
A Brief History of Young Adult Friends in North America  

The story of Quakerism is to a great extent a story of young people. George Fox was in his 
early twenties when he began to preach the message of the Inward Light of Christ in the Eng-
lish countryside. William Penn was convinced of the Truth at the age of twenty-two. The holi-
ness revivals that spread among Friends in the late 1800s were led largely by young people. 
However, prior to the early days of the twentieth century, young adults did not perceive of 
themselves as being a distinct group among Friends. Young adults were just that: Adults. How-
ever, by the turn of the twentieth century,  younger Friends - particularly those in college - had 
begun to organize. Previously known as "Young Friends," Young Adult Friends (ages 18-35) 
have been a vital force in North American Quakerism for more than a century.   

The American Young Friends Fellowship  

In 1906, Young Adult Friends came together at the sessions of the Five Years Meeting (now 
Friends United Meeting). These young Quakers were excited by the possibilities of working 
together for change in the world, and they quickly set about organizing themselves. From 
1910 until 1935, the Five Years Meeting sponsored the American Young Friends Fellowship, 
which held gatherings for YAFs across the United States and coordinated opportunities for ser-
vice and Christian witness around the world.   

Young Friends of North America  

Disrupted by the Second World War, YAFs met for the first time in nearly a decade during the 
sessions of the Five Years Meeting in October, 1945. During their time together, the young 
Quakers in attendance agreed that there should be regular gatherings for Young Adult Friends 
across North America and began to organize frequent continental conferences.  

With financial assistance and cooperation from FYM (now FUM), the American Young Friends 
Conference took place in 1947, at Earlham College, in Richmond, Indiana. The attendance of 
this gathering surpassed five hundred young adults and included participants from almost 
every yearly meeting in the United States, as well as Friends from Britain and Ireland. From 
that point on, YAFs organized gatherings once every two years. At one such gathering, at Guil-
ford College in 1953, those in attendance made the move to establish a new organization - 
Young Friends of North America - "as a continuing organization for planning of future confer-
ences and intervisitation of Young Friends." From this point on, YFNA became the primary or-
ganization for Young Friends activities in the United States and Canada.  

While it was never completely comprehensive for geographical regions, YAFs from across the 
spectrum of Quakerism participated in YFNA activities, and Young Friends of North America 
served as a bridge between the fractured branches of the Quaker family tree. As time went 
on, however, YFNA came to be seen as a generally liberal organization. During the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, Evangelical and orthodox Friends largely withdrew, in large part due to the 
"culture wars" of the 1960s era. By the 1980s, it had become primarily a social network for Lib-



eral Friends, mostly in the northeastern United States and Canada.  

The last big event of the YFNA era was the World Gathering of Young Friends (WGYF), held in 
Greensboro, North Carolina, in 1985. This gathering brought together young adults from 
across the world to explore their shared roots as Friends. Those who organized the event 
hoped that it might re-kindle the fading energy and numbers of YAFs in North America. Ulti-
mately, however, the WGYF proved to be the last hurrah of Young Adult Friends in that gen-
eration. YFNA was effectively laid down in the early 1990s, and the YAF community laid dor-
mant for decades, largely inactive outside of a few local groups that sporadically organized 
themselves.   

A New Generation Rises Up   

The last embers of the Young Friends of North America flickered out shortly following the 
World Gathering of Young Friends in Greensboro, in 1985. The World Gathering had failed to 
re-energize the YAF community in North America. The twenty years that would follow would 
be in many ways a period of decline and dormancy, not only for YAFs in North America, but for 
North American Quakerism in general. Between the 1970s and the 2000s, Quakerism in North 
America sustained massive losses in membership. The largely pastoral yearly meetings of 
Friends United Meeting (FUM) shrank by 57 percent in 35 years; and most North American 
yearly meetings showed a significant decrease in membership during this time period.   

The World Gathering of Young Friends - Lancaster, England  

After more than three decades of decline among Friends in North America, a new generation 
of young adult Quakers came together and independently organized a second World Gather-
ing of Young Adult Friends. This sequel to the last major Young Adult Friends event in North 
America was held in Lancaster, England, in August, 2005. Unlike the Greensboro gathering 
twenty years before, the WGYF in Lancaster marked a new beginning for a reawakening of 
faith and action across the world. North America was given its own portion of this new out-
pouring of the Holy Spirit, and US and Canadian YAFs began to re-activate and re-vision what 
work God might have for the Religious Society of Friends.   

Burlington, New Jersey  

Following the World Gathering in England, it took a couple of years for the YAF movement to 
get off the ground in North America. The first major sign of life was a gathering of Young Adult 
Friends held in Burlington, New Jersey, in February, 2007. This conference was sponsored and 
planned by staff from Friends General Conference (FGC) and Philadelphia Yearly Meeting, and 
was largely attended by Liberal Friends. However, there were a number of Friends from the 
orthodox tradition present, as well, and this gathering presented the chance to begin explor-
ing our relationship as spiritual descendents of the Valiant Sixty. Most significantly, this gath-
ering was blessed by an extended meeting for worship, in which the group was covered by the 
Holy Spirit and actively taught by the Spirit of Christ.  



Richmond, Indiana  

The gathering in Burlington was the epicenter of an explosion of YAF activity in North America. 
That same year, Friends from across the continent began to organize another gathering, to be 
held in Richmond, Indiana, over Memorial Day weekend, 2008. This event brought together 
Young Adult Friends from across the United States and Canada, from a wide range of regional, 
cultural and theological backgrounds. Just as happened in Burlington, the young men and 
women gathered in Richmond were powerfully visited by the Holy Spirit, and many hearts 
were touched by Christ's ministry. The presence of such a wide range of experience, belief and 
practice required great sensitivity and patience on the part of all Friends. The gathering in 
Richmond made clear that God is present with this emerging generation of Friends, but it was 
equally clear that there would be great challenges to be overcome as Friends strive to find 
unity in the Holy Spirit.   

Wichita, Kansas  

The plans for the upcoming gathering began to emerge in the summer of 2009, during the an-
nual sessions of Great Plains Yearly Meeting. A group of YAFs, representing four different 
yearly meetings, were asked by representatives of Great Plains Yearly Meeting and University 
Monthly Meeting to consider organizing a North American Young Adult Friends gathering in 
Wichita. These Friends agreed, and met that fall in Richmond, Indiana to take the first steps in 
planning. Soon, the planning committee grew to twelve, with representatives from nine yearly 
meetings - most of them Evangelical or orthodox. The committee was committed to being invi-
tational to all Friends, regardless of  where they were on their faith journey; and the commit-
tee carried a particular concern to be invitational to Evangelical Friends and Hispanic Friends, 
who had been particularly underrepresented in the North American YAF movement thus far. 
With these concerns in mind, the planning committee worked energetically to invite all 
Friends everywhere to attend the YAF gathering in Wichita, with the theme of, "Bearing Wit-
ness to the Word Among Us - Witness, Testimony and Transformation," and with the scriptural 
focus of 1 John 1:1-3.  
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