Downingtown Friends Meeting
Guidelines for the Religious Education Program 
Background and Intent:
Over the years, there has been a basic consensus about how to approach religious education in our Meeting. The intent of this document is to offer some guidance on general principles and approaches to religious education at Downingtown Friends that have been agreed to by a consensus of interested parties, and reflect the spirit of our Meeting.
The Religious Education Program at Downingtown Friends consists of a set of dedicated individuals interested in teaching children under care of the meeting, focusing on simplicity, peace, integrity, community and equality. These testimonies are outgrowths of our common experiences of divine leadings.  While there is no credo that Quakers follow, we feel that a deep understanding of these testimonies will give children a foundation from which to grow and become caring, effective members of our community. Religious education, generally given from the Christian viewpoint, offers many opportunities to share and discuss these testimonies. Elements from other religions also have a place in our program.

Quakerism is described as an experiential religion as opposed to religion based on thoughts, ideas, or beliefs.  It is not important that we all have similar beliefs. Many Friends in our meeting would say that there is not a creed that makes one a Quaker. Rather, it is participation in Friends community, the deep search for Divine Guidance, and the attempt to live faithfully in harmony with that Guidance that make a person a Quaker.

In general, we believe that children need to start their religious education with a foundation in Quaker and Christian beliefs, with additional input from the traditions of other faiths where they reinforce these ideas. We do not believe in indoctrination in Christianity, or teaching the Christian tradition from a literal point of view. We do believe, however, that having a strong understanding of the Christian foundations of our society and the Quaker religion will give them a base from which to begin their personal spiritual journey. 

We define a successful graduate of the Downingtown Religious Education Program as someone who will:

1. Have a solid understanding of the Judeo-Christian tradition, including the Old and New Testaments.

2. Have a solid understanding of the Quaker tradition, including Quaker history, Quaker beliefs and testimonies (simplicity, peace, integrity, community and equality), and the process by which Quakers commune with the Divine.

3. Have the ability to center – to sit in silence and open themselves to being led.

4. Recognize that they are part of something greater than themselves – that the importance of their lives transcends the physical.

5. Have embarked on a spiritual journey that will last the rest of their lives.

6. Believe that there is that of God in everyone.

We believe that the progression of the level of sophistication of teaching should parallel the level of intellectual development of the children. As children develop intellectually, greater emphasis can be placed on the symbolic nature of many of the stories they have been taught earlier on, while not discounting the possibility of literal interpretation.  

The Curriculum Overview document outlines the goals and assessment measures for each grade level.  The main themes are consistent throughout the program with the level of depth and relationships to current events increasing as appropriate for the age of the children.
Frequently Asked Questions:

The below questions and their answers can offer some ideas to teachers on how to approach different spiritual matters that they might wish to deal with in classes. 

Q: What do Quakers mean by “God” – does he or she exist? 

A: A basic Quaker principle is that there is a power that is greater than ourselves and is generally referred to as God. Some people believe in a God that watches over and protects us, like a loving parent. Some people believe that God is all around us, and we interact with him every moment. Some people believe that God is inside of us – it’s the part of us that tells us what’s right and wrong and gives us guidance. Some believe that God is simply “love”, or a force of goodness that surrounds us. Nobody knows for sure, but what we do know is that for thousands of years and all over the world, every culture believes that they are part of something bigger than themselves. We also know that people who have strong beliefs in a power that’s greater than themselves are generally happier, more effective people. Most people have had some personal interaction with God and find it a comforting, strengthening, and joyful interaction.  Teaching children that they are part of something greater than themselves, and that this power is in everyone and everything is a basic building block of our religious education program.

Q:What kind of a God do we as Quakers believe in? Is it ok to simply choose which idea of God to believe in?

A: It is important to encourage children to find a way to experience God for themselves.  Quakers believe in a personal relationship with a kind and loving God. They also generally believe that questioning and seeking allows for an understanding and interaction with God. That said, the answer appears to be that it’s ok to believe in your own idea of a God, and it’s ok to not believe in a traditional Christian God. What Quakers believe, however, is that we should always be open to being moved by the spirit. If at any given moment you don’t believe, or you change your idea of what God is, that’s ok. But be open to changing your mind – believe in the potential for a personal and experiential relationship with God.

Q: Are Quakers Christians? 

A: Yes.  Quaker beliefs are rooted in Christianity. The teachings of Jesus are in keeping with Quaker beliefs. Since Quakers don’t have a credo, and eschew taking oaths, it seems that Quakers aren’t required to accept the story of Jesus as fact, or accept him as a savior. What Quakers can do, however, is ask themselves what the story of Jesus tells them about how to live, how to look at life, and how to be open to being moved by the spirit. Some Quakers might use Jesus as a way to open a connection to the spirit – by focusing on Jesus’ words and actions with thoughts and prayer, Jesus can serve as a means to focus our minds on listening to God.

Quakers all share common roots in a Christian movement that arose in England in the middle of the 17th Century. Today, it is generally true that Friends still adhere to certain essential principles: 

· a belief in the possibility of direct, unmediated communion with the Divine (historically expressed by George Fox in the statement, "Christ is come to teach his people himself"); and

· a commitment to living lives that outwardly attest to this inward experience.

Q: How do Quakers approach the Bible?

A:  Friends know from experience that knowledge of the Bible widely shared in a Meeting deepens the spiritual power of both spoken ministry and inward listening. The Bible, moreover, even in those parts that seem alien and uncongenial, challenges us to examine more closely our current assumptions and leadings.  Biblical stories do not always align with Quakers views of a loving God, so teachers are encouraged to follow the guidance provided through the curriculum to frame the stories.   One approach to dealing with “controversial” Bible passages (e.g., Revelations, Old Testament passages relating to revenge, punishing sinners, etc.) is to treat them as symbolic – for example, we can teach that the story about Moses letting the Red Sea envelop the Egyptian soldiers is a symbolic way of showing us that the negative impacts of slavery and other tyranny can be harmful to our spirits. Maturing insight and experience often discover that passages once apparently irrelevant and lifeless speak truth with power.

Given the Bible's importance in shaping the ways Friends have expressed their experience of the presence and leading of God and its power to illumine our worship and our vocal ministry, we are encouraged to know it well.

We do not, however, consider scriptures, whether Hebrew or Christian or those of other religious faiths, to be the final revelation of God's nature and will. Rather, we believe in continuing revelation. This term emphasizes our ongoing communion with the Living God, our expanding sensitivity in our relationships with one another, and our growing knowledge of the universe.

Quakerism depends on neither the Bible nor on priestly tradition. However, Friends do value the Bible and recognize the "priesthood" of all believers. Genuine belief cannot be second hand. Thus we believe that teaching stories and many principles put forth in the Bible is in keeping with the sentiments of our meeting.

Q: Why don’t Quakers take communion or get baptized?

A: The absence from Friends' worship of the outward observance of the Lord's Supper, water baptism, and other sacraments emphasizes the reality of inward experience. Friends are aware of the power of a true, inward baptism of the Holy Spirit; in meeting for worship at its best they know direct communion with God and fellowship with one another. These experiences make the outward rites seem unnecessary and, to some Friends, a hindrance to full attainment of the spiritual experiences which are symbolized. We do feel, however, that imparting an understanding of these rituals and the symbolic significance of them in other religions broadens our children's understanding of our culture and their own Christian tradition.

Q: Where did the book Faith and Practice come from?  Do all Quakers use the same book as a guide?

A: While Friends traditionally do not have creeds, most yearly meetings (regional bodies of like-minded Friends) do adopt a book of "discipline," often called "Faith and Practice." These books generally describe the practices and procedures used in the yearly meeting, offer inspirational extracts from Quaker literature, and contain "advices" and "queries" (guidance and questions to help Friends examine themselves and their lives as they strive to live more fully in the Light). 
In 1738, London Yearly Meeting felt the need to create a digest of the counsel on practice and government which addressed it’s epistles and other minutes and documents.  This manuscript was titled Christian and Brotherly Advises. Revisions occurred periodically.  A major revision resulted in the creation of Rules of Discipline in 1833.  Philadelphia Yearly Meeting adopted Faith and Practice in 1955. Since then there have been numerous reprintings. The most recent revision occurred in 2002, with updates in the section on Yearly Meeting structures and a new section of biographical notes.  In our religious education program, we believe that teachings from Faith and Practice are important to give the children a strong sense of their place in the Quaker tradition.

Written for children, the book Quaker Way is a good introduction to Quaker faith and practice.

Q: Do Quakers think there is evil in the world? A devil? Heaven and Hell?

A: Quakers in our meeting don't generally believe in a devil, or the concept of Hell. Rather, the general belief is that evil and “demons” exist in the form of thoughts and actions that are not life-promoting, and that inhibit our freedom to pursue our spiritual paths. We believe that through our spiritual journeys, our thoughts and our actions, we can understand and overcome these evils. In many cases, Quakers use prayer and Christian teachings as a vehicle for accomplishing this.

Q: What do Quakers believe about our possessions and our wealth – how important are they to us?

A: Quakers generally believe in equality, but that there is no fundamental conflict between material success and spirituality. We do feel, however, that acquisition of wealth through means that harm others or the environment should be minimized. We also believe that using our wealth as a means to affect change through activism, charity, and responsible investing is desirable. Above all, we believe that awareness of how our actions affect others and the earth, and a genuine interest in minimizing the damaging effects of our activities related to gathering and spending wealth are important.

Q: What do we believe about peace? Are Quakers pacifists?

A: Although Quakers have a testimony of peace, this does not require each member to be an active pacifist. The basic position on pacifism is subject to the individual's spiritual leading. This may lead one Friend to go to prison for refusing to register, another to join the armed forces, sometimes only in non-combat status. Thus in WW II about 8000 American Quakers served in the military -- 900 of them in noncombatant posts, while 800 served in Civilian Public Service camps and 80 were imprisoned for refusing to register.(Source: PYM booklet  http://www.quakerinfo.org/quakerism/Qreligm.html)  Teaching that pacifism and nonviolent conflict resolution are two of the foundations of Quakerism is a strong component in our religious education program.
Q: What about Quakerism encourages us to be active in our communities?

A: Community is very important to Quakers, and our religious education program stresses the importance of our relationship with our fellow man and woman. We value helping others with a communal spirit, and a recognition of the presence of the Divine in everyone. We believe that our community extends to the entire human community, and we thus have interest in the plight of our local, national and global neighbors.  We believe in the equality of all people, regardless of race, religion, national origin, sex, or sexual orientation. With respect to our interactions with others, we believe in the primacy of the “Golden Rule”.

Q. What are the Quaker testimonies?

A.: While the specifics of Friend’s practice have varied as times have changes, Friends today continue to have concerns and underlying beliefs similar to those of past generations.  The word testimonies is used to refer to this common set of deeply held, historically rooted attitudes and modes of living in the world.
Testimonies bear witness to the truth as Friends in community perceive it – truth known through relationship with God.  The testimonies are expressions of lives turned toward the Light, outward expressions reflective of the inward experience of divine leading, differently described by various Friends and in changing eras.  Often in the past they were defined specifically, such as the testimony of taking oaths.  Recently it has become customary to speak of them more generally, as in the testimony of simplicity.  Through the testimonies, with that measure of the Light that is granted, Friends strive for unity and integrity of inner and outer life, both in living with ourselves and others and in living in the world.

Faith and Practice provides a full description of Quaker testimonies.  The advices offered in Faith and Practice seek to avoid rigid definitions of these evolving testimonies.  Rather, they are presented within the areas of our lives where they are likely to emerge, as a reference to actions Friends may be called to take.
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