barbados. So she laid it before a meeting of ministering friends and we were sensible that it was of the Lord.” Rogers and Webb made one final trip to Philadelphia, where Webb found a new traveling companion, Elizabeth Lloyd.
 Similarly, the young Esther Palmer noted that she traveled 520 miles with Susannah Freeborn before they parted ways. Palmer then traveled with Mary Lawson “after I parted with S[usannah] F[reeborn] in love and unity, she being easy to return home.” Lawson became Palmer’s traveling companion for 1,685 Miles. But upon leaving the yearly meeting in Philadelphia, Palmer had not even cleared “eastern shore Maryland and Virginia” before she and Mary Banister became traveling companions. Palmer, Freeborn, Lawson, and Banister wrote joint accounts of their travels, with each woman contributing entries. At least in some cases, Friends paired traveling companions in a process that echoed other trends toward the standardization of Quaker practices. For example, Palmer traveled the last leg of her trip through the colonies with Rebecca Owen, who became her companion “by the advice of Friends and the consent of her father.”


In addition to the backing of her family and her traveling companion, the female minister who ventured far from home found an extensive network of support from Friends throughout the Atlantic Quaker community. Fellow Quakers supplied room and board to traveling Friends; they also served as guides at times, helping to secure passage or negotiate with third parties. Others made financial contributions to facilitate the journeys of Quakers who could not afford travel costs.
 It was common for traveling Quakers to stay in the houses of both widows and male heads of households. Frequently, women Quakers who stayed at a Friend's house would hold at least one meeting either in the home or in a nearby meeting-house if one existed.
 The focus of each leg of the journey was on the meeting itself and on worshiping with other Friends.


In a few instances, though, Friends received hospitality from individuals outside the Quaker community. Both Elizabeth Webb and Esther Palmer indicated that they were welcomed into the houses of non-Quakers at some point during their journeys, either for worship or for shelter. Webb described how she visited the home of a fellow Quaker after meeting: “his wife was not a friend, yet she desired us to have a meeting in the family, which we had and the love of God was mightily manifested amongst us.”
 Similarly, Esther Palmer and Mary Banister arrived at John Robeson's, where “we had a meeting at his house no Friend but very kind to us we lay there all night.” At another point, Isaac Watson hosted a meeting upon Palmer and Banister's arrival, after which Luke Watson provided hospitality for the traveling pair; neither Isaac nor Luke was a Quaker.


Some of this hospitality was no doubt borne out of necessity and attempts at survival. During the time of King Philip's War, for example, Alice Curwen related that Quakers had been “scattered because of the great distress of the Indians' war.” She and her husband took refuge at a “Friend's House beyond the river, where there were about two hundred people (some Friends, and others) who were come thither for safety, and had fortified the house very strongly about for fear of these bloody Indians, which had killed two of our Friends within three miles of that place.”
 Quakers did receive support at times from non-Friends. Indeed, from the early days of the movement, Quakers took lists of sympathetic individuals, such as Baptists (another religious minority), who might be willing to serve as contacts along the way.


The majority of time that traveling Quakers were away from home, though, was spent among Friends. More specifically, travelers had significant interactions with other Quaker travelers. The experience of traveling as a Quaker minister—and the honor that it brought an individual in the Society of Friends—created what Gregory Ablavsky has argued was a community unto itself, a community of traveling Quaker ministers.
 The journals of Quakers who traveled in the ministry certainly confirm Ablavsky's contention. Their accounts indicate that they met up with each other throughout their journeys, sometimes traveling together, sometimes worshipping together. The Quaker missionary Thomas Chalkley, for example, remarked in an account of his travels that he and Elizabeth Webb were on the same ship from Virginia to England in 1698/9.
 Webb moved to Pennsylvania soon afterwards, and Esther Palmer stayed with Webb in 1705 during her trip through the colonies: “we set forward from Philadelphia...and were that day at Providence Meeting and lay that night at Elizabeth Webb's 30 Miles from Philadelphia. Esther Palmer also met up with Samuel Bownas, a prolific traveler and Quaker minister, at Choptanck. John Richardson, who journeyed with Samuel Bownas, recorded traveling with Elizabeth Webb in 1701, stating that he “sometimes fell into company with Elizabeth Webb and Sarah Clement.”
 Through their respective experiences of itinerancy and ministry, these Quakers had great respect for one another; their frequent interactions during their travels suggest that not only did traveling Quakers reinforce the bonds of transatlantic Quakerism, but they also functioned as a community unto themselves.

During their travels, Quaker ministers (both male and female) served as circulators of information. They were what one historian has called “cultural 'carriers',” connecting the various parts of the Atlantic by bringing ideas, letters, and printed writings to and from their destinations.
 A key aid to this process of cultural and information transfer was the printing press, which helped minimize the effects of distance and transatlantic migration on Friends' sense of community. We have already seen in this chapter how central print culture was to the early Quakers; it continued to be so in the second generation. The censorship and editing of the Morning Meeting meant that most Quaker-sponsored publications of the late seventeenth century had an exhortative purpose and were aimed predominantly at Quaker audiences. But Quakers continued to be aware of the larger implications of a society in which print culture served as a forum for religious debate. As important as the printed word was for forging networks and unity among Friends spread out across thousands of miles, it also continued to have a polemical function, allowing Quakers to defend themselves and their beliefs as they engaged in religious debate. For example, the Society of Friends sponsored the spirited and polemical pamphlets of Anne Docwra at the turn of the eighteenth century.


The relatively high literacy rates of Quaker men and women ensured that Quaker publications reached their intended audience. At a certain level, however, literacy became moot. In early modern society, with its blurred lines between oral and print culture, the printed and spoken word existed in a dialectical relationship. Oral speech transferred into print, and printed works worked their way back into orality. Many Quaker writings, for example, were read aloud in Quaker meetings.
 It was fitting, then, that the Quakers, who placed great weight on the spontaneous nature of prophecy and the movings of the spirit, turned to the printed word. Print allowed Friends to expand their audiences without compromising the inspired element of Quaker public speech. The printing press became an important tool for countering the centrifugal forces of transatlantic travel.


The sense of community that had been so important to the early Quakers continued into the second generation, but its foundations were changing. Quakers found new ways to build community through the standardization and institutionalization of their movement, and through the forging of human and informational networks that allowed them to create some semblance of unity across thousands of miles. The relationship between three categories—community, prophecy, and election—had been defining to early Quaker female prophets. As the next section argues, the significant changes to one of these categories, notions of community, led to considerable effects on the other two.
Second-Generation Quakers: Prophecy and Election

William Braithwaite summarized the changes to the second generation of Quaker theology and practice by stating that the Quaker movement

began as a fellowship, thrilling with intense life, with the great purposes of God ringing in its ears and driving it forth to adventurous, if sometimes mistaken service, and later by...the accretions of habit, the stereotyping force of tradition, and the pressure of the outside world, it established a strong organization and lost somewhat of its soul.”

The intensity, adventure, and “soul” of the early Quakers were all indicative of their fringe status as radical dissenters. But as the community changed in the ways outlined above, prophecy adapted in the face of these changes. Not surprisingly, language of the elect remnant became less useful to Quaker prophets because this language had addressed notions of religious and civic community that were no longer as relevant.
 
As an interest in eschatology began to wane among late seventeenth-century Quakers, and as the Second Day Morning Meeting began to censor Friends' writings, key changes developed in the nature of Quakers' words—both written and spoken—that we can attribute in large part to a shift in audience. Fewer Quakers issued eschatological warnings that the day of the Lord was at hand. Rather, Friends turned inward toward testimonies, travel journals, and works of instruction aimed at a mostly Quaker audience. There were several notable exceptions of women who continued to issue admonitory and enthusiastic discourses, but for the most part, women who prophesied did so to a friendly audience of fellow Quakers. Those who traveled in the ministry and spoke at various Quaker meetings still believed that they were speaking for God. However, their audience responded differently than did the audiences of their first generation counterparts. The experiences of second-generation Quakers like Elizabeth Webb were a far cry from those of Elizabeth Hooten, whose public rantings in the streets and Congregational churches of Boston resulted in her being repeatedly whipped and chased out of town. Webb continually encountered a friendly reception—even among her non-Quaker visitors. Indeed, her description of a group of intruders on a Quaker meeting shows the extent to which the tables had been turned; Quakers were now functioning, at least in some instances, as the “establishment:”

One day we had a meeting at Timicock, near Oyster bay, before the ranters came and made a disturbance some singing and ranting, others howling with hideous noises all in confusion and disorder. The transformation of the devil is such in these ranters that it cannot be imagined nor scarcely credited.

 
Despite the changes to their audience or the nature of their writing, many Quaker women continued to regard themselves as speaking for God. Testimonies, for example, remained prophetic in nature because Friends continued to believe that God was speaking through the testifier. Prophecy also kept its transient quality, which meant that even traveling ministers—who undertook a journey with the intention of speaking in meetings—did not necessarily speak at every meeting they visited. Elizabeth Webb's traveling partner, Elizabeth Lloyd, experienced a period of silence during her travels. Webb wrote from Virginia that she “had a good meeting at Ann Akehurst's, having no helper in meetings now but the Lord alone, my innocent companion Elizabeth Lloyd having no public testimony.”


An emphasis on the Spirit also remained integral to Quaker meetings, even after the considerable restructuring of the meeting system. John Kelsall remarked about the 1711 Yearly Meeting at Builth (Brecknockshire, Wales) that “there was a great power in the meeting, and the tender visitations of the Lord largely and freely extended, and Friends were much comforted in the truth and one with another.”
 Some Quaker women even retained patterns of speech employed by their fiery predecessors. Samuel Bownas (b. 1676), recorded an experience at a Quaker meeting during his apprenticeship:

A young woman, named Anne Wilson, was there and preached; she was very zealous, and fixing my eye upon her, she with a great zeal pointed her finger at me, uttering these words with much power, “A traditional Quaker, thou comest to Meeting as thou went from it (the last time) and goest from it as thou came to it, but art not better for thy coming, what wilt thou do in the end?”

Wilson's zeal strongly influenced the young Bownas, who himself became a Quaker preacher.


But in the aftermath of the move toward structure and censorship, some of the more radical women prophets encountered resistance. The push for censorship spearheaded by leading Friends influenced who was able to get published or speak in meetings. Women continued to claim the right to prophesy, but the question of women's public religious role was clearly on the minds many Quakers—especially as concerned the newly restructured Quaker meeting. There was no open debate on the issue of Quaker women's speaking in meetings, just as there was no one tradition of defending female prophecy.
 However, Friends often discussed the issue in reference to larger debates surrounding the newly instituted women's meetings. Overall, the debate over women's meetings became as much about defining the role of women as it did about defining the best way to organize the Society of Friends. For example, Anne Whitehead's defense of women's meetings described the role of the Quaker woman in terms that closely resembled that of more hierarchical models of seventeenth-century female piety. Her writing, based heavily on the Pauline epistles, indicated a departure from the discourse of the early Quakers, who imitated male figures or engaged in dramatic signs such as wearing sackcloth. In response to critics of the new meeting system who worried that women's meetings were imposed and constricting, Whitehead responded that the meetings would allow female Quakers to develop and fulfill their religious duty:

as the good women of old were helpers in the work of the Gospel, in such things as are proper to us, as visiting and relieving the sick, the poor more especially and destitute amongst us, that they be helped, as also the poor widows, and fatherless orphans, that the distressed in all things be rightly answered, the children at nurse be rightly educated, and well brought up, in order to a future well-being in the creation. Again, we being met together, the elder women to instruct the younger to all wholesome things, loving their own husbands and children, to be discreet, chaste, sober, keeping at home.

Whitehead replaced the model of the aggressive Old Testament prophet with that of a pious woman who had a specific and gendered role to fill in her religious community and the domestic sphere.


As we see from Whitehead's response, debates over female prophecy and the place of women's meetings were multifaceted. Some criticism of the women's meetings, for example, emerged out of concern over the imposition of structure on a religion that had promoted itself as spirit-led. But there was also a contingent of Friends who were against women's meetings because they believed in limiting the role of Quaker women, and that giving women leadership over their own meeting was a step in the wrong direction. John Story, who led a schism in the early 1670s over the issue of the new meeting structure, represented this view. According to Elizabeth Stirredge, he reportedly told two women in Wiltshire to “go home about their business, and wash their dishes, and not go about to preach...that Paul did absolutely forbid women to preach.”


Similarly, Susannah Blandford declared that she was “of the Apostle's mind: 'Let such women (as want instruction, or would usurp authority over the man) keep silence in the church, and give place to man, to whom God hath given preeminence, and made fit for that great work.” She desired only “to preach to my children, friends, neighbors, and servants”—in other words, she emphasized the domestic sphere.
 Blandford went so far as to upend the status of the prophet as “chosen” by claiming that providence had allowed her not to succumb to visions or revelations:

[I] have seen many fall on the right hand, and on the left, where also I might but have had for my preservation, the cloud over me by day to keep me low, that I might not be exalted, neither by visions, sights, nor revelations; many have been hurt thereby, and cast that on others, which concerned themselves.
 
In contrast, Susannah Whitrow, the daughter of the prophet Joan Whitrow, lamented that she had for awhile been tempted by “lying vanities,” including a belief against women's speaking in meetings. She believed this fault to be sufficiently grievous that she singled it out when making her deathbed confession:  “Oh! how I have been against a woman's speaking in a meeting! But now, whether it comes from man, woman or child, it is precious indeed.”
 Not all women prophets addressed the issue of female prophecy or speaking in meetings. Most fell somewhere along the middle of the spectrum, continuing to prophesy if they believed themselves so called but often taking on new concerns.


As for those who did continue to prophesy or to speak in meetings, their messages changed. The Welsh Quaker John Kelsall summarized the messages of many traveling ministers who visited Dolobran between 1701 and 1712. His accounts reveal that a key focus of testimonies (both among male and female ministers) was to exhort other Quakers to engage in behaviors and spiritual practices that would strengthen the Quaker individual, family, and community of Friends.
 As Kelsall's records indicate, the organizational program of Fox and other Quaker leaders had reached outlying regions of Quakerism, such as Wales, by the turn of the eighteenth century.


Of particular concern to a number of second-generation Quaker prophets was the future of the movement. The concern over the next generation is a sociological problem inherent in any religious movement that continues into the second generation: how does a religious group encourage in its children the same zeal that brought their parents to the budding movement? Quakers developed a policy of birthright membership before 1700.
 This obviated some of the problems faced by groups such as the Separatist Puritans, who did not automatically extend full membership to offspring. Nonetheless, numerous Friends, both male and female, feared that the next generation would depart from Quaker principles. Barbara Bevan, herself a young Quaker, traveled with her father from Pennsylvania to Wales, where she pleaded that the younger sort might stay away from pride, vanity, and worldly fashions and customs.
 Ednah Walker, who visited the Dolobran Meeting in 1710, was “was much concerned that all might prize God's love and visitations but more particularly that the young might mind the Lord in their youth.” Kelsall noted that Walker “was large on this head, earnestly pressing both parents and children to their respective duties.”


By the early eighteenth century, most Quaker women prophets preached in meetings or traveled as established ministers supported by the Society of Friends. Prophets adapted to the realities of a second-generation religious movement that had begun to spread throughout the Atlantic. In one sense, female prophecy did not change. Quaker prophets continued to believe that when they spoke as prophets—whether to the king or to fellow Friends—God spoke a message through them. This fundamental understanding of the prophet’s role remained constant. But the female Quaker prophet’s audience, message, and understanding of community did evolve. The second-generation prophet who spoke to a community of Friends in meetings throughout the Atlantic world gradually became the norm, and the early prophet who had given warnings and turned to language of election and the elect remnant gradually declined. 


Did these changes produce a decline in female Quakers’ engagement with the public or aspects of public religious life? Clearly, a comparison of Ednah Walker’s appeal to the moral regulation of the young—given to an audience of fellow believers—with Mary Packe’s direct address to the king suggests so. However, one limitation of historiography on the second generation of Quaker women is that it has looked at women’s speech and actions within the movement. The implications of changes to female prophecy not only affected Quaker women within their religious communities but also in their interactions with others. As Chapter Four will show, a perspective that looks past the Quakers allows us to see how a few Friends who continued to embrace radical ideas about election and prophecy—ideas that had become too radical for the community of Friends—turned to a new community in the early eighteenth century: the French Prophets. Moreover, as Chapter Five will argue, Quaker women prophets throughout the Atlantic encountered other radical Protestants and found new ways to participate in a religious public sphere. The intersection of Quaker female prophecy, election, and notions of civic and religious community studied in this chapter thus requires not only a chronological study of Friends, but also one that looks past the group’s boundaries to address how they interacted with other religious groups.
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