
A Brief (and Oversimplified) Overview of the History and Diversity of Friends  

There are four main groups of Friends in the United States today.  

Liberal, unprogrammed Friends. These Friends wait in silence during meeting for worship and 

wait for the Spirit to move them to speak. Many of them belong to a yearly meeting affiliated 

with Friends General Conference. FGC Friends tend to be politically active and liberal in       

practice and theology.  

Pastoral Friends. These Friends have pastors in their meetings or churches. The service is   

similar to most Protestant worship services in other denominations, which include singing and 

a prepared sermon. Many meetings or churches have a time of open worship, in which Friends 

may speak as led. Pastoral Friends often affiliate with Friends United Meeting.  

Evangelical Friends are also pastoral, and they tend to emphasize personal salvation and 

world mission. Many are affiliated with Evangelical Friends Church International.  

Conservative Friends. Conservative Friends retain the Christian faith of early Friends, as well 

as waiting worship. Some use plain speech (“thee”) and practice forms of plain dress. There 

are three Conservative yearly meetings in the United States.  

These present Friends groups came about as the result of splits and schisms throughout 

Quaker history. All of these groups, however, can trace their history back to England during 

the 1650s, when a man named George Fox discovered with great joy that Christ Jesus could 

speak to him and the spiritual despair with which he struggled. Friends have maintained since 

then that it is possible to have direct, first-hand experience with Jesus Christ.  

For further reading:  

Wilmer A. Cooper, A Living Faith: an Historical and Comparative Study of Quaker Beliefs 

(Richmond, Indiana: Friends United Press), 2000. The first chapter of this book is available in a 

pdf from http://yaf2010.wordpress.com/.  

The Friends World Committee for Consultation website has some good resources about       

different kinds of Friends. http://www.fwccworld.org/kinds_of_friends/#  

Thomas Hamm, The Quakers in America (Array), 2006. Chapters 1 and 4 especially relate to 

the history and diversity of Friends.  


