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    This book grapples with how a faith rooted in the immediate, inward work of Christ can be named, taught, and defended without hardening into the very outward forms and human authorities that Friends distrusted, turning the paradox of a Quaker catechism and confession into a careful experiment in joining Spirit and word, experience and doctrine, liberty and discipline, so that readers are invited to weigh a living witness against settled formulas, to test Scripture not as an external wall but as a living stream, and to let clarity serve humility rather than eclipse the transforming Light it seeks to articulate.

Robert Barclay’s A Catechism and Confession of Faith: Quakers Doctrine is a work of practical theology that blends instructional catechism with a succinct confession, composed in the turbulent religious climate of seventeenth‑century Britain. Emerging from the early Society of Friends, it seeks to clarify what Quakers affirm rather than merely what they refuse, offering a stable account in an era of controversy and legal pressure. As a leading Quaker thinker, Barclay situates this manual within a broader effort to vindicate a Spirit-led Christianity before the public, providing a concise, orderly companion to his more extended defenses of the movement’s convictions.

The book is structured to be read slowly and dialogically: a catechism sets out core questions and answers in compact form, and a confession gathers scriptural testimonies that underscore each article, allowing readers to see doctrine crystallize from the canon rather than from ecclesiastical fiat. Barclay’s voice is measured and sober, avoiding flourish in favor of clarity, while the tone remains firm without rancor. The style encourages meditation as much as instruction, inviting the reader to test propositions in the light of experience and text. The result is a steady, quietly persuasive guide that can serve study, devotion, or communal teaching.

At its core, the work explores how the inward teaching of Christ by the Spirit orders belief, worship, and life, and how Scripture confirms rather than constrains that living guidance. It treats salvation as a transformative reality, not only a legal change, and portrays holiness as the fruit of continual submission to divine initiative. The gathered church appears as a people convened by God’s presence rather than by external rite, and ministry as service animated by spiritual gifting rather than status. These themes are articulated with calm insistence, pressing readers toward obedience that is experiential, corporate, and grounded in tested truth.

Without descending into polemic, Barclay addresses the contested questions that surrounded Friends in his day, including the place of outward ordinances, the nature of baptism and the supper, the authority of ministers, the character of worship, and the demands of civil conformity. He aims to dispel caricatures by showing how Quaker practice flows from principles that are biblically warranted and spiritually coherent. The catechetical framework keeps each issue tethered to first principles, while the confession patiently amasses textual support. The emphasis falls less on refutation than on positive demonstration, enabling readers to consider arguments in their own time and conscience.

For contemporary readers, the book offers a disciplined model of how conviction and openness can coexist: it seeks clarity without triumphalism, and invites testing without cynicism. Its stress on conscience formed by the Spirit speaks to debates about authenticity and authority; its vision of worship centered on presence rather than performance challenges consumerist habits; its integration of faith and life presses ethics beyond mere compliance. The text also shows a method for reading Scripture that is devotional, communal, and integrative, a corrective to proof‑texting and to reductionist critique. In each case, the value lies in patient, principled discernment enacted together.

Approached on its own terms, A Catechism and Confession of Faith rewards attentive, prayerful reading, whether in solitary study or in conversation among seekers. Barclay’s steady cadence and careful architecture help newcomers enter unfamiliar terrain, while longtime students can appreciate the economy with which complex questions are handled. The work does not aim to close inquiry but to ground it, providing a map that directs the reader back to the living center it describes. As an introduction to Quaker theology and as a model of honest instruction, it remains a humane, bracing, and serviceable companion for those exploring Christian truth.
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    Robert Barclay’s A Catechism and Confession of Faith: Quakers Doctrine presents a systematic account of early Friends’ beliefs in a compact, instructional form. Written in the late seventeenth century by a principal theologian of the movement, it unites two complementary parts: a dialogue of questions and answers for teaching, and a confession arranged to show scriptural foundations. Barclay aims to clarify what Friends affirm and how they read the Bible, responding to common mischaracterizations. The work proceeds from first principles—how God is known and worshiped—through doctrines of salvation, church order, and Christian conduct, emphasizing a coherent spiritual logic rather than disputation for its own sake.

Barclay begins with the source and certainty of religious knowledge. He argues that saving knowledge of God arises from the inward revelation of the Holy Spirit, who illuminates the conscience and turns people toward Christ. Scripture is treated as a faithful and necessary witness, yet its right use depends on the same Spirit who inspired it. The catechetical sequence underscores that letter and form, taken alone, cannot produce life. By foregrounding the Spirit’s immediate work, Barclay frames the remainder of the book: doctrine must be experimentally known, not only notionally held, and the rule of faith is living guidance rather than merely external authority.

From this foundation, Barclay expounds the person and work of Christ as present and operative by the Light that reaches every person. He maintains that divine grace is universally extended, enabling genuine responsiveness to God. The narrative of redemption is thus both historical, in Christ’s appearance, and inward, in the soul’s transformation. Faith is portrayed as active trust that produces obedience, while justification is inseparable from sanctification, preserving the gratuity of grace and the necessity of holiness. The catechism links assurance to growth in the new life, avoiding a purely forensic account and inviting readers to consider how true belief yields concrete moral change.

These commitments shape Barclay’s account of worship and ordinances. He contends that true worship is offered in Spirit and in truth, often expressed in reverent waiting for divine motion rather than in elaborate ceremony. Outward rites are treated as figures pointing to inward realities: baptism is understood as the purifying work of the Spirit, and communion as real participation in Christ’s life. This does not disparage biblical testimony; rather, it prioritizes the substance over the sign. The structure of the catechism arranges scriptural passages to illustrate this priority, arguing that spiritual worship accords with apostolic practice and advances unity, humility, and sincerity.

The nature of the church and its ministry follows accordingly. Barclay depicts the church as the gathered community of those turned to the Light, bound together by love and mutual accountability. Ministry is a gift given by God, recognized by the community through its fruits, and not dependent on human appointment, hire, or ceremonial rank. Discipline is pastoral and restorative, preserving good order while seeking the erring person’s recovery. The confession stresses that authority among believers is measured by fidelity to the Spirit’s witness, with all things to be done decently and tenderly, so that the body may be built up without domination or strife.

Barclay then addresses the shape of Christian life in the world. He urges plainness, truthfulness, and integrity as expressions of renewed hearts, commending self-denial and the patient bearing of the cross. Conscience is to be kept clear before God and neighbor, and civil relationships are to be conducted peaceably, without flattery or coercion. The catechetical answers link ethical exhortations to the inward work already described: reformed speech, simplicity of manners, and charitable dealing arise from obedience to the Light. The aim is not separatism but faithfulness, so that everyday conduct becomes a testimony to the same grace proclaimed in doctrine.

The closing confession gathers extensive biblical citations under thematic headings to affirm the book’s claims in the words of Scripture itself. By aligning Friends’ positions with the testimony of patriarchs, prophets, Christ, and the apostles, Barclay seeks to demonstrate continuity rather than novelty. The overall movement—from revelation, to redemption, to worship, community, and conduct—yields a compact portrait of Quaker Christianity concerned with inward life and outward fruit. Without polemical flourish, the work offers a disciplined framework for teaching and examination. Its enduring significance lies in clarifying what Friends mean by spiritual authority and in inviting broader readers to test doctrine by lived obedience.
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    Robert Barclay’s A Catechism and Confession of Faith (first published in 1673) emerged in Restoration Britain, when the monarchy and the Church of England had been reestablished under Charles II. The Society of Friends, or Quakers, had arisen in the 1650s around George Fox and spread across England, Wales, Scotland, and the Atlantic colonies. Post-Restoration statutes — the Quaker Act (1662), the Conventicle Acts (1664, 1670), and the Act of Uniformity (1662) — penalized unauthorized worship and nonattendance at parish services. Friends’ distinctive practices, including refusal of oaths, tithes, and fixed liturgies, brought fines and imprisonment. Barclay’s tract addressed that charged, legally constricted environment.

Barclay was a Scottish laird from Ury, Kincardineshire, born in 1648. He studied at the Scots College in Paris, where his uncle served as rector, receiving a Catholic humanist education before adopting Quakerism about 1667, soon after his father, David Barclay of Ury, joined Friends. In Scotland after 1662, the restored episcopal church and civil authorities enforced conformity, and burgh councils and sheriffs fined and jailed dissenters. Aberdeen, a center of universities and clergy, saw vigorous disputes with Friends. Barclay engaged ministers there in public controversy and stood with Quakers who endured arrests, experiences that sharpened his aim to explain and defend their teachings.

Published in 1673, A Catechism and Confession of Faith adopted forms widely used across Protestant Europe to teach doctrine. Reformed and Presbyterian communities prized ordered catechesis, exemplified by the Heidelberg Catechism (1563) and the Westminster Shorter Catechism (1647). Quakers were often accused of rejecting creeds and downplaying Scripture. Barclay answered by arranging questions and answers whose replies consist almost entirely of biblical texts, and by compiling a confession chiefly from Scripture, to demonstrate Friends’ grounding in the Bible. The book’s structure was thus polemical and pedagogical at once, designed to speak in the dominant idiom of doctrinal instruction while correcting misrepresentations.

Barclay wrote amid a brief oscillation in royal policy. Charles II’s Declaration of Indulgence (1672) suspended certain penal laws against both Protestant dissenters and Catholics, offering limited breathing space for meetings and print. Parliament forced its withdrawal, and the Test Act (1673) reasserted confessional boundaries. The Licensing of the Press Act of 1662 remained in force, requiring prepublication approval for most works until 1679. Quakers nevertheless maintained a vigorous press through sympathetic printers in London and the provinces. Barclay’s catechism entered this contested sphere, leveraging a standard ecclesiastical genre to argue for the legitimacy of worship the statutes had repeatedly constrained.

Central controversies of the day framed Barclay’s presentation. Friends emphasized the inward work of Christ’s Light, silent waiting in worship, and ministry raised up by spiritual gifting rather than ordination; they rejected compulsory tithes and oath-swearing, and dispensed with outward sacraments. Opponents, especially Reformed ministers in Scotland and Presbyterians and Anglicans in England, challenged these positions as disorderly or unscriptural. By organizing copious biblical citations under catechetical heads, Barclay situated contested Quaker claims within the language of Scripture familiar to his critics. The book thus functioned as a rebuttal to charges of enthusiasm and as a bridge to mainstream Protestant discourse.

Barclay’s standing among Friends grew in the 1670s as he composed systematic defenses and participated in public disputations. He later joined George Fox and William Penn on the 1677 mission to the Dutch Republic and parts of Germany, where they visited Princess Elisabeth of the Palatinate at Herford and conversed with magistrates and clergy. Such journeys aimed to clarify Quaker beliefs in regions known for relative toleration and lively theological debate. The Catechism fits this broader project: a portable, scripturally saturated summary intended for readers beyond Quaker meetings, capable of circulating through the networks of printers and correspondents that sustained dissenting communication.

Within the movement, Quakers were consolidating institutions that shaped Barclay’s audience and aims. By the early 1670s, London Friends coordinated national correspondence, and in 1675 the Meeting for Sufferings was established to manage petitions, public statements, and publishing on behalf of persecuted meetings. Friends’ Book of Sufferings recorded imprisonments and fines, creating a documentary backdrop for apologetic works. Catechetical instruction, adapted to Quaker convictions, also aided the training of youth in meetings. Barclay’s volume met these needs by providing concise, teachable formulations anchored in Scripture, while simultaneously furnishing material usable in petitions and debates where authorities demanded clear, orthodox-sounding statements.

Barclay’s catechism preceded his fuller Apology (Latin, 1676; English, 1678) and helped define Quaker theology during years of pressure and negotiation. The Glorious Revolution later altered the landscape: the Toleration Act (1689) granted licensed worship to many Protestant dissenters, though civil disabilities remained; Parliament eventually allowed a solemn affirmation for Quakers in 1696. Barclay died in 1690, before those changes fully matured. His catechism stands as a product of the Restoration’s confessional contests and print politics, employing a familiar Protestant pedagogy to defend a minority church. It critiques coercive uniformity by demonstrating, through Scripture’s own words, a case for conscientious dissent.
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Since first that great Apostacy took place in the Hearts and Heads of those who began even in the Apostles days, to depart from the simplicity and purity of the Gospel, as it was then delivered in its primitive Splendor and Integrity, innumerable have been the manifold Inventions and Traditions, the different and various Notions and Opinions, wherewith Man (by giving way to the vain and airy Imaginations of his own unstable mind) hath burdened the Christian Faith: so that indeed, first by adding these things, and afterwards by equalling them, if not exalting them above the Truth, they have at last come to be substitute in the stead of it; so that in process of time, Truth came to be shut out of doors, and another thing placed in the room thereof, having a shew and a Name, but wanting the substance and thing itself: Nevertheless it pleased God to raise up Witnesses for himself almost in every Age and Generation, who, according to the Discoveries they received, bore some Testimony, less or more, against the Superstition and Apostacy of the time; and in special manner through the appearing of that Light which first broke forth in Germany about One hundred and fifty years ago[1], and afterwards reached divers other Nations; the Beast received a deadly Wound: and a very great Number did at one time Protest against, and Rescind from the Church of Rome in divers of their most gross and sensual Doctrines and superstitious Traditions: But alas! it is for matter of lamentation, that the Successors of these Protestants are Establishing and Building up in themselves that which their Fathers were pulling down, instead of prosecuting and going on with so Good and Honourable a Work; which will easily appear.

The generality of all Protestants (though in many other things miserably rent and shattered among themselves) do agree in dividing from the Church of Rome in these two particulars:

First, That every Principle and Doctrine of the Christian Faith is, and ought to be founded upon the Scripture; and that whatsoever Principles or Doctrines are not only not contrary; but even not according thereto, ought to be denyed as Antichristian.

Secondly, That the Scriptures themselves are plain and easie to be understood; and that every private Christian and Member of the Church ought to read and peruse them, that they may know their Faith and Belief founded upon them, and receive them for that Cause alone, and not because any Church or Assembly has compounded and recommended them; the choicest and most pure of which they are obliged to look upon as Fallible.

Now, contrary to this their known and acknowledged Principle, they do most vigorously prosecute and persecute others with the like Severity the Papists did their Fathers, for believing things that are plainly set down in the Scriptures, and for not believing divers Principles for which themselves are forc'd to recur to Tradition, and can by no means prove from Scripture: To shew which I shall not here insist, having allotted a Chapter for it in the Book it self, because to put it here, would swell beyond the bounds of a Preface.

Oh! how like do they show themselves (I mention it with regret) to the Scribes and Pharisees of old, who of all men most cryed up and exalted Moses and the Prophets, boasting greatly of being Abraham's Children? And yet those were they that were the greatest Opposers and Vilifiers of Christ, to whom Moses and all the Prophets gave witness; yea, their chief Accusations and Exceptions against Christ, was, as being a Breaker of the Law, and a Blasphemer.

Can there any Comparison run more parallel, seeing there is now found a people, who are greatly Persecuted, and bitterly reviled, and Accused as Hereticks by a Generation that cry up and exalt the Scriptures; And yet this People's Principles are found in Scripture, Word by Word, though the most grievous, and indeed the greatest Calumny cast upon them is, that they vilifie and deny the Scriptures, and set up their own Imaginations instead of them.

To disprove which, this Catechism and Confession of Faith is compiled, and presented to thy Serious and Impartial view[1q]: If thou lovest the Scripture indeed, and desirest to hold the plain Doctrines there delivered, and not these Strained and Far-fetched Consequences, which Men have invented, thou shalt easily observe the whole Principles of the People called QUAKERS, plainly couched in Scripture-Words, without Addition or Commentary; especially in those things their Adversaries oppose them in, where the Scripture plainly decideth the Controversie for them, without Nicities and School-Distinctions, which have been the Wisdom by which the World hath not known God; and the Words which have been multiplied without knowledge, by which Counsel hath been darkned.

In the Answers to the Questions, there is not one Word that I know of, placed, but the express Words of Scripture: And if in some of the Questions there be somewhat subsumed of what in my Judgment is the plain and naked Import of the Words, it is not to impose my Sense upon the Reader, but to make way for the next Question, for the dependence of the Matter's sake; I shall leave it to the reason of any Understanding and Judicious Man, who is not byassed by Self-Interest, that great Enemy to true Equity, and who in the least measure is willing to give way to the Light of Christ in his Conscience, if the Scriptures do not pertinently and aptly answer to the Questions.

As I have upon serious grounds separated from most of the Confessions and Catechisms heretofore published; so, not without Cause, I have now taken another method: They usually place their Confession of Faith before the Catechism: I judge it ought to be otherwise, in regard that which is easiest, and is Composed for Children, or such as are weak, ought in my Judgment to be placed first; it being most regular to begin with things that are easie and familiar, and lead on to things that are more hard and Intricate: Besides, that things be more largely opened in the Catechism, and divers objections answered, which are proposed in the Questions, the Reader having past through that first, will more perfectly understand the Confession, which consisteth mainly in positive Assertions.

Not long after I had received and believed the Testimony I now bear, I had in my view both the possibility and facility of such a work; and now after a more large and perfect acquaintance with the Holy Scriptures, I found access to allow some time to set about it; and have also been helped to accomplish the same.

I doubt not but it might be enlarged by divers Citations, which are here omitted, as not being at present brought to my Remembrance: Yet I find Cause to be contented, in that God hath so far assisted me in this Work by his Spirit, that good Remembrancer; the Manifestation of which, as it is minded, will help such as Seriously and Conscientiously read this, to find out and cleave to the Truth, and also Establish and Confirm those who have already believed: Which of all things is most earnestly desired, and daily prayed for, By

ROBERT BARCLAY,

  A Servant of the Church of CHRIST.

  From Urie, the Place of my Being in my Native Country of Scotland, the 11th. of the 6th Month, 1673.


CHAPTER I.

Of GOD, and the true and Saving Knowledge of Him.
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Question, Seeing it is a thing unquestioned by all sorts of Christians, that the height of Happiness consisteth in coming to know and enjoy Eternal Life, what is it in the Sense and Judgment of Christ?

A. This is Life Eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent [John 17:3].

Q. How doth God reveal this knowledge?

A. For God, who commanded the Light to shine out of Darkness, hath shined in our Hearts, to give the Light of the Knowledge of the Glory of God in the Face of Jesus Christ [2 Cor. 4:6].

Q. How many Gods are there?

A. One God [Eph. 4:6].

We know, that an Idol is nothing in the World, and that there is none other God but one. But to us there is but one God [1 Cor. 8:4,6].

Q. What is God?

A. God is a Spirit [John 4:24].

Q. Among all the Blessed, Glorious and Divine Excellencies of God, which are ascribed and given to him in the Scriptures; what is that which is most needful for us to take notice of, as being the Message which the Apostles recorded in special manner to declare of him now under the Gospel?

A. This then is the Message which we have heard of him, and declare unto you, that God is Light, and in him is no Darkness at all [1 John 1:5].

Q. What are they that bear Record in Heaven?

A. There are Three that bear Record in Heaven, the
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