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Quakers and GreenSpirit
A natural affinity

CHRIS NEWSAM 

John Woolman 1720 – 1772 
John Woolman was an American Quaker born into a 
culture where slavery was common and generally accepted, 
sadly even amongst some Quakers of the time. A childhood 
experience had a profound effect on his young mind. He 
threw a stone at a robin in a tree, killing it, only to be 
confronted by the fact that the robin had young in its nest. 
John realised that those youngsters now had little chance of 
survival due to his selfish and thoughtless action. 

By the time he was twenty-six he had become a successful 
merchant and writer of wills. But when he was asked to pen 
a will transferring a slave to another owner after his death, 
John felt unable to be part of this transaction and refused 
to write the will, and in so doing, persuading the customer 
into releasing the slave. He decided to leave his business 
and to dedicate his life to religious service, visiting Friends’ 
Meetings and passionately speaking out against slavery. His 
compassion, along with periods of deep reflection, led John 
to discover the connection between riches, world poverty 
and environmental destruction, a position he reached long 
in advance of his contemporaries. He lived very simply and 
ethically, wearing undyed clothes and refusing to travel 
on the stagecoaches because their owners were known for 
their cruelty to children and horses. John died of smallpox 
in York and his writing and quotations continue to inspire 
Quakers and many others to this day.

 ust over twenty years ago, during a time of personal 
 crisis, I started searching for a religious group that 
 would allow me freedom to explore my widening and 
ever-diversifying beliefs: a group that would not censure 
or criticise but would support me on my spiritual journey. 
I found the quiet and stillness of my local Quaker Meeting 
to be just right for me. So I stayed. 

I was particularly drawn to the Quaker concept that: there is 
that of God in everyone and to Quakerism’s encouragement 
to seek new light from wherever it comes. These, along 
with the time honoured ‘Peace Testimony’, convinced me 
that I had found the right spiritual home.

However, a little over twelve years ago, while serving with 
my wife at a progressive Christian intentional community, 
I came across GreenSpirit. And when I discovered that it 
was an organization seeking to bring together passion for 
our Earth, spirituality, and holistic science and to celebrate 
our place within the unfolding Universe Story, I was 
hooked! Since then I have found, to my delight, that there 
is considerable affinity between these two organizations, 
and each now plays an important role in my life.

Quakers, the Religious Society of Friends, has, since its 
beginning in the 17th Century, had an environmental 
thread running through its Members, often prompted by 
the silence of their meetings. Perhaps the fact that Quakers 
have never subscribed to an official set of beliefs or doct-
rines has encouraged Friends towards an open-mindedness 
and a deep sense of curiosity. In addition, their Meetings - 
called Meetings for Worship – have largely (in the UK) been 
held in a spirit of silent waiting and contemplation and 

out of this silence many 
Friends have discovered 
a passion for social 
justice and environ-
mental concern and 
action. 

I would like to touch on 
the lives of three Friends 
which I hope will 
illustrate Quakerism’s 
natural affinity with 
GreenSpirit.

Quaker memorial stone © The success via Morgue File.

Malton Friends Meeting House 
© Chris Newsam.
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continues to appreciate the value of stillness and silence of 
Quaker Meetings.

Interviewed by Joan Bakewell in 2006 Jocelyn, responding 
to a question about the often fixed nature of religions 
said: …our understanding of what is required of us does 
change. Indeed, it can change within one’s lifetime. But for 
example Quakers will revise their book of discipline once 
a generation, every thirty years or so, partly because our 
articulation of things changes. But it can also change within 
one’s lifetime, one’s understanding can grow. And just as 
when one’s a research scientist, you have to hold lightly to 
what you believe as a Quaker or what as a research scientist 
you understand about the star you’re studying. And as the 
Quaker gets more experience, and as the research scientist 
gets more experimental data you are supposed to revise your 
picture in the light of that new data. So nothing’s fixed… 
(https://mecteam.blogspot.com/2010/11/on-being-quaker-
and-scientist-jocelyn.html)

Bringing all these threads together I have found a great 
deal of affinity between being a Quaker and being actively 
involved in GreenSpirit. Just over two years ago Janice and I 
were keen to start a local GreenSpirit group where we live, 
in Malton, North Yorkshire and sought permission to use 
the Quaker Meeting House as a venue for our meetings. We 
have been using the Meeting House since and now hold 
regular meetings to celebrate the Celtic festivals together. 
These GreenSpirit celebrations have attracted between 
sixteen and forty-five participants. Our gatherings include 
meditations, music and singing, storytelling, circle dancing, 
poetry, crafting and bring-and-share teas. 

Those attending often say how special it is to meet in the 
Quaker Meeting House, with its feeling of tranquillity no 
doubt fostered by generations of Friends having met here 
for nearly two centuries. Three of our regular GreenSpirit 
group have attended Quaker Meeting for Worship, finding 
and exploring this natural affinity between our two 
organisations. I would hope that other Quaker Meetings 
might consider hosting a local GreenSpirit group and helping 
to do more exploring of the common ground together, in the 
search for a more equal and sustainable future.

So whenever I attend GreenSpirit 
events it’s not surprising that I 
meet people who are Quakers or 
have been influenced by Quakers. 
These two spiritual organizations 
clearly have a lot in common.

Chris Newsam is a long-standing 
member of GreenSpirit, a Co-
ordinator of the North Yorkshire 
local group and a member of the 
GreenSpirit Council.

To say we love God as unseen and at the same time 
exercise cruelty towards the least creature moving … was a 
contradiction in itself. ~ John Woolman

Doctor John Fothergill 1712 – 780
John Fothergill was born in Wensleydale, North Yorkshire 
in 1712 into a well-known Quaker family. Both his 
grandfather and great-grandfather had been imprisoned 
in York for refusal to pay Church tithes. He was a Quaker 
scientist who made significant advances, both as a medical 
doctor and as an amateur botanist. He had a very keen 
interest in advancing medical science and improving the 
understanding of diseases such as scarlet fever, diphtheria, 
angina and influenza. During epidemics he could be 
found treating patients, often without charge; during one 
outbreak of influenza he was known to have treated over 
sixty patients in a single day. He was the first to record 
coronary arteriosclerosis (hardening of the walls of the 
arteries supplying blood to the heart muscle) in association 
with a case of angina pectoris.

Aside from medicine Doctor Fothergill had a passion for 
plants and the study of botany, becoming an avid collector 
and recorder of rare species. He built up a sizeable botanic 
garden in what is now West Ham Park in London, housing 
over three thousand species, and sponsored the travels 
and studies of a number of influential Quaker botanists 
including being patron of Sydney Parkinson, the Quaker 
botanical illustrator, on his South Sea voyages, and also of 
father and son, John and William Bartram. In a very full 
life, supported by his Quaker faith, he also worked on 
prison reform with John Howard (founder of the Howard 
League) and founded Ackworth Quaker School which still 
runs to this day.

Jocelyn Bell Burnell
Dame Susan Jocelyn Bell Burnell is an astrophysicist and 
an active Quaker born in Northern Ireland in 1943, who 
as a postgraduate student, co-discovered the first radio 
pulsars in 1967 – one of the most significant scientific 
achievements of the 20th Century. It was her careful, patient 
and meticulous observation that led to the discovery of 
rapidly rotating and pulsating stars. Humbly she accepted 
the fact that, as a post graduate student she was overlooked 
while her supervisor and others were awarded the Nobel 
Prize for Physics. In 2018 Jocelyn Bell Burnell was chosen 
by a panel of leading scientists to receive the £2.4 million 
special Breakthrough prize in fundamental physics for 
landmark work on pulsars and a lifetime of inspiring 
leadership in the scientific community. She generously 
donated the prize money to bringing more women, under-
represented ethnic minorities and refugees into the world 
of physics with the hope of helping to increase the flow 
of breakthrough moments in the future. While engaging 
in her research and teaching Jocelyn has held a number of 
voluntary roles within the Religious Society of Friends and 


