Rufus Jones 1863-1948

Rufus Jones was a highly influential American Quaker: a religious leader, writer,
magazine editor, philosopher, professor, and activist. He was one of the founders
of the American Friends Service Committee and an instigator of

the Quikerspeisung feeding program after the First World War. His influence
enabled the two divisions of American Quakerism, which split in the mid 19th
Century, to reunite after his death. Often described as a Quaker mystic, he was
able to reconcile science and modern, liberal thinking with his Quakerism. He
delivered the first Swarthmore Lecture in London in 1908, and is the only person
ever to have given two, the second being in 1920.

Jones was born in Maine, USA, to an old Quaker family. His uncle and aunt, Eli
and Sybil Jones, established Friends Schools in Lebanon (then part of Syria)

and Palestine. He attended the Providence Friends School in Rhode Island

and Haverford College in Pennsylvania and, having obtained an MA from Harvard,
returned to Haverford as a professor of Psychology and Philosophy.

From 1893 to 1912 he was the editor of the Friends' Review (later called The
American Friend); from this position he tried unsuccessfully to unite the divided
body of Quakers. In 1901 Jones received another M. A., from Harvard. He also
began teaching philosophy and psychology at Haverford in 1893 and continued to
do so until retiring in 1934. From 1898 to 1936 he served on the board of trustees
of Bryn Mawr College.

Having learnt in the study of natural science that “the world was not made in six
days and that man did not begin with Adam,” far from being troubled by the
scientific evidence, he found, “his religious faith all the more secure when it
marched with facts.”

The essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson introduced Jones to the idea of George Fox as
“one of a great historical succession of mystics.” This revelation changed Jones’s
conception of his family’s religion. From the writings of the early Quakers, Jones
crystalized the concept of the ‘inner light,” an idea central in particular to modern
liberal Quakerism. "The Inner Light is the doctrine that there is something Divine,



‘Something of God’ in the human soul," he wrote. This inner light was something
integral to the human condition, irrespective of a person’s religious conviction.

At this time in history, the influence of evangelicalism was strong in the United
States, with such events as tent meetings and the emphasis on the use of powerful
pastors to “save” the sinners. This pull did influence Quakerism.

Jones’ mysticism was always strongly coupled with a sense of responsibility
towards the world at large. In 1904, he published Social Law in the Spiritual
World. In it, he made clear that the Quaker concept of “listening to the Spirit,
being guided by the Inner Light of Christ” must be coupled with “call of duty ...
an appeal to help build a better world for unborn generations... Keep your feet on
the ground and get something done ... a true and noble life must move on both
these legs and not a single one of them alone.”

He distinguished between negating or negative mysticism (making contact with an
impersonal force) and affirming or affirmative mysticism (making contact with a
personal being). He upheld that God is a personal being with whom human beings
could interact. He wrote in The Trail of Life in the Middle Years, "The essential
characteristic of [mysticism] is the attainment of a personal conviction by an
individual that the human spirit and the divine Spirit have met, have found each
other, and are in mutual and reciprocal correspondence as spirit with Spirit." He
also exerted a major influence on the life and work of theologian Howard
Thurman, who studied with him in 1929-30.

In 1917, when the United States entered the First World War, he and Henry
Cadbury established the American Friends Service Committee, to provide ways for
young conscientious objectors to serve without joining the military. They set up
courses for COs, training them to work with groups like the Friends Ambulance
Unit in Europe. At the end of the war, Jones steered the AFSC towards relief work
and was instrumental in organizing the Qudkerspeisung, the large scale feeding
effort that saved millions in Germany from starvation.

In 1927, Jones travelled to Asia. He met Gandhi and visited the birthplace of the
Buddha, and went on an extended lecture tour in China. Shortly after, Jones
addressed the World Missionary Conference in Jerusalem, calling on them be open
to positive influences from other world religions, “gladly recognizing the good
they contain.”



Following the attacks on Jews on Kristallnacht in 1938, he went to Germany with
two other Quakers and met with Reinhard Heydrich, later one of the architects of
Hitler’s ‘Final Solution,’ to plead with him for better treatment for the Jews. Jones
believed that it was in part Heydrich’s awareness of their work with the
Quikerspeisung that led to their appeal being heard politely. “The promise made
to us was kept,” he wrote after the war, “and the door was opened for the extensive
relief which followed our visit, including the emigration of many Jews.”

In 1947, Jones represented the AFSC in Stockholm when the Quakers were
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

Throughout his life, Jones sought to heal the divide between the two branches of
American Quakerism that resulted from the split in the mid 19th Century. The
founding of the AFSC was one of the first ventures in which both branches worked
together. His patient efforts are credited with bringing about the reconciliation,
which was finally achieved in the mid 1950s, a few years after his death.

Selected Quotes

"The reason we can hope to find God is that He is here, engaged all the time in
finding us.”

"No one, I am sure, will suppose that I think that a religious experience is a
substitute for a sound economic, or social, or financial, or political solution of the
world's troubles. I only mean that we must deepen the quality of life and enlarge
our faith in the scope of human destinies before any of the fine schemes on hand
will work."

"To discover a truth involves the apostolic task of going out and doing it.""What
needs to grow clear in the minds of all who are responsible for the training of
youth, whether within or entirely outside the Church, is the fact that all genuine
education must have a spiritual quality to it, - that is, it must have to do with the
formation of personality, the building of character, the enlargement of life, the
transmission of the supreme experiences of the race, and with setting free the
higher potential powers of the individual.”

"The first stage of 'entry into life' for Jesus is learning to love. To start executing a
'social program' without the creative and motive power of a great love behind it is



like building a factory and forgetting to attach the machinery to any driving energy
that would turn the wheels.”

"The mystic is a person possessed of conviction, which for him amounts to an
experience, that he has come upon the goal of life, that he has come back to the
spiritual Source of his being....that he has in very truth found God."
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