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When I first became a member of 
the Religious Society of Friends at 
Germantown Meeting in Philadelphia 
in the mid-1980s, I was surprised to 
discover that there were recurrent 
tensions between the meeting (which 
I had grown to love) and 
Germantown Friends School, the 
splendid k-12 day school it 
sponsored.  Sponsored?  Even finding 
the right word is a little tricky.  
Certainly the meeting appointed 
members of the School Committee 
(GFS’s Board), and the school used 
property belonging to the meeting.  
Many members of the meeting 
worked at the school or were alumni 
or had sent their children to GFS, but 
that simultaneously soothed and 
aggravated the difficulties.   
 I soon grew familiar with the 
tensions.  I encountered them again at 
Wilmington Meeting and Wilmington 
Friends School when I moved there; 
came to be more aware of the 
tensions between Haverford College 
(where I am an alumnus) and 
Philadelphia area Friends; 
encountered them again at 15th Street 
Meeting and Friends Seminary when 
I moved to New York City; and lived 
very much in the middle of the 

strained relationship between 
Earlham College and the two FUM 
Yearly Meetings (Indiana and 
Western) when I was President of 
Earlham.   
 The common threads in these 
various situations are mismatched 
mutual expectations.  The Meetings 
expect the educational institutions 
under their care (again the language is 
tricky) to be more responsive to their 
concerns, and to do more for their 
members.  The educational 
institutions, on the other hand, expect 
more support, especially more 
financial support, from the Meetings 
that sponsors (?!) them.   

Another commonality is the 
lack of any statement of the 
appropriate expectations each side of 
the relationship.  Each assumes it 
knows what it has a right to expect of 
the other, and feels disappointed 
when this isn’t forthcoming.  The 
disappointments (and simmering 
anger) can endure for decades.   
 While the issues are similar for 
Quaker k-12 schools as for Quaker 
colleges, I want to focus here on the 
mutual obligations of Quaker 
meetings and Quaker colleges.  
Should Quaker meetings and their 



members feel an obligation to support 
Quaker colleges?  And if so, what 
forms should that support take?  And 
on the other hand, should Quaker 
colleges feel an obligation to support 
Quaker meetings (monthly and 
yearly) and their members?  And if 
so, what forms should that support 
take?   

I’ll mostly try to excavate the 
tensions, but at the end I’ll describe 
an effort between Earlham and 
Indiana Yearly Meeting to achieve 
some shared clarity through a 
Covenant.   
 What do I mean by a Quaker 
college?  Eight U.S. Colleges 
officially acknowledge a religious 
affiliation with Friends:  Barclay 
(KS), Earlham (IN), Friends (KS), 
George Fox (OR), Guilford (NC), 
Malone (OH), William Penn (IA), 
and Wilmington (OH).  Each grew 
out of a relationship with a Yearly 
Meeting, and most of these still have 
Board members appointed by the 
Yearly Meeting(s).  Four other U.S. 
Colleges were founded by Friends 
and still (to some degree) think of 
themselves as Quaker colleges but 
have no formal religious affiliation 
and no connection to a Yearly 
Meeting:  Bryn Mawr (PA), 
Haverford (PA), Swarthmore (PA) 
and Whittier (CA).  All of these 
institutions are members of the 
Friends Association of Higher 
Education (FAHE).   
 The default (perhaps unthinking) 
perspective of Quaker meetings 
toward Quaker colleges is to think of 
the meetings as primary, and the 
colleges as subservient.  “We created 
them; they should do what we ask 
them to do,” or something along 
those lines.  The meetings expect the 

colleges to be straightforward 
outreach efforts of the meetings.   
 The obverse default perspective 
of Quaker colleges toward Quaker 
meetings (also perhaps unthinking) is 
to consider themselves as 
independent organizations, in no way 
subservient, capable of steering 
themselves without interference, but 
at the same time expecting a greater 
level of material support than they 
receive.  From this perspective, their 
founding by Quakers is a sufficient 
warrant to call themselves ‘Quaker;’ 
they need no help to think through 
what this entails.   
 It is easy to understand why 
Quaker meetings might easily fall 
into thinking of themselves as having 
primacy in the relationship.  After all, 
the Religious Society of Friends is a 
gathering of religious communities; 
the meetings, monthly and yearly, are 
how we organize ourselves to 
worship together.  It is easy to slide 
into thinking of Quakerism as a tree 
where the yearly meetings are the 
trunks, the monthly meetings the 
branches, and the array of schools, 
colleges, service organizations and 
retirement communities as fruits that 
hang from these branches.  How can 
we not consider the meetings as 
primary?  And what can Quaker 
colleges mean by calling themselves 
Quaker if they insist on complete 
independence, acknowledging no 
relationship to the worshipping 
communities of Quakers? 

On the other hand, the Quaker 
schools, colleges, service 
organizations and retirement 
communities are much too large and 
too heavy to hang from the branches 
of a Quaker tree so conceived.  As 
organizations, most monthly meetings 



have a staff of a few, and a budget 
under $100,000; most yearly 
meetings are only a bit larger as 
organizations.  A Quaker college, on 
the other hand, will have hundreds of 
employees and a budget in the tens of 
millions of dollars.  How can we look 
at them as delicate emanations 
budding from the worship life of 
Quaker meetings?   

Each Quaker college (or other 
organization) may have started as a 
project of some monthly or yearly 
meeting, but the successful ones grow 
well beyond that beginning to have 
their own primary substance and 
identity.  And let us note that many 
newcomers find their way to 
Quakerism by first encountering it via 
a school or college or service project.   

So let us start again with a 
fresh conception. Let us look at 
Quaker meetings and Quaker colleges 
as two kinds of Quaker organizations 
that stand in some relationship of 
mutual obligation, but not a 
relationship where one has primacy 
or dominance. What might be the 
substance of these mutual 
obligations?  Let us consider the 
possible mutual obligations under 
three headings: governance, mission, 
and support.   

Governance.  In most 
relationships between Quaker 
meetings and Quaker colleges, it is 
governance that is most often the 
focus of attention.  The substance of 
being a Quaker college becomes 
primarily a matter of a yearly meeting 
appointing a certain percentage of 
members of the college’s board of 
trustees.  At its best, such a 
governance relationship can knit 
together a college and a yearly 
meeting.  Over time, however, the 

college can come to feel that it cannot 
build the board of trustees it needs 
because the yearly meeting lacks 
sufficient talent or well-resourced 
individuals, or seeks to impose its 
own directions on the college.   

Mission.  A Quaker meeting 
provides a community for worship 
together; a Quaker college provides 
an education that has some grounding 
in the faith and practice of Friends.  
These are not identical missions.  But 
what does “some grounding in the 
faith and practice of Friends” mean?  
Every Quaker college has found itself 
in some turmoil over this question; 
Quaker meetings can become 
overbearing participants in that 
discussion seeing the college as 
having a responsibility to enact its 
Quakerness in a manner expected by 
the meeting.1  

Does this grounding mean 
explicitly teaching and expecting all 
students to learn Quaker beliefs?  
Does it mean that the college expects 
all students to attend Quaker worship 
services, or simply that it provides an 
opportunity for students to do so? 
Does it mean that the college employs 
some practices common among 
Friends, for example consensus 
governance, no use of titles, or 
regular employ of moments of 
silence?  Or does it simply mean that 
the college pays deference to its 
founding by Friends? There is quite a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 I have considered at greater length 
what it means today for a college to be 
Quaker in “The Idea of a Quaker 
College,” a Convocation address I gave 
at Earlham in August 2000.  
http://dougbennettblog.files.wordpress.c
om/2011/09/idea-of-a-quaker-
college1.pdf.   



wide spectrum of possibilities here, 
and the twelve Quaker colleges that 
have membership in FAHE show 
considerable variety in where they 
fall along that spectrum.  

With respect to mission, the 
question of mutual obligation can 
especially arise over the use of the 
term “Quaker:” Quaker meetings may 
object to a college describing itself as 
Quaker when the college allows 
expression or activity that meeting 
members consider un-Quakerly.  (Of 
course the embarrassment can run the 
other way.)   

A different kind of mission 
issue arises over the question of 
whether a Quaker college should feel 
an obligation to provide privileged 
access (preferential admission? extra 
financial aid?) for Quaker students.  
How about Quaker faculty?  In either 
case, how should such privileged 
access be granted?  As an affirmative 
action category?  Or as a component 
of excellence in making judgments 
about best candidates?  

The obligations that Quaker 
colleges owe to Quaker meetings are 
generally mission issues.  Quaker 
meetings expect Quaker colleges to 
be exemplars of Quaker beliefs or to 
be instruments of outreach.  On the 
other hand, the obligations that 
Quaker meetings owe to Quaker 
colleges are generally support issues.   

Support.  Quaker colleges 
hope that yearly and monthly 
meetings will provide them with 
financial support, but the colleges 
have long since abandoned any 
expectation that such support will be 
at all significant.  (From time to time 
I would be dismayed to hear an 
Earlham student surmise that the 
reason the college didn’t take some 

hoped-for action was because the 
college worried we would lose 
financial support from Indiana or 
Western Yearly Meeting.)   

In the absence of financial 
support, Quaker colleges hope and 
expect that yearly and monthly 
meetings will urge their young 
members to apply and enroll at the 
college.   
 Earlham’s new Covenant with 
Indiana Yearly Meeting.  After more 
than a century of friction between 
Earlham College and Indiana Yearly 
Meeting, the two made a dramatic 
change in the character of their 
relationship in the summer of 2010.  
The two came to a mutual agreement 
that Indiana Yearly Meeting would 
no longer appoint members of the 
Earlham Board of Trustees.  In 
revising the college’s Articles of 
Incorporation to make this change, 
Earlham obligated itself to continue 
to have a board of trustees more than 
half of whose members are Quaker.  

Indiana Yearly Meeting 
arrived at this decision because many 
of its members had come to feel ill at 
ease about any governance 
relationship, and largely for mission-
related reasons.   Appointing trustees 
made them feel ‘responsible’ for the 
college, but the college had a 
conception of its mission with which 
they disagreed.  Simply stated, the 
college was committed to allowing its 
students a high degree of autonomy in 
seeking the truth and a high degree of 
responsibility for their own conduct.  
Yearly meeting members wanted a 
more didactic and directive approach 
to education, one in which the college 
would tell students what to think and 
how to behave.  Earlham came to this 
decision wanting to be able to draw 



Quaker trustees from across the 
geographical and theological 
spectrum of Friends.   

The change in governance 
was accompanied by the signing of a 
Covenant in which each side made 
promises about what it would do for 
and on behalf of the other.  (You can 
see a copy of the Covenant here.)  
With governance no longer an aspect 
of the relationship, the Covenant 
addresses both mission and support 
issues.   

Earlham promises, for 
example, to actively seek Quaker 
students and faculty, to support 
research by and about Quakers and to 
maintain a Quaker archives, to 
continue preparing pastors for Quaker 
churches, and to be an exemplar in its 
organizational behavior of Friends 
testimonies.  The promises from 
Indiana Yearly Meeting are more 
modest, but they include a 
commitment to provide tangible 

support for a Christian ministry 
presence at the college.   

 
What is most noteworthy 

about the Covenant is that it gives 
both Earlham and Indiana Yearly 
Meeting an explicit statement of 
mutual obligations.  In so doing, it 
also provides Earlham with a 
statement (something, surprisingly, it 
has never had before) of what it 
means for Earlham to be a Quaker 
college.  
 
 The Earlham-IYM Covenant 
took two years to write and approve, 
but these were two constructive years.  
It may be useful for each Quaker 
college to develop a similar statement 
of mutual obligations with whatever 
Quaker meeting(s) it is situated in a 
relationship of mutual accountability.  
Both Quaker meetings and Quaker 
colleges would be the better for it.   

 
 
 
	  


