
Quakerism in Context: History, Beliefs, and
Comparisons with Christianity and Islam

Origins and Historical Development

Quakerism,  formally  known as  the  Religious  Society  of  Friends,  emerged in  mid-17th  century  England
during the tumultuous era of the English Civil War . Its founder, George Fox (1624–1691), was a dissenter
who believed he experienced direct communication from God and became convinced that the established
churches had drifted from true Christianity . Fox and his early followers rejected  rituals, liturgy, and
church hierarchies, asserting that God’s truth could be accessed  directly by each person through the
Holy Spirit, without need for priests or elaborate ceremonies . This radical stance – that “Christ has
come to teach His people Himself” in Fox’s words – led them to form a new movement emphasizing personal
experience of the Divine over external forms .

Despite persecution (including imprisonment of Quaker preachers and laws against their meetings) in the
movement’s early decades , Quakerism spread. Friends (as Quakers call one another, referencing Jesus’s
words  in  John  15:14)  organized  themselves  into  meetings  that  operated  without  clergy  and  often
worshipped  in  silence.  In  1689,  the  Act  of  Toleration  granted  Quakers  and  other  nonconformists  the
freedom to worship, easing official persecution in England . Quaker missionaries (including women, who
were allowed to preach from the beginning) traveled abroad to spread their message . Notably, in
1682 the Quaker William Penn founded Pennsylvania as a colony based on religious liberty, attracting many
Quakers to North America .

Over time, Quakerism evolved and diverged in different regions. In the 18th and 19th centuries, Quakers in
North America were influenced by evangelical Christian revivals, which led some Quaker groups to adopt
more mainstream Protestant structures – including pastoral leadership, programmed worship services
with hymns, and even missionary outreach . This resulted in new Quaker communities worldwide
(for example, Quaker missions took root in Africa, Latin America, and Asia). Meanwhile, many Quakers in
Britain moved in a more liberal direction, emphasizing “inner light” spirituality, social reform, and eschewing
formal  creeds  or  dogma .  By  the  20th  century,  British  Quakerism  had  become  predominantly
progressive  and  non-creedal,  focusing  on  personal  spiritual  experience  and  ethical  living  over  formal
Christian doctrines .

Today’s  Quakerism is  far  from  monolithic  –  it  ranges  from  evangelical  Friends  who  resemble  other
Protestant Christians to unprogrammed (liberal or conservative) Friends who maintain the original silent
meeting format and minimal doctrine. What unites Quakers is not a single theology but rather a method of
worship and a set of lived values. All Friends affirm, in general, that there is “that of God in everyone,” and
that  each person can respond to  the  divine  Light  within,  which  leads  them to  truth .  This  core
insight, born in the 17th century, continues to define Quakerism’s unique development in the landscape of
world religions.
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Global Demographics of Quakerism

Although Quakerism began in England and North America,  its  geographic center of gravity has shifted
significantly over the past three centuries. Today Quakers are a small global community (around 380,000
adult  members  worldwide  as  of  2017)  but  are  distributed  across  many  continents .  Perhaps
surprisingly, the largest number of Quakers now reside in Africa – roughly half of all Friends worldwide.
In 2017, approximately 43–49% of Quakers were in Africa, compared to about 30% in North America

. This is largely due to vibrant Quaker populations in countries like Kenya, which alone accounted for
over  119,000  Quakers  (the  biggest  national  Quaker  community) .  Other  significant  Quaker
populations are found in Burundi (~47,600 Friends) and Bolivia (~28,500), reflecting missionary efforts in
the 19th and 20th centuries . By contrast, the United States had about 80,000 Quakers and the United
Kingdom around 15,000–20,000 in recent estimates .

Quaker Population by Region (2017). Nearly half of all Quakers live in Africa (especially East Africa), with the next
largest share in North America. Smaller communities exist in Latin America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific, reflecting
Quaker missionary history and diaspora .

Overall,  Quakerism’s  global  profile is  one  of  a  widely  scattered  but  interconnected  family  of  “Yearly
Meetings” (regional Quaker bodies). Friends in Africa and Latin America are predominantly in evangelical
or programmed meetings (with pastors and prepared worship), while those in Europe and parts of North
America lean toward unprogrammed meetings (silent worship without pastors) . Despite their relatively
small  numbers  (especially  compared  to  the  billions  of  adherents  in  mainstream  Christianity  or  Islam),
Quakers have had an outsized influence through social activism and interfaith engagement, as discussed
later. The Friends World Committee for Consultation facilitates connections among Quakers globally and
reported  that  as  of  2017,  Quaker  communities  existed  in  over  70  countries,  illustrating  the  truly
international scope of this once localized movement .

Theology: Concepts of God, Christ, and Salvation

Quaker  theology  is  notable  for  its  diversity  and  non-dogmatic  character.  Unlike  most  Christian
denominations, the Religious Society of Friends has no official creed or uniform confession of faith; indeed,
early  Friends  shunned  creeds  and  emphasized  “continuing  revelation” –  the  idea  that  God’s  truth  is
continuously revealed to individuals through the Inner Light or Holy Spirit . This means that Quakers
historically placed personal, direct experience of God above formal doctrines. George Fox and early Friends
taught that Christ is directly present as teacher and guide in the soul of every person, a concept sometimes
summarized as “that of God in everyone.” As one early Quaker, Isaac Penington, wrote in 1670:  “It is not
enough to hear of Christ, or read of Christ, but… to feel Him to be my life and foundation” . Thus, the
Quaker understanding of God is experiential and inward – God is accessible without mediation, and the
“Light of Christ” can illumine anyone’s heart.

Because  of  this  inward  emphasis,  Friends  historically  downplayed  complex  theological  debates.  For
example, while mainstream Christianity is defined by doctrines like the Trinity (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) and
creedal statements (Nicene Creed, etc.), Quakers tended not to formally recite or enforce such doctrines.
Early  Quakers  were  Christ-centered and read the Bible  devoutly ,  but  they  interpreted Scripture
through the Spirit’s guidance rather than through a fixed dogmatic lens. Over time, different branches of
Quakers developed varying theologies: Evangelical Friends today embrace fairly orthodox Christian beliefs
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– affirming Jesus as Lord and Savior, the atoning sacrifice of Christ, and biblical infallibility, much like other
Evangelical  Protestants .  On the other hand,  liberal Quakers might view Jesus more as a moral
teacher or one of many manifestations of God’s truth, and some even identify as nontheist (not professing
a belief  in  a  personal  God)  while  still  valuing Quaker  practice .  This  spectrum leads  to  an  ongoing
question:  Are Quakers Christian? The answer varies – many Quakers firmly consider themselves Christian,
but others, especially in liberal meetings, may not, focusing instead on universal spiritual principles .

Nonetheless,  traditional  Quaker Christianity  has distinctive twists.  Salvation,  in  Quaker thought,  is  less
about accepting a creed or undergoing a specific sacrament and more about  experiencing transformation
through obedience to the Light of Christ within. Friends have believed that living faith produces ethical
action – echoing the biblical “faith without works is dead” – and some (like the Holiness Friends in the 19th
century)  even taught that  through total  surrender to God’s  love one could achieve a form of  Christian
perfection (holy living free of willful  sin) .  Mainstream Christianity,  by contrast,  often emphasizes
salvation as a result of Christ’s atoning death and an individual’s faith in Jesus’ divinity and resurrection.
Quakers early on did accept Christ’s inward sacrifice and guidance as crucial, but they rejected the idea of
priests  or  any human intermediaries in  the salvation process .  Every  person could,  in  theory,
receive Christ’s light and be saved by following it. Quakers also did not stress the doctrine of Original Sin the
way Augustinian Christianity did – instead of seeing humans as utterly depraved without baptism, Friends
saw the potential for “that of God” to be rekindled in each soul through God’s grace. This optimistic view of
human potential and direct grace sets Quaker theology apart from the more mediating, clergy-led models
of salvation in Catholicism or the strictly scripture-and-faith-alone approach of some Protestants.

In summary, Quaker theology is  less about formal definitions of God and Christ, and more about an
active relationship with the living God. It is rooted in Christianity but has expanded in some circles to
embrace a universalist outlook. As a result, Quaker meetings often welcome diverse understandings of the
Divine. What all Friends share is a conviction that true religion is “written in the heart” and shown by one’s life
– a deeply internalized faith, rather than assent to external creed or dogma .

Worship Practices: Silence over Sacraments

One of the most distinctive features of Quakerism is its  form of worship, which differs dramatically from
that of mainstream churches. Traditional Quaker worship (often called Meeting for Worship) is conducted in
expectant  silence. In a classic unprogrammed Quaker meeting, congregants gather in a simple meeting
room and wait quietly together, seeking to attune themselves to the Inner Light. There is no pastor or priest
leading a sermon, no scripted liturgy, no choir or musical performance. Instead, anyone in the gathering may
speak if they feel a direct prompting from the Spirit – such spontaneous speech is called “vocal ministry.”
Often, however, an entire hour might pass in silence or with only a few brief messages. This practice of
silent, waiting worship is meant to allow all present to experience God directly and equally, without human
intermediaries. Early Friends considered this form of worship a return to the pure guidance of the Holy
Spirit, akin to how the early Christians might have worshipped .

By contrast, mainstream Christian worship (whether Catholic Mass, Orthodox liturgy, or typical Protestant
services) usually involves a structured order:  hymns, prayers (often set or led by clergy),  readings from
scripture,  a sermon by the priest  or pastor,  and importantly the administration of  sacraments like the
Eucharist (Communion) or Baptism. Quakers broke decisively from this sacramental ritualism. Fox and his
followers  saw  outward  rituals  as  unnecessary  and  perhaps  even  a  hindrance  to  true  spirituality.  They
famously  abolished  outward  sacraments:  Quakers  do  not  practice  water  baptism  or  bread-and-wine

27 28

29

30 31

32 33

24 34

3 35

36 37

3

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=ImageSign%20at%20entrance%20of%20Phoenix,Friends%20Church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=Evangelical%20Friends%20regard%20Jesus%20Christ,faith%20of%20%20670%20Evangelical
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=everyone.,in%20%20445%20North
https://religionmediacentre.org.uk/factsheets/factsheet-quakers/#:~:text=and%20truth%20personally%2C%20through%20direct,worship%20or%20who%20God%20is
https://www.friendsjournal.org/god-jesus-christianity-and-quakers/#:~:text=I%20find%20questions%20about%20the,and%20saves%20us%20from%20hell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=Holiness%20Friends%20are%20Quakers%20of,120
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=by%20the%20Holiness%20movement%20%2C,120
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=Himself,106
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=read%20of%20Christ%2C%20but%20this,Holy%20Spirit
https://religionmediacentre.org.uk/factsheets/factsheet-quakers/#:~:text=This%20is%20an%20unusually%20difficult,church%20services%20or%20theological%20education
https://religionmediacentre.org.uk/factsheets/factsheet-quakers/#:~:text=As%20a%20result%2C%20Quakers%20have,worship%20or%20who%20God%20is
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=early%20Friends%2C%20who%20based%20their,the%20meeting%20will%20proceed%2C%20and
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers#:~:text=Quakers%20bear%20witness%20or%20,of%20God%20and%20verified%20by


communion at all . Instead, Friends hold that all of life is sacramental if lived in God’s presence – for
example, sharing a simple meal in love can be “a form of communion with God and one another,” without any
special rite or ordained officiant . This stems from the belief that holiness can exist in everyday acts
and that no ritual is required to receive God’s grace . Mainstream Christians often found this shocking –
in earlier centuries, Quakers were criticized for not observing the commands “Do this in remembrance of
me” (Communion) or baptism. Friends responded that they sought the inward reality those rites symbolized
(spiritual baptism by the Spirit, and the inward communion with Christ), rather than the outward forms.

Additionally, Quakers have no professional clergy in most branches. They embrace the “priesthood of all
believers,” meaning every person can minister and no one is elevated as a religious authority above others

. In early meetings, certain individuals might be acknowledged for their spiritual gifts (recorded
ministers or elders), but these were not priests in any sacramental or hierarchical sense. Decision-making in
congregations is done through communal discernment rather than clerical decree – typically in a meeting for
business where members seek unity (consensus) on issues, believing God’s guidance can emerge through
collective waiting and listening.

There is some variation today:  Programmed Quaker meetings (in parts of the U.S., Africa, etc.) do have
pastors and resemble other church services with prepared hymns and sermons . However, even these
tend to be less liturgical than, say, a Anglican or Catholic service – often no formal creed is recited and they
still avoid sacraments. The unprogrammed tradition remains a hallmark of Quaker practice and is a vivid
point  of  difference from other  Christians.  It  reflects  Quakers’  original  intent  to  strip  away all  human
invention from worship and “wait upon the Lord” in simplicity.

A historical depiction of a Quaker meeting in London (1809) shows Friends gathered in silent worship. In the early
Quaker meetinghouse – which was plain and unadorned – men and women sat separately (as seen above, with
women on the left and men on the right), but both genders could rise to speak if moved by the Spirit. There are no
altars, crosses, or clergy leading the assembly, illustrating the Quaker commitment to unmediated worship .

The Quaker meetinghouse itself usually reflects these principles: it is typically a simple, undecorated room
or building, often with benches or chairs in a square or circle. There are no crosses, statues, or religious
images displayed – nothing to distract or become an object of veneration . Friends sit facing each other
or in concentric arrangements so that no single person is in a “pulpit” above the rest. This contrasts with
mainstream churches that often feature crosses, icons, stained glass depicting biblical scenes, and an altar
or pulpit as a focal point. The absence of outward symbolism in Quaker worship aligns with their focus on
the inward experience. (Notably, this simplicity of space and refusal to use religious images interestingly
parallels the Islamic tradition of avoiding images in mosques – more on that in the comparative section.)

In Quaker practice,  prayer and scripture reading are done in a free, unprogrammed manner. A Friend
might stand and read a passage from the Bible during meeting if they feel led, but there is no pre-assigned
scripture of the day. Likewise, someone may offer an extemporaneous prayer aloud, or the entire meeting
may remain quietly prayerful  without words.  This flexible format is  designed to let  the Holy Spirit  lead
worship each time anew, rather than following a predetermined script. For Quakers, this mode of worship is
not “absence”  of  worship but a  radically different approach –  worship is  an act  of  deep listening and
communal waiting, as opposed to preaching or ritual performance. Many Quakers feel that in the silence,
they can experience a mystical unity with God and with each other, which is the heart of their spiritual
practice .
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Ethics and Lifestyle: Pacifism and Simplicity

Quakerism is as much characterized by its ethics and way of life as by its doctrines or worship style. From
the beginning, Friends have promoted a set of core values known as “testimonies” – guiding principles that
they “testify” to through their actions in the world. Among the most prominent Quaker testimonies are
Pacifism (Peace) and  Simplicity,  along with  Integrity,  Equality,  and Community.  These are  not  merely
personal virtues but communal ethical commitments that historically set Quakers apart.

Pacifism – the refusal to participate in war or violence – is perhaps the best-known Quaker testimony. In
1660, early Friends issued a declaration to King Charles II stating they “utterly deny all outward wars and strife
and fightings with outward weapons”. This  Peace Testimony meant that Quakers would not bear arms, a
stance that was revolutionary in an era of religious wars and often brought Quakers into conflict with civil
authorities. Over the centuries, Quakers consistently upheld pacifism: Quakers refused to fight in armies,
even in the American Revolution and the World Wars, often serving instead as medics or in relief work .
In  both World War I  and II,  many Friends were conscientious objectors;  Quaker  organizations like  the
Friends Ambulance Unit  and American Friends Service Committee provided humanitarian aid in  lieu of
military service. This unwavering commitment to nonviolence has challenged mainstream Christians – while
many denominations preach peace, few have categorically renounced war as Quakers have. (Most historic
Christian traditions, from Catholicism to mainline Protestantism, accepted some form of “just war” theory or
at least did not bar their members from military service. Quakers, like Mennonites and some other peace
churches, stood out by taking Jesus’s teachings on loving enemies literally and completely.)

Simplicity is another hallmark Quaker testimony. Friends have traditionally sought to live plainly, avoiding
excess, luxury, and distraction. In earlier times, this was visible in their plain dress: Quakers wore modest,
undecorated clothing (often in gray or drab colors),  eschewing fashion, jewelry, or wigs common in the
18th–19th centuries. The point was to practice humility and focus on essentials, reflecting spiritual equality
rather than status. Even today, Quakers encourage a lifestyle of material simplicity – consuming and owning
less, being mindful of avoiding materialism – as a spiritual discipline. This value aligns with the idea of
letting one’s life be centered on God and goodness rather than on accumulating wealth or ostentation. It
also ties to stewardship of resources and, in modern times, resonates with concerns for sustainability and
environmental  care  (many  Friends  interpret  simplicity  to  include  an  eco-friendly  life) .  In  contrast,
mainstream Christianity does not have an equivalent formal testimony of simplicity, though many Christian
monastic orders took vows of poverty and simplicity. Quakers essentially democratized that ideal for all
members, not just monks or nuns.

Alongside peace and simplicity, Quakers have stressed integrity (honesty and truth-telling). For example,
Quakers historically refused to swear oaths in court – they would affirm instead – because they believed one
should always speak the truth and not have separate “levels” of truthfulness. This commitment to truth at all
times (derived from Jesus’s instruction “let your yea be yea and nay be nay”) was another distinctive ethical
stance.  It  sometimes  led  to  legal  trouble  (refusal  to  take  oaths  was  punished  in  earlier  periods)  but
eventually Quakers were granted the right to affirm rather than swear. Integrity also manifests in Quaker
business practices: Quaker merchants and bankers (such as the famous Quaker-founded companies like
Cadbury,  Rowntree,  Barclays,  Lloyds)  garnered  reputations  for  honesty  and  fair  dealing .  Their
straightforward dealings and fair pricing were an ethical outgrowth of their religious values.

The Quaker ethical testimonies often exceeded the norms of broader society and even of other churches.
For instance, while many Christians value peace, only small sects like Quakers and Mennonites have been
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categorically pacifist. Similarly, honesty is a general virtue, but Quakers made it a point of discipline (any
Quaker found to be lying or cheating might be counseled or even disowned by the meeting in earlier times).
The simplicity testimony likewise made Quakers recognizable (e.g., Quaker plain dress distinguished them
much like a uniform of modesty). These practices were all aimed at aligning one’s outward life with inward
convictions – “letting your life preach,” as Quakers say. In Quaker belief,  faith must be lived out; merely
assenting to beliefs is empty if not accompanied by action consistent with divine leadings .

Social Values and Activism: Equality and Justice

From its inception, Quakerism carried a strong egalitarian and reformist streak, which has translated into
significant social activism. Two key social values that Quakers have championed are equality (of all people)
and social justice – ideals that often put them ahead of their time compared to mainstream society and
churches.

Equality: Quakers famously affirmed the spiritual  and moral  equality  of  all  people – across barriers of
gender, class, and race – at a time when such views were radical.  Women’s equality in religious roles is a
striking  example.  In  the  17th  century,  Quakers  allowed  women  to  preach  and  assume  leadership  in
meetings,  insisting  that  “women  as  well  as  men  could  hear  from  God  and  minister  in  His  spirit,” which
scandalized their contemporaries . Early Quaker women like Margaret Fell and Mary Fisher were active
preachers. This belief in equality extended to the testimony that there is no “male or female” in Christ’s eyes,
predating by centuries the ordination of women in other denominations. Quakers were also early advocates
of  equal education for girls, and Quaker women played key roles in later women’s suffrage movements
(for instance, Susan B. Anthony was raised Quaker, and Lucretia Mott was a Quaker minister and women’s
rights pioneer).

Quakers also were among the first Christians to denounce  slavery and racial inequality. They believed
that everyone had the same Inner Light, regardless of race or ethnicity. As early as the late 17th and early
18th century, some Quakers spoke out against slaveholding. By the eighteenth century, the Quakers, as a
body, formally declared against slavery: they became the first religious movement to condemn slavery
outright and bar their members from owning slaves .  By the 1750s, Quaker meetings in America
were disowning any member who refused to free their enslaved people. Quakers like John Woolman and
Anthony Benezet were influential abolitionists well before the mainstream abolition movement took hold. In
the 19th century, Quakers were prominent in the Underground Railroad and anti-slavery societies in both
the United States and Britain . This principled stand was far ahead of many other Christian groups – for
example,  some major  denominations  split  over  the  issue  of  slavery  or  condoned it  well  into  the  19th
century, whereas Quakers had collectively taken a stance against it much earlier .

Beyond slavery, Quakers have extended their equality testimony to all people. They have advocated for fair
treatment  of  indigenous  peoples  (such as  William Penn’s  relatively  peaceful  dealings  and treaties  with
Native  Americans  in  Pennsylvania),  for  the  rights  of  prisoners  (Quakers  were  early  prison  reformers,
pushing for  humane treatment and rehabilitation rather than just  punishment),  and more recently,  for
LGBTQ+ inclusion (in the late 20th and early 21st  centuries,  many Quaker meetings affirmed same-sex
marriages and the equal dignity of gay and lesbian individuals, again often ahead of other churches) .
The British Quakers, for instance, decided to recognize same-sex marriages in their community as early as
2009, reflecting their commitment to equality and justice.
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Social justice and humanitarian work: Flowing from their values, Quakers have a long history of social
activism. They often phrase it as “letting their lives speak” – meaning their lives should testify to God’s truth
by working for a more just and compassionate world .  Aside from abolition of slavery and women’s
rights mentioned above, Quakers have been heavily involved in peace and humanitarian efforts. In the 20th
century,  Quaker-founded organizations gained international  recognition:  the  American Friends Service
Committee (AFSC) and the Friends Service Council (UK) jointly received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1947 for
their relief work in Europe after World War II . Quakers were instrumental in relief efforts such as
feeding  children  in  post-war  Germany  (the  Quaker  feeding  program  after  WWI  saved  millions  from
starvation). They have also championed causes like  conscientious objection to military service, nuclear
disarmament, and conflict mediation.

In recent years, Quakers have prioritized issues like  climate change, environmental stewardship, and
economic justice . Many Quaker groups divest from fossil fuels and practice sustainable living as a
witness to care for creation. Quakers are often found at the forefront of campaigns for  social justice –
whether it’s civil rights (in the U.S., a number of Quakers participated in the Freedom Rides and civil rights
marches of the 1960s), refugee assistance, or penal reform. Their approach tends to be quietly persistent
and rooted in personal conviction rather than dogma; for example, rather than theological arguments, a
Quaker might say they oppose war or inequality because “there is that of God in every person” and thus killing
or discriminating is a violation of divine will.

Importantly, Quakers strive to enact these values without violence and often in cooperation with others.
Their meeting processes for decision-making (seeking consensus) also mirror their social values of inclusion
and respect – everyone’s voice is heard and decisions are made when unity is reached, not by majority
domination.

In summary, the Quaker record on equality and social justice, while not perfect, has been pioneering in
many ways. They demonstrated early on a unity of spiritual conviction and social action: true faith had to
lead to “walking cheerfully over the world, answering that of God in everyone,” as George Fox put it, which in
practice meant recognizing the divine potential  in  each person and working to remove the barriers  of
oppression, violence, and injustice that hinder that divine spark.

Quakerism, Mainstream Christianity, and Islam: A Comparative
Perspective

Quakerism is rooted in Christianity, but as we have seen, it developed many distinct features that set it
apart from most Christian denominations. Interestingly, some of these features make Quaker practice in
certain respects more reminiscent of Islam (another monotheistic faith) than of conventional Christianity.
This does not mean Quakers and Muslims have the same theology – there are profound differences – but
on a practical  and philosophical  level,  there are noteworthy parallels.  Below is  a  comparative overview
across key dimensions:
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Founding

Began in 17th-century
England (George Fox,
1650s) as a radical
Christian movement
breaking from the Church
of England .

1st century Israel;
founded on Jesus
Christ’s life & teachings,
later formalized by
Church councils (e.g.
Nicene Creed).

7th-century Arabia; founded
by Prophet Muhammad
(570–632 CE) receiving
Qur’anic revelation.

Scripture &
Authority

Christian Bible is
respected, but inner
revelation is paramount.
No central creed; doctrine
is not fixed .
Authority is the Inner
Light and collective
discernment rather than
a hierarchy.

Bible (Old and New
Testaments) is the
primary holy text; most
churches have creeds/
confessions (e.g. Nicene
Creed) and established
clergy authority (priests,
ministers, bishops).

Qur’an (literal word of God
in Islam) is supreme
authority, along with Hadith
(teachings of Muhammad). 
No centralized clergy like a
Pope; scholars (imams,
ulema) interpret scripture,
but all believers are directly
accountable to God .

Concept of
God

Monotheistic.
Traditionally affirm God
as Father/Spirit and
Christ as Divine Light, but
downplay Trinitarian
formulas. God is
experienced inwardly
rather than defined by
dogma. Some modern
Quakers hold non-
traditional or nontheist
views .

Trinitarian (in Catholic,
Orthodox, and most
Protestant theology):
God is One in three
Persons (Father, Son,
Holy Spirit). Emphasis on
God’s transcendence
and Jesus as Son of God
and Savior. Defined by
creeds.

Strict Monotheism
(tawhid). God (Allah) is
absolutely one and
indivisible (rejects Trinity).
Jesus is seen as a prophet,
not divine; Muhammad is
the final prophet. God is
transcendent yet accessible
through prayer.

Role of Jesus
Christ

Seen as an inward
teacher and savior; “the
Light of Christ” present in
everyone. Early Quakers
believed in Jesus’s divinity
and resurrection, but
focused on his living
presence guiding
believers . Some
Quakers today interpret
Christ metaphorically or
as one of many paths.

Jesus Christ is central:
regarded as the Son of
God, God incarnate,
who died for humanity’s
sins and rose from the
dead. Salvation is
typically through faith in
Christ. This is a non-
negotiable core of
mainstream Christian
identity.

Jesus (`Isa) is highly revered
as a prophet and Messiah
but not divine or the son of
God . Islam denies the
crucifixion (believes he was
not killed) and does not view
Jesus as savior; instead,
guidance comes through
the Qur’an and
Muhammad’s example.
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Salvation

Emphasis on personal
transformation and living
out one’s faith (faith
shown by works). Early
Quakers preached that
obeying the Inner Light
leads one out of sin into
holiness (some even
aimed for perfection) .
Many Quakers are
universalist-leaning
(believing God’s love can
save people in various
ways, not only Christians).
No ritual required; it’s an
inward, ongoing process.

Varies by denomination:
generally, salvation is by
the grace of God, often
through faith in Jesus
Christ (e.g.
Protestantism’s faith-
alone doctrine) and
participation in
sacraments (e.g.
Catholic view: baptism,
Eucharist as means of
grace). Afterlife in
heaven/hell is a
common belief.

Salvation in Islam is through
submission to God’s will
(the literal meaning of
“Islam”) – by faith in one
God, repentance, and
righteous deeds. There’s a
Day of Judgment; one’s
deeds and God’s mercy
determine one’s fate
(paradise or hell). No savior
figure; each soul is
responsible for its own
actions.

Clergy

No ordained clergy. All
believers can minister
(priesthood of all
believers) . Some
meetings have recorded
ministers or elders, but
these are not
sacramental priests –
they are simply respected
ministers with no special
powers. Many Quaker
meetings
(unprogrammed) have no
leader at all in worship,
just collective silence.

Definite clergy in most
traditions: priests,
pastors, ministers who
are ordained to lead
services and administer
sacraments. Hierarchical
structure often present
(e.g. priests under
bishops, etc. in Catholic/
Orthodox; pastors in
Protestant churches).
Clergy seen as spiritual
leaders/teachers.

No formal priesthood
(especially in Sunni Islam).
Every Muslim has direct
access to God; imams are
prayer leaders or scholars,
not mediators of divine
grace . There is no
ordination or sacramental
priestly class. (Shi’a Islam
has a clerical hierarchy to an
extent, but still no “priest”
conferring sacraments.)
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Worship
Service

Unprogrammed
worship: predominantly
in silence, no fixed liturgy

. When moved,
anyone may speak or
pray spontaneously. No
instruments or choir
typically; sometimes
simple hymns or readings
if led. No sacraments like
Communion or formal
rituals . The setting is
plain, with worshipers
often sitting in the round
or facing each other. <br>
Programmed worship
(some groups): has
hymns, prepared sermon
by a pastor, but still
generally lacks formal
liturgy or Eucharist; may
include open worship
segment.

Church services:
usually structured (order
of worship or Mass
liturgy). Common
elements:
congregational singing
of hymns or praise
music, scriptural
readings, set prayers
(like the Lord’s Prayer), a
sermon or homily by
clergy, and sacramental
rites (e.g. weekly
Eucharist in liturgical
churches, periodic
Communion in others;
baptism ceremonies,
etc.). Spaces often have
religious symbols (cross,
altar). Worship style can
range from high liturgy
(Catholic/Anglican) to
informal (Evangelical),
but generally not silent.

Mosque prayer (Salat):
formalized ritual prayers
five times daily (individual or
led by an imam for groups),
involving recitation of
Qur’an verses in Arabic,
bowing and prostrations.
Weekly Jumu’ah (Friday
noon congregational
prayer) includes a sermon
(khutba) by an imam.
Worship is highly structured
in terms of bodily
movements and words (all
Muslims follow the same
prayer format globally). No
music or images in
mosques; recitation of the
Qur’an is central. Aside from
prayer, Muslims also have
communal observances like
Ramadan fasting and Eid
festivals, but these are not
“services” with clergy – more
community devotional
practices.
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Sacraments/
Rituals

None in outward form.
Quakers do not practice
water baptism or Holy
Communion as rites .
They view every meal as
potentially a sacred
communion and every
moment as holy if led by
Spirit. Early Friends even
avoided religious
holidays, considering all
days equally God’s time.
(Marriage is not a
sacrament but a 
commitment ceremony
usually under care of the
meeting, with the couple
marrying each other in
God’s presence.)

Most branches have 
sacraments (also called
ordinances in some
Protestant circles). For
example: Baptism
(water rite symbolizing
initiation into faith) and 
Eucharist (Lord’s
Supper) are nearly
universal; Catholics and
Orthodox have
additional sacraments
like Confirmation,
Marriage, Holy Orders,
Anointing of sick, etc.
These are seen as
channels of grace or
vital religious
milestones. Christian
worship also often
includes rituals like
making the sign of the
cross, kneeling, incense
(in some liturgical
churches), observing
holy seasons like Easter
and Christmas with
special ceremonies.

No sacraments in the
Christian sense . Islamic
practice is defined by the 
Five Pillars: the shahada
(creed of faith), daily
prayers, almsgiving (zakat),
fasting in Ramadan, and the
pilgrimage (Hajj). These are
duties/acts of worship, not
sacraments mediated by
clergy. Islam has important
rituals (e.g. prayer, fasting,
pilgrimage) but they are
performed directly by the
believer as obligations, not
as priestly ceremonies
conferring grace. There are
life-cycle rituals (e.g. `aqiqah
for newborn, funeral
prayers), but again no
sacramental doctrine.
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Ethical
Stance on
Violence

Pacifist: Quakers
traditionally refuse to
participate in war or any
violence, following Jesus’s
teaching of peace. The
Quaker Peace Testimony
led them to be
conscientious objectors in
war and active in
peacemaking efforts .
Friends advocate non-
violent methods even in
face of injustice.

Mixed: Many Christian
denominations allow for
“just war” or self-
defense; some even had
military orders
(Crusades, etc.). Only a
few Christian groups
(Quakers, Mennonites,
some Brethren) hold
strict pacifism.
Historically, churches
often blessed soldiers
and nations in war. In
modern times,
mainstream Christianity
encourages peace but
generally permits
military service.

Not pacifist in doctrine:
Islam permits fighting in
self-defense or against
oppression (within ethical
limits) – concept of jihad
includes armed struggle
when justified. The Prophet
Muhammad himself led
battles. However, Islam
places emphasis on
establishing peace and
forbids harming non-
combatants. The ideal
greeting is “Peace be upon
you,” and unjust aggression
is seen as sinful. Several
Muslim sects and
individuals promote
nonviolence, but classical
Islamic law does not
prohibit warfare
categorically the way
Quakers do.

Lifestyle
Expectations

Simplicity: Friends aim to
live plainly – avoiding
luxury, excess, and
frivolity as spiritual
discipline . Historically
wore plain dress, spoke in
“plain language” (using
“thee/thou”), and today
emphasize simple living
and sustainability. Also
high value on integrity
(truthfulness, fair
dealings) and 
moderation (e.g. many
Quakers were teetotal or
limit alcohol).

No single lifestyle rule
across all Christianity.
Some groups value
simplicity (e.g. monastic
orders take poverty
vows; some Evangelicals
promote modest living),
but many Christians
participate fully in
society’s fashions and
consumption. Honesty
and moderation are
taught virtues, but
enforcement varies.
Mainstream norms on
attire or luxury are
generally more
permissive than Quaker
historic norms.

Modesty and moderation:
Islam encourages a
balanced life – neither
ascetic nor hedonistic. It has
guidelines for modest dress
(especially for women, e.g.
hijab in many cultures) and
behavior. Drinking alcohol
and consuming pork are
forbidden, promoting a
form of physical purity.
Extravagance and show-off
wealth are discouraged in
the Qur’an. While not a
uniform “simplicity”
testimony, many Muslims
live simply during Ramadan
fasting and are urged to
avoid israf (wasteful
extravagance).
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Gender
Roles &
Equality

Egalitarian in ministry:
From early on, Quakers
let women preach and
take leadership, asserting
spiritual equality of men
and women . Quaker
marriages were contracts
between equals; Quakers
were early advocates for
women’s education and
suffrage. In modern
times, nearly all Quaker
branches accept female
and LGBTQ leadership
(where leadership
positions exist).

Most Christian churches
historically restricted
leadership to men (e.g.,
all Catholic and
Orthodox priests are
male; many Protestant
traditions until recently
did not ordain women).
This has been changing
in some denominations
(e.g. many Protestant
churches now ordain
women, but others do
not). Christianity
preaches the equality of
souls before God, but
practice on gender roles
has been mixed and
often traditional.

Islam preaches that men
and women are equal in the
sight of God in terms of
spiritual reward and moral
responsibility, but have 
complementary roles. In
practice, religious
leadership (imam in
mosques) is typically male-
led for mixed
congregations, and some
social roles are patriarchal
(inheritance laws, etc., give
different shares; polygamy
for men is allowed with
conditions). However,
women have rights to
property, education, and
participation in society
within Islamic law, and
Muslim women have been
scholars and leaders
(especially in early Islamic
history). Modern
interpretations vary widely,
with some Muslim
communities pushing for
more gender-egalitarian
practices and others
adhering to conservative
roles.
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Dimension
Quakerism (Religious
Society of Friends)

Mainstream
Christianity

Islam

Social Justice
& Charity

Very active in social
justice movements:
Quakers pioneered
abolition of slavery ,
prison reform, humane
treatment of mentally ill
(e.g. they founded The
Retreat in York for moral
treatment of patients

), civil rights, peace
initiatives, etc. Charity is
viewed as important but
often Quakers prefer
systemic change and 
advocacy (e.g. working to
end root causes of
injustice). They also
uphold community –
helping one another and
surrounding
communities (the Quaker
practice of “monthly
meetings” meant local
groups took care of
members in need).

All major Christian
bodies encourage
charity (giving alms,
supporting the poor) as
a virtue – for instance,
Catholic social teaching
emphasizes aiding the
poor, and many
churches run charities,
hospitals, schools.
Christians have been
involved in social
reforms (some led
abolition or civil rights,
others opposed them).
There’s a broad
spectrum: some
Christians focus on
personal salvation more
than social issues, while
others see social action
as integral to faith.
Overall, charity (love in
action) is a core
Christian ideal, but
different churches vary
in how much they stress
social justice activism.

Charity is literally one of the
Five Pillars: Zakat
(almsgiving) is an obligation
– typically 2.5% of one’s
wealth given to the needy
yearly. Beyond that,
additional voluntary charity
(sadaqah) is highly
meritorious. Islamic
teaching strongly
emphasizes social justice:
caring for orphans, feeding
the poor, fair business
practices (ban on usury to
prevent exploitation), etc.
Many Islamic societies
developed endowments
(waqf) for public welfare.
There is also a concept of
justice in governance (the
Sharia ideal includes social
equity). Like Quakers, Islam
marries personal piety with
community well-being,
though its methods differ
(e.g. legal alms vs. Quakers’
voluntary testimonies).

As  the  table  suggests,  Quakerism  and  Islam  share  some  notable  commonalities  in  practice  and
outlook,  despite  their  very  different  historical  and  theological  roots.  Both  traditions  reject  a  formal
priesthood and sacramental system, insisting on  direct access to God for the believer without need for
priestly intermediaries . A Quaker sitting in silent worship and a Muslim bowing in personal prayer
each approach God without an elaborate human ritual in between. In both the Quaker meetinghouse and
the mosque, the space is characteristically plain and unadorned, free of religious images or statues – no
crucifixes  or  icons  are  found,  reflecting  a  focus  on  the  divine  rather  than  its  representation .  This
aniconic simplicity is a striking parallel: mainstream Christian churches often display crosses or religious art,
whereas  both  Quakers  and  Muslims  traditionally  avoid  such  imagery  in  worship,  wary  of  idolatry  or
distraction.

Moreover, Quakers’ lack of sacraments and emphasis on internal spiritual reality mirrors Islam’s approach
of worship as  personal submission to God through prescribed practices rather than sacramental rites.
For instance, where a Catholic Christian would partake in Holy Communion administered by a priest,  a
Quaker seeks an inner communion with God in silence, and a Muslim performs the salat prayer directly to
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God – two very different acts, yet both bypass the idea of a priestly mediator conferring grace. Similarly,
Quakers’ rejection of formal creed recitation aligns with Islam’s relative simplicity of creed (essentially the
shahada that “There is no god but God…”) as compared to the complex creeds and theological formulations
of historic Christianity. In Islam, theological doctrine beyond the oneness of God is kept straightforward
(though Islamic theology has depth,  it  avoids the intricate Trinitarian/Christological  debates that define
mainstream Christianity). Quakers, for their part, opted not to nail down doctrines like the Trinity in any
creed, focusing on what one’s conscience and the Spirit revealed, which arguably kept their theology closer
to a pure monotheism in practice than the elaborate Christology of other Christians.

Another  respect  in  which Quakerism might  feel  closer  to  Islamic  ideals  is  in  the realm of  community
equality  and  decision-making.  Quaker  meetings  operate  by  consensus,  with  no  one  person  (except
perhaps a clerk) running the show – all voices, male or female, are heard. Early Islam established a concept
of the ummah (community) and, at least in theory, leadership by consultation (shura).  While in practice
historical  caliphates became monarchical,  the ideal in Islamic thought is that  leaders are servants of  the
community and must consult them. Quaker meetings, in their egalitarian decision-making, reflect a similar
ethos of consultation and collective responsibility, quite unlike the top-down authority structure that many
churches developed (with bishops, popes, etc.). Furthermore, both Quakers and devout Muslims cultivate a
sense of  constant devotion – Quakers aim to “pray without ceasing” by maintaining a silent yieldedness to
God’s  guidance  throughout  daily  life,  and  Muslims  punctuate  each  day  with  the  five  prayers  and
remembrance of God (dhikr). Both try to integrate spirituality with daily living rather than confining it to
Sunday church or occasional observance.

Of course, there are also significant differences between Quakerism and Islam. For example, Quakers are
absolute pacifists whereas Islam permits just warfare; Quakers affirm gender equality in all roles whereas in
much of  the Muslim world  religious leadership is  male-dominated;  and crucially,  Quakerism’s  Christian
lineage means that many Friends do regard Jesus as in some way the key revelator of God, something Islam
would dispute. Nonetheless, in an interfaith context it is fascinating to note that a Christian-origin movement
like  Quakerism  ended  up  shedding  many  of  the  trappings  of  Christianity  that  Islam  too  rejects (such  as
priesthood, sacraments, and Trinitarian dogma). This perhaps makes Quaker meetings more comfortable
for Muslim visitors than, say, a liturgical high church service would be – a fact that some Muslim observers
have noted. A Quaker author indeed compared a Quaker meeting house to a mosque in its bareness and
focus on worship without images or instruments . Both stress  inner devotion, ethical living, and an
unmediated relationship with the Divine.

In summary, Quakerism occupies a unique place in the family of Christian traditions: it is deeply Christian in
origin and inspiration yet  innovative in practice,  having eliminated many elements  that  have defined
Christian worship for centuries. This has inadvertently brought it into closer alignment with certain aspects
of the Islamic way (and also with other faiths that value simplicity and mysticism). For an interfaith observer,
Quakerism offers a compelling example of a faith tradition that bridges the personal, unadorned worship
style one might associate with a mosque and the Christ-centered ethos of Christianity. It demonstrates that
within  the  umbrella  of  Christianity,  there  can be a  form of  worship  and community  life  that  speaks  a
language of universal values – peace, equality, simplicity, truth – that resonates across religious boundaries

. Whether one is Christian, Muslim, or of any faith, the Quaker commitment to  finding the light of
God within every person and living accordingly provides a powerful model of spirituality and ethics in action. 

Sources: The information in this article is drawn from historical and contemporary Quaker writings and
reputable sources on religion, including the Quaker Britain Yearly Meeting’s “Quaker Faith and Practice”,
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scholarly  analyses  of  Quaker  theology  and  history,  and  comparisons  from  interfaith  dialogues.  Key
references include  Religion Media Centre factsheets on Quakers ,  Wikipedia summaries of Quaker
demographics and beliefs , the Friends Journal and QuakerSpeak for Quaker perspectives ,
and  Islamic  studies  resources  highlighting  Islam’s  non-sacramental,  egalitarian  structure .  These
illustrate  how  Quaker  principles  developed  in  contrast  to  mainstream  Christianity  and  how  they
interestingly parallel some aspects of Islam, as summarized above. The convergence of values across these
faiths underlines our shared human quest for truth, peace, and justice. 

Factsheet: Quakers - Religion Media Centre
https://religionmediacentre.org.uk/factsheets/factsheet-quakers/

Quakers - Wikipedia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quakers

Is Quakerism A Form of Christianity? - Separating Christian Beliefs From Quakerism
https://www.friendsjournal.org/god-jesus-christianity-and-quakers/

Untitled1
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Misunderstanding Quaker Faith and Practice - Friends Journal
https://www.friendsjournal.org/misunderstanding-quaker-faith-and-practice/

Quakers & slavery - Borthwick Institute for Archives, University of York
https://www.york.ac.uk/borthwick/holdings/research-guides/race/quakers-and-slavery/

Muslim Clerics and the Structure of Organized Islam | Middle East And North Africa — Facts and
Details
https://africame.factsanddetails.com/article/entry-375.html

Why I Am a Quaker and a Muslim - QuakerSpeak
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