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THE ORIGINS OF THE SHAKERS

THE RELIGIOUS GROUP known as the Shakers arrived in America in 1774. Their proper name is the United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Appearing, or Believers for short. Their story, however, begins in England with a charismatic woman and her unfailing belief that God spoke directly and clearly to her.

Ann Lee was an illiterate factory worker in the industrial city of Manchester. Born on February 29, 1736, she and her family lived a working-class life on Toad Lane. She had a deeply religious mother and a father who was a blacksmith by trade. At a young age, Ann showed herself to be spiritually advanced: she had visions and communicated with God. She was forced to marry her father’s apprentice, Abraham Stanley (sometimes called Standerin). The couple had four children, all of whom died in infancy. In this sad state of mind, Ann’s vivid spiritual visions increased, enveloped her daily life, and caused her years of suffering.

Ann’s search for spiritual answers led her to join a newly established religious group in Manchester that was practicing outside the strict confines of the Church of England. They primarily met in small groups at private homes, such as that of early group leaders James and Jane Wardley, and became known as the Wardley Society. The group had a variety of spiritual influences, including those of Quakers, Methodists, and French Prophets or Camisards. Their beliefs grew out of aspects adopted from this collection of traditions. The Quakers practiced pacifism and individual spirit-led worship, and the Methodists also emphasized this form of personal practice. The influence of the French Prophets introduced an ecstatic form of physical worship, which was adopted by the Wardley Society, and the group became known to outsiders by the derisive term “Shaking Quakers”, or “Shakers”, for short.
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Russel Casson & John Berry, A Plan of the Towns of Manchester and Salford in the County Palatine of Lancaster, about 1750, showing a detail of Toad Lane where Ann Lee grew up.

It was clear that Ann was different from the rest of the group: her visions and charismatic presence set her apart. In 1770, she found the spiritual answer she had been seeking for so long—she had a revelation that her children’s deaths were the result of the “unclean” union with her husband. She understood from these visions that the root of all sin began with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Their fall from grace condemned all of humanity to a life of sin. Therefore, the only way to regain an unblemished state was to practice celibacy, and refrain from all carnal knowledge. She believed that only by releasing ourselves from the attachments of this world, could we truly find a pure relationship with God.

Armed with this new understanding, Ann became the leader of the Wardley Society, and soon became known to all as Mother Ann. Although her influence is wide reaching, even today no known image of Mother Ann exists, although a follower, Polly Collins, created a likeness of her in a gift drawing (an image received in a vision). A physical description of Mother Ann was written long after her death by Rufus Bishop and Seth Youngs Wells, editors and compilers of the 1816 Testimonies, and provides some insight into her appearance:
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This image, titled The Whirling Gift, illustrates early Shaker “laboring” or dancing. Believers would spin in a frenzy, and then fall prostrate to the floor in exhaustion.

MOTHER ANN LEE was a woman, in nature, of a strong constitution, rather exceeding the ordinary size of women; very straight and well proportioned in form, or rather thick; of a light complexion, and blue eyes; her hair of a light chestnut brown. In appearance, she was very majestic, and her countenance was such as inspired confidence and respect; and by many of the world, who saw her, without prejudice, she was called beautiful. To her faithful children, she appeared to possess a degree of dignified beauty and heavenly love transcending that of mortals.

Dissenting religious sects were persecuted in Manchester, and the early Shakers did not escape this fate. Members were often chased through the streets and thrown in jail. Mother Ann and her followers were imprisoned and beaten for interrupting church services and preaching publicly about their new and seemingly strange religion.

After 1770, James Whittaker, a follower of Mother Ann, had his own personal vision: it was America. In Ann Lee, A Biography by Frederick W. Evans, Whittaker wrote, “I saw a large tree, every leaf of which shone with such brightness as made it appear like a burning torch, representing the Church of Christ which will yet be established in this land.”
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This detail from An Emblem of the Heavenly Sphere, by Polly Collins in 1854, is one of the only known depictions of Mother Ann Lee.

Soon after James Whittaker recounted his vision to the group, Mother Ann and eight followers sailed for the United States. It was known to be a land of religious freedom and opportunity. Their ship, the Mariah, cleared customs in New York on August 5, 1774 and the group disembarked on August 6. They found odd jobs in the city to support themselves. One of the Believers journeyed north up the Hudson River to Niskayuna, located northwest of Albany, New York. Here, the group was able to lease property from the Dutch patroon Kiliaen van Rensselaer, who owned large parcels of land.
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Hannah Cohoon,The Tree of Light or Blazing Tree,1845. This gift drawing, made at Hancock, Massachusetts, may represent James Whittaker’s vision that encouraged the Shakers to travel to America.
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John Montresor, Map of the Province of New York, 1775. This map depicts the state of New York after the Shakers arrived in America. It also details the Manor of Rensselaerswyck, where the Shakers leased land that was soon to become Watervliet.

Niskayuna became known as Watervliet and was established as the first Shaker settlement in America. Mother Ann was able to join the small group that had assembled there by the winter of 1776. The Shakers kept to themselves during their early years in America, as the Revolutionary War played out around them. Hardship continued to follow the group, even in this promised land. Their living conditions were poor, and the Believers were crowded into a small house and sometimes went without proper sustenance. The land they leased was mostly swamps, and converting it to farmland was difficult work. They were often suspected of being British spies or sympathizers, and Mother Ann was jailed in Albany along with some of her followers for preaching pacifism. To outsiders, this strange new religious community who separated themselves from the world and followed a female leader was cause for concern during a time of social and political upheaval in the British colonies.

The strenuous economic and social conditions caused by the Revolutionary War led to unrest and uncertainty among settlers in the northeast. This tenuous time set the stage for the Shakers and their message, which offered a clear path to salvation. Congregationalists and Baptists were already swept up in the New Light Revival of 1779, which was centered along the New York and Massachusetts border. New Lights were seeking a direct connection with the divine and assurance of their salvation. As this revival waned in early 1780, former participants became aware of the Shakers and began to travel to Niskayuna to meet with Mother Ann and her followers. After several months of visiting back and forth, many New Lights became convinced of the Shaker message. This resulted in many conversions for the growing society; sometimes even large portions of established congregations would join together as their ministers came to believe in the Shakers’ teachings.

The so-called “Dark Day” that occurred on May 19, 1780 was seen as a sign that the Day of Judgment had arrived. The skies across New England darkened for a full day, caused by smoke from a large forest fire in Canada. This led to a fearful period where many people turned to religion for answers—the Shakers responded to this atmospheric event by opening their gospel in America.

Mother Ann and her missionaries preached all over the northeast, attracting converts along the way. They endured many hardships on their journeys: they were often beaten, thrown in prison, and chased out of towns by mobs. These experiences took their toll on the Shaker leader’s health, and after only ten years on American soil, Mother Ann died in 1784 and was buried with fellow Believers at the Niskayuna settlement.
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Dr P. Ross Teller, Wilderness Journeys (of) Mother Ann Lee (May 1781–Sept 1783), 1952.

Even after Mother Ann’s death, the Shaker movement grew and flourished. Those passionate followers that inherited the fledgling society believed in their cause and guided the Believers to great prominence. Father James Whittaker held the society together until 1787, when Father Joseph Meacham emerged as the leader and chose Mother Lucy Wright as his female counterpart to lead the Ministry. Often referred to as the “First Parents,” Father Joseph and Mother Lucy were American-born converts who gathered the scattered societies together. The Shakers’ “Parent Ministry” was based at Mount Lebanon, New York, after Mother Ann’s death. The Shakers’ hierarchy began to take shape at this time, with the Parent Ministry overseeing all communities and each individual village also guided by two Elders and two Eldresses acting as Ministers. In addition, the norms of behavior within Shaker communities were established during this period, and in time these were codified in written form, called the Millennial Laws. These were a set of rules that would guide Believers in their spiritual and temporal lives, and provide the basis for Shaker life for years to come.
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Mother Ann’s grave in the cemetery at the Watervliet community, now the Shaker Heritage Society, near Albany. The headstone has been replaced at least once.

After the founding of Watervliet, nearly two dozen more Shaker communities were established in America—some closing quickly after they were gathered, and some lasting a century or more. They reached as far west as Indiana and as far south as Florida. At their height in the mid-nineteenth century, the Shakers claimed approximately five thousand members.
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This stereoview of the Mount Lebanon community shows the extent of land and buildings during the late nineteenth century in the thriving center of the Shaker world.
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Polly Collins, An Emblem of the Heavenly Sphere, 1854 (see pages 22–3).


SHAKER THEOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS PRACTICE

THE SHAKERS ARE a Christian Millennialist group. They often refer to themselves as the Millennial Church, or the Manifestation of the Second Coming, which they believe had already taken place through Mother Ann. Shakers believe in the dual nature of God, often referred to by the term “dual Godhead.” As a spirit, God is both male and female. Mother Ann was imbued with the Christ Spirit as were many Believers after her. For the Shakers, this event represents the second coming of Jesus, not in the flesh but in the spirit. In the Testimonies of 1816, Mother Ann said, “It is not I that speaks; it is the Christ that dwells in me.”

Believers are required to confess their sins to the Shaker Ministry, or leadership. Brothers confess to Elders, and sisters confess to Eldresses. In this way, Shakers cleanse their souls of imperfections each day and at special times throughout the year, allowing them to be closer to God.

Shakers practice communal living and property ownership. New converts are considered novitiates and enter a trial period to see if Shaker life is right for them. After this period, novitiates can make the choice to sign the Shaker covenant and turn their property over to the community. The covenant is a legal document that commits the signer as a full member of the Church, with all the benefits that come with membership. All property is held communally, and all members receive the same benefits, making the

[image: image]



[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: image]




[image: image]












[image: image]








[image: image]



[image: image]



[image: image]







[image: image]


[image: image]


OEBPS/images/title1.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page015-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page015-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page017.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page015.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page014.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page012.jpg
mmum_iﬂ ki
B ek & .ﬁ_;






OEBPS/images/Page007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page008.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page007-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page011.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page010.jpg
,'\'vu‘—v;;:v:?s JOURNETS |
\ MOTHER ANN LEZ ;'

. @ gweamm






OEBPS/images/Page011-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page022.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page005.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page026.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page024-25.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Lesley Herzberg

The Shakers

History, ulture, and Craft






OEBPS/images/Page019.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page018.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page021.jpg





OEBPS/images/Page020.jpg





