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What people are saying about

Rufus Jones and the Presence of God

This is the book on Rufus Jones we’ve needed for a long time. Helen Holt has given us a beautifully written, compact yet impressively comprehensive introduction to one of the most influential Quakers of the twentieth century. Jones’ thinking is clearly articulated, and Holt does not shy away from critiquing Jones when he is less than clear or cogent. Holt also offers what Jones neglected to provide: a practical guide to the mystical path he extolled in his life and work. Highly recommended to anyone seeking to better understand the roots of the modern Quaker way.

Mark Russ, Quaker theologian, blogger and author of Quaker Shaped Christianity

Helen Holt’s Rufus Jones and the Presence of God is a superb book. It presents a wonderfully readable – and highly intelligent – survey of Jones’ life and thought. Holt’s explorations of Jones’ approach to mysticism, the inner light, and human beings’ relationship to the sacred are especially valuable.

David Harrington Watt, Douglas and Dorothy Steere Professor of Quaker Studies, Haverford College

Helen Holt has written an illuminating and engaging brief portrait of the life and spirituality of a towering figure in twentieth-century Quaker thought, Rufus M. Jones, one that suggests the continuing relevance of Jones’ thought for our own times. A most welcome addition to the literature on Quakerism and spirituality.

Stephen W. Angell, Leatherock Professor of Quaker Studies, Earlham School of Religion

Very little has been written about what Rufus Jones really thought and taught. Yet he was a serious thinker in his time and his thinking changed the whole course of the Quaker movement during the first part of the twentieth century. He was also widely admired by people of other faiths. So here is a welcome book from Helen Holt, who sets out to explain his ideas in the context of his own life and times, and does so with great clarity and sympathy. His message was timely then and it is so again today, as we sense a new need for some spiritual depth in our lives but can’t quite accept what religion generally now offers us. Holt’s book is a helpful guide in our own modern quest.

Rex Ambler, author of The Quaker Way
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Preface

How are human beings related to God? Can experience, science or philosophy shed any light on the matter? What are the implications of such a relationship, if it exists? These are the questions that the American Quaker Rufus Jones wrestled with in the first half of the twentieth century. He concluded that humans and God were in fact intimately related, and discussed his ideas in terms of the Inner Light and mysticism. The Inner Light was a way of expressing his belief that God is present within us, as part of our very nature. Mysticism was a way of exploring his conviction that all of us can know this presence.

Born in 1863, Jones has been described as a Quaker giant of the twentieth century, in large part because he is widely credited with revitalizing significant swathes of the Religious Society of Friends by casting Quakerism as a mystical religion that was consistent with the latest discoveries in psychology. He sought to share his vision through numerous books, and was much in demand as a speaker, both in his native America and further afield. His mission to popularize mysticism was made that much more interesting, however, because he was active at a particularly tumultuous time in the history of Quakerism, when Quakers were attempting to come to terms with the advances in science and biblical criticism that were challenging old formulations of faith. Thus, while some wholeheartedly embraced Jones’ ideas, relieved that he had made faith and their experience of God intellectually credible, others were dismayed or even outraged, accusing him of taking Christ out of Quakerism and making the soul divine.

Controversies aside, as a person Jones was undoubtedly charismatic and is frequently described in glowing terms. The English Quaker John Hoyland, for example, enthused that, ‘To a whole generation of us he was a prophet and a saint and a shining light. We loved him and we venerated him. He was the leader of our lives.’1 The American pastor and radio-broadcaster Harry Emerson Fosdick wrote that he was ‘natural, genuine, direct, human … He possessed the spiritual vitality he pled for, and he shared it’.2 And his biographer David Hinshaw proclaimed that there was something Olympian about him, in that those who knew him felt instinctively that his faith would enable him to meet any crisis in life.

Today, we might describe Jones as ‘authentic’ or ‘integrated’: his spiritual convictions matched his actions, and he saw no contradiction between his religious beliefs and the latest developments in philosophy and science. We might also describe him as someone who was spiritually creative, in that he developed novel ways of looking at important spiritual concepts and inspired others with his spiritual vision and vitality. Although the science and philosophy of the early twentieth century are different in many ways from today’s, there is, I think, still a lot we can learn from Jones, both about his conviction that faith should take the latest knowledge onboard and about the everyday spiritual practices that made him the man he was.

Fortunately, there is an abundance of material to draw on to gain some insight into Jones’ life and thought.3 He wrote hundreds of editorials for Quaker journals and over 50 books – all for the general public rather than academics. The books include historical studies of mysticism, advice about the spiritual life, and children’s stories based on the Bible. Especially interesting are half a dozen autobiographical works, some of which give charming accounts of his childhood in rural Maine. Reminiscent of Huckleberry Finn for their tales of adventures and misadventures, they are shot through with spiritual reflections and give us an insight into the convictions and experiences that shaped Jones’ future life and beliefs. There is also a fascinating collection of archived letters both to and from Jones at Haverford College, where he taught for most of his career. The personal content of these letters, expressed in cramped or flamboyant cursive script, provides a glimpse of some of the emotions that were accompanying theological upheavals. Some of them are reproduced in the following pages.

In this short book, we’ll look first at the life of Rufus Jones, tracing his journey from farm-boy to influential Quaker leader and reformer. We’ll then explore how he came to hold the views that he did, discovering how he sought to integrate insights from people as varied as his prophetic and saintly Aunt Peace, the second-century theologian Clement of Alexandria, and the so-called father of modern psychology, William James. With this foundation in place, we’ll be in a position to understand why Jones believed what he did, assess whether his arguments are convincing, and appreciate why his ideas about the relationship between God and humans delighted some and worried others. Finally, we’ll identify some of the spiritual practices that might have contributed to Jones’ spiritual maturity and to his ability, in the phrase associated with the seventeenth-century Brother Lawrence, to practise the presence of God.
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