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STATEMENT TO MINISTRY AND COUNSEL
by Willie R. Frye

September 30, 1994

Introduction

At the 1992 sessions of  North Carolina Yearly Meeting , a strong 
statement condemning homosexuality was introduced by a local meeting. 
After much discussion, during which no unity was reached, it was tabled 
for further consideration at the 1993 sessions of  the Yearly Meeting on 
Ministry and Counsel. During the ensuing year, letters were sent to all 
meetings asking for statements on the subject in anticipation of  that 
further discussion. Many meetings responded with statements, as did 
individuals. 

One of  the statements, “Homosexuality: An Attempt at Dialogue,” was 
written by Willie Frye, pastor of  Mt. Airy Meeting. Distributed with the 
permission of  Ministry and Counsel at its opening session in 1993, it 
encouraged Friends to rise above attitudes of  prejudice and homophobia to 
consider the issue in the context of  Friends' traditional concern for persons 
in the light of  the Gospel of  Jesus. The pamphlet did not evoke the 
dialogue which it sought. Instead, a campaign was mounted to discipline 
Willie Frye and to remove him from the Recording Committee of  which he 
is chairperson. For more than a year, Willie Frye made no public response 
to the charges against him. Finally, at the 1994 sessions, he asked for and 
received permission to make the following statement at a called meeting of  
the North Carolina Yearly Meeting on Ministry and Counsel on October 
4, 1994.

Willie R. Frye:

I have been asked several times recently why I have not made a 
response to the many attacks on me during the past year. There are 
two reasons. First, I have not wished to respond in kind. Second, I 
have had no adequate forum. In recognition of  that, the Executive 
Committee has granted me this time and I thank them for it. I also 
want to thank the large number of  Friends across the Yearly Meeting 
who have given me generous support and caring concern during what 
has been a very difficult period for me. 

In the statement I am about to make, I have three objectives: First, I 
want to clarify my own position; second, I want to clarify the issues 
as I understand them; third, and most importantly, I want to 
contribute to reconciliation and healing.
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I hold in my hand a sheaf  of  letters from seven Meetings and three 
individuals charging me with teaching false doctrine and other 
infractions. They demand, among other things, that I be disciplined, 
removed from the Recording Committee, that my status as a recorded 
minister be revoked, and that I be expelled from the Yearly Meeting.

It seems somehow odd to be on trial for heresy within the Society of  
Friends, when Quakerism itself  was born amid charges of  heresy. It is 
not surprising that, in Puritan England, a group that rejected creeds, 
depended on the guidance of  the Spirit, believed in the Inner Light, 
taught the equality of  all people, advocated a universal priesthood, 
and allowed for diversity of  individual religious experience would be 
suspect. It seems almost bizarre now, however, to be put on trial for 
believing these very articles of  faith on which the Society of  Friends 
was founded and for which Fox and other suffered so much.

Let me begin my response to the charges against me by clarifying my 
position. As a child, I attended a Christian Church, a Pentecostal 
Church, a Baptist Church, and an independent Methodist church; but 
at the age of  14 , I became a member of  Ohio Yearly Meeting of  
Friends, now known as Eastern Region Friends Church. It is 
important to note here that, since the days of  David D. Updegraff  
over 100 years ago, Ohio Yearly Meeting has become generally 
Wesleyan both in doctrine and in practice. This is a factor which is 
very significant, not only in my own pilgrimage, but in current 
developments in our Yearly Meeting. If  you want to review the 
influence of  Wesleyanism on Quakerism, particularly in Ohio, 
Indiana, Western, Iowa, and Kansas Yearly Meetings, I refer you to 
Elbert Russell's History of  Quakerism, beginning on Page 421 .

While growing up, I attended my share of  revival meetings and, as a 
teenager, I also attended John Wesley Camp meeting every summer . 
Three of  my siblings attended Cleveland Bible College or Malone 
College and one is a graduate of  Asbury College. I myself  am a 
graduate of  John Wesley College [NOTE: Now called Laurel 
University, in High Point NC] and Guilford College. When I was 
recruited by Seth Hinshaw and accepted a pastorate at White Plains 
Meeting in 1953, I sensed immediately that this Yearly Meeting was 
different from the Wesleyan environment of  Ohio Yearly Meeting. I 
was very doctrine oriented. Consequently, one of  the first things I did 
was to read Faith and Practice very carefully for doctrinal content.

I had no problem with sections such as the Richmond Declaration of  
Faith which was largely written from a Wesleyan perspective, but I did 
have problems with some other passages. By reading Faith and 
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Practice through the prism of  my Wesleyanism, however, I was able 
to place an interpretation on it which I could accept. Of  course, that 
did require me: either to ignore or to touch lightly upon certain 
passages which were uniquely Quaker, but I succeeded in forcing 
Faith and Practice into a mold conforming to Ohio Yearly Meeting 
Wesleyanism. I remember that Seth Hinshaw asked me if  I thought I 
could fit into North Carolina Yearly Meeting. My response was rather 
arrogant as I look back on it now. I said, “Yes, I think I can, but 
North Carolina Yearly Meeting is not as spiritual as Ohio Yearly 
Meeting.”

Recently, a young man who knew that this was my background asked 
me in bewilderment: “How did you get where you are?” He was 
alluding to my present theological position. As difficult as it may be 
to believe, the change in me began with my Wesleyanism. When I 
speak of  Wesleyanism, I am not speaking of  only one denomination. 
I am speaking of  a movement. It arose out of  John Wesley's doctrine 
of  perfection and so is, in truth, a branch of  Methodism. It expresses 
itself  in a number of  denominations such as Evangelical Methodist, 
Wesleyan Methodist, Nazarene, Free Methodist and others. I know 
many fine Christian people in that movement. Not only were my 
mother and father both members of  Ohio Yearly Meeting, but I 
presently have a sister who is a member of  that Yearly Meeting as 
does my wife, Agnes. I also have a sister who is a member of  the 
Wesleyan Church, one who is a member of  the Free Methodist 
Church, and one who is a member of  the Evangelical Methodist 
Church.

After my graduation from John Wesley, I had time and opportunity to 
reflect more objectively on my entire religious environment. While I 
had accepted its doctrines and conformed to its practices, there were 
certain aspects with which I had never felt comfortable such as its 
tendency toward emotional displays and psychological manipulations. 
I also realized that people were making tremendous claims of  
personal holiness of  life which often were not borne out in practice. 
It appeared to me to be a holiness that was, for the most part, an 
external and superficial one and the sins that were condemned were 
usually the sins of  other people. It soon dawned on me that these 
were very ordinary, fallible, human beings who were professing 
something that was certain to make them fail at what they professed.

Consequently, I began to lose faith in the religion of  my childhood 
and youth. It made too many claims that I did not see lived out and it 
left too many questions unanswered. As Isaiah said, it became for me 
“a bed too short and a cover too narrow.” The solid ground moved 
from under my feet and I was left wondering if  I could believe in 
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anything.

In desperation, I began to study the Gospels, and to review the life 
and teachings of  Jesus; and, in perhaps the darkest night of  my soul, 
when it seemed that all of  my faith was being swept away, I 
discovered Jesus of  Nazareth in a new way. I suppose it would be 
easiest to use Fox's language to describe that discovery for I did 
indeed find that there is one, even Christ Jesus that could speak to my 
condition. What I heard was: “Here is the one that is true. He 
himself  is TRUTH. His life was true his teachings are true. If  all else 
fails, he will stand. “ I clung to that truth like a drowning man to a 
life preserver. I have never wavered from that discovery and it has 
been at the center of  my life and ministry ever since.

Some would be very quick to identify this as a conversion experience, 
but I want to make a distinction. After all, I had been converted when 
I was nine years old. I had learned all the prescribed steps for 
conversion in Bible school. Remember the order? First comes 
awakening, then conviction, then repentance, then forgiveness, and 
finally salvation. Such a conversion is in fact, a kind of  religious 
ritual, a form which George Fox would have scorned. It is what I 
would call a “paint by numbers” kind of  religious experience. 

It is most unfortunate for modern Quakerism that Fox's life-changing 
experience has come to be interpreted as synonymous with this 
ritualized conversion. Consequently, no distinction is made between 
Quaker evangelicalism, which grew out of  Fox's experience, and 
typical Protestant evangelicalism, which grown out of  the prescribed 
variety of  conversion. While Fox and early Friends were intensely 
evangelical, it was an evangelicalism that Fox saw as “answering that 
of  God in every man,” and not the coercive evangelism that became 
traditional with Methodism and much of  Protestantism. I believe that 
the mistake many modern evangelical Quakers make is that they think 
that all evangelicalism is the same and they fail to recognize the 
uniqueness of  Quaker evangelicalism.

What transpired in my life was dynamic, spontaneous and real. It was 
not prescribed, not formal. It was not something I sought but 
something that found me. It was not doctrinal, but mystical. I believe 
it was what Fox would have called an “opening” and it was the first 
of  many which I would experience for it was the starting place of  my 
pilgrimage, and not its destination.

I began to read of  other Quakers and found that many of  them [had] 
had similar experiences. Then, gradually, it dawned on me that I am a 
Quaker, not a Wesleyan. The difference is that I no longer center my 
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religious experience on correct doctrine. I rely on the reality of  the 
experience of  God in my life. George Fox referred to doctrine as 
“notions” and he would quickly bring debate over correct doctrine to 
a halt. Remember what Margaret Fell said about the first message she 
heard him preach? Fox said, “You will say Christ saith this, and the 
apostles say this; but what canst thou say? Art thou a child of  Light, 
and hast thou walked in the Light, and what thou speakest, is it 
inwardly from God?” The result was that Margaret Fell sat down in 
the pew and wept bitterly saying, “We are all thieves; we are all 
thieves; we have taken the Scriptures in words, and know nothing of  
them in ourselves.” This, friends, is my answer the question about 
how I got where I am.

In that context, I would like to comment briefly on the charges made 
against me. They are threefold: The first came about because another 
pastor became very angry with me and succeeded in using the Pastor-
Meeting Relations Committee for his own agenda. It is becoming 
increasingly clear that the Pastor-Meeting Relations Committee made 
a serious error in allowing itself  to be used in his manner and that it 
erred both in its procedure and in the judgment it rendered. To date, 
it has been unwilling to correct these errors and in so doing has 
damaged the credibility and effectiveness of  the committee. As yet, 
the whole truth has not been told, but when it is, I will be completely 
exonerated. I also want to say publicly and for the record that I 
voluntarily waive all rights of  confidentiality. I have nothing to hide; 
my life has always been an open book; and if  the Committee claims 
confidentiality, it is because they are protecting someone else and not 
me.

The second charge against me is that I have taught and defended 
New Age doctrine. Jesus in Matthew 18:15-17 set forth the proper 
procedure for mending differences, saying that you should first go to 
your brother yourself  and if  that does not resolve the problem, you 
should then take two or three others with you. Yet, of  all those who 
have written letters or made statements about me, not one ever came 
to me either alone or with two or three as Jesus commanded. I am 
deeply disturbed that accusations have been tossed about so 
irresponsibly without first ascertaining the facts, and that persons 
have presumed to tell the Yearly Meeting what I taught in the 
Winston-Salem group without ever having attended it or without 
talking with anyone who did. I am equally disturbed that the query 
which asks, “Are you careful of  the reputation of  others?” has been 
so lightly treated.

As for the subject matter of  that study, no question should ever have 
been raised about it and it was a grave injustice to myself, to 
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Winston-Salem Meeting and to the Yearly Meeting to do so. 

[NOTE: While perhaps no question should have been raised, a reader 20-
plus years later can’t help but wonder what this kerfuffle was about. Here is 
a summary: at that time, Willie was not working as a pastor, and he was part 
of  an adult class at Winston-Salem Friends Meeting. The group selected 
books to read and discuss. One book suggested was “The Seth Material,” 
part of  a series of  books purporting to record statements by a disembodied 
spirit (“Seth”) channeled through a psychic medium. There was reportedly 
also mention of  the work of  another well-known mid-century psychic, 
Edgar Cayce. These books were not “taught” as “doctrine,” but discussed 
out of  curiosity. Nevertheless, Winston-Salem’s pastor rebuked the group 
for dealing with such items, and was rebuked in turn, on the basis that the 
group could make its own judgments about what to read and discuss.]

The Yearly Meeting has, in fact, been cast into turmoil by a non-issue. 
Most of  us who have been beyond high school have studied a variety 
of  subjects including both eastern and western philosophy, history, 
comparative religions, psychology, and a host of  other subjects and to 
my knowledge until now there has been no attempt at censorship. In 
fact, censorship is an idea that is abhorrent to Friends and foreign to 
the spirit of  Quakerism.

In his valuable statement of  Quaker Faith called Walk Cheerfully 
Friends, Seth Hinshaw said: “The presupposition has been that 
ordinary people must be subject to some . . . hierarchy which would 
exercise strict thought control. Very sincere people often have the 
tendency to say in effect: 'We are right; others are wrong. Therefore it 
is right for us to take the wrong in hand and set them right. ' This 
mentality lies back of  all the great religious persecutions which have 
marred the pages of  church history.” (pp. 71- 72) I must add that it 
certainly lies back of  the campaign against me.

The third charge against me is that I am defending and promoting 
homosexuality. There is a perception that I initiated the present 
conflict and am keeping it alive. Nothing could be further from the 
truth . . The conflict originated during the 1992 sessions of  Yearly 
Meeting when I was not present, and it is being kept alive by the same 
people who instigated it by their constant attacks on persons who do 
not agree with them.

It is not possible for me to promote homosexuality of  course for the 
simple reason that people do not become homosexual because 
someone advocates it. My position is simply one that grows out of  
my commitment to Jesus and his gospel. At the inauguration of  his 
ministry in Luke 4:18, Jesus described his mission: it was to preach 
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good new to the poor, proclaim release to the captives, and 
recovering of  sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are 
oppressed and to proclaim the acceptable year of  the Lord. At no 
time did he indicate that his purpose was to condemn. In fact, John 
3:17 says specifically: “For God sent not his Son into the world to 
condemn the world but that the world through him might be saved.” 
Jesus even ridiculed the Pharisee who prayed, “I thank God I am not 
as other men are.” Not once did he speak words of  condemnation to 
anyone except the Pharisees and when we want to adopt 
condemnatory statements we come perilously close to the spirit he 
rebuked in them.

Therefore, although I do not defend homosexuality any more than I 
would attempt to defend blue eyes, I do defend homosexual people. I 
defend their right to be who they are; I defend their right to equality 
under the law; I defend their right to attend Quaker Meetings and to 
be a part of  them; I defend the idea that they, too, are children of  
God, spiritual persons, deserving the love and care of  God and of  his 
children. I believe that statements to condemn them are violent 
statements and are the first step in depriving them of  their rights, of  
abusing them, of  physical violence on their persons.

Many are mistakenly assuming that I hold my position only because 
my son is gay and that I do it in defense of  him. That is not the case. 
I feel as strongly about this issue as a Woolman about slavery or an 
Amos about oppression of  the poor or as Jeremiah about religious 
form without obedience. A friend even said to me, “You should have 
kept your mouth shut and you would not have had a problem.” But 
how can an Amos or a Jeremiah or a Woolman stifle the prophetic 
message? I am not the only one who feels strongly about this. There 
is a large group here who support my position. They do not have 
children who are homosexual. They support it because they believe it 
is right.

People have been terribly upset with me because I have not stated 
that homosexuality is a sin. Those who know me know, of  course, 
that I have always conducted my own life according to the highest 
standards of  personal morality and ethics and that I do not condone 
sin any more than Jesus did. I have never condoned promiscuity 
whether heterosexual or homosexual. In that context, I have to 
believe that some homosexual acts are indeed sinful just as I believe 
that some heterosexual acts are sinful. I believe that any act, sexual or 
otherwise, that exploits, abuses or harms another individual is sinful.

If  we define sin as destructive behavior, what could be more 
destructive than the behavior that has taken place in our Yearly 
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Meeting during the past year? Are not the sins of  the spirit more 
grievous than the sins of  the flesh? Cannot the gospel of  Christ be 
served better if  we can get beyond our obsession with identifying and 
condemning sinners? I believe that the business of  the church is to 
love people, not to damn them, and I am more concerned about the 
pain and hurt of  the world than I am about statements that condemn. 
I believe that a church that spends its time in condemning will not 
reach the world with the love of  Christ. I believe that the 
condemnation, judgment, and hatred of  homosexuals is itself  a sin 
and that it leads to violence against them, and that the spirit that 
bashes homosexuals is the same spirit that burned witches in Salem, 
hanged Quakers in Boston, and burned Jews in Buchenwald.

I believe that it is thoroughly proper for Christians, for Quakers, to 
discuss issues fully and even heatedly, but it is not proper to attack 
persons and to engage in character assassination because someone 
disagrees. Someone remarked that the recent annual sessions of  
Ministry and Counsel were full of  violence and that there is only a 
thin line between the violent rhetoric we heard at Yearly Meeting and 
physical violence. Such violence, either physical or verbal, can never 
be reconciled with Quakerism nor with the gospel of  Jesus.

Would it not be more proper to direct our energies toward dealing 
with issues than toward dealing in personalities? And if  we are going 
to deal with the issues, what are those issues? Some seem to think 
that the issue is Willie Frye and that if  he can be removed from office 
and expelled from the Yearly Meeting our problems will be resolved. 
Some say that the issue is Homosexuality and the New Age 
Movement and that if  we could unite in condemning them we would 
have peace. I would like to suggest that there is a far more basic issue, 
one that places us at a crossroad as a Yearly Meeting, and that crucial 
issue is whether this Yearly Meeting will be a Quaker Yearly Meeting 
or a Wesleyan Church. There appear to be those among us who would 
like to adopt the beliefs, practices, and government of  Eastern 
Region Friends Church. They appear to want a church with a creed, 
with the Scripture as the authority rather than the Spirit, with a ruling 
hierarchy, with sacraments, perhaps, and all the other trappings of  a 
doctrinaire faith.

As basic as that issue is, however, do we not have one that is even 
more basic? What about the issue of  power, of  control? Is there not a 
large measure of  ego involved and in the final analysis, is not this 
entire conflict over who is going to control the Yearly Meeting? Is 
not our sin the sin of  pride? Human as we are, we often resort to 
using issues only to inflame and polarize people and to gain their 
support. We do so much which we pretend is for the cause of  Christ 
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when, in fact, it is for our own cause. I cannot believe that the anger, 
the hatred, the accusations, the destruction of  reputation that has 
been done is for the cause of  Christ as we claim it is for it denies his 
very spirit. It appears that the real issue is power and if  it is, then we 
are not engaged in spiritual warfare as some have claimed. We are 
engaged in a power struggle fueled by ego.

This is not the first time I have seen an attempt to take control of  the 
Yearly Meeting or to split it over supposed doctrinal issues. I had 
been in the Yearly Meeting only a short time when I was approached 
at Quaker Lake by another young minister with the proposition that 
we split the Yearly Meeting and pull out what he considered to be the 
doctrinally sound meetings. Although I was still a Wesleyan at that 
point and very much in sympathy with his theology, I quickly said, 
“No, I cannot do that. I cannot come into a Yearly Meeting, accept its 
benefits, share in its fellowship, and be disloyal to it, or do it harm.”

If  I had agreed to participate in such a movement as he suggested, 
the first casualty would have been my own integrity. I had only two 
choices: to stay in the Yearly Meeting and support it; or to leave it 
quietly without hurting it. To accept its hospitality, its benefits, its 
money, and do it harm would have been dishonest. So I stayed and 
supported the Yearly Meeting and learned to appreciate it and to feel 
that I had indeed found my spiritual home. Perhaps every minister 
that comes into this yearly meeting ought to be required to sign the 
Hippocratic Oath which Doctors take. It begins with the words, 
“First, do no harm.” We ministers have an obligation to heal rather 
than harm. To come into a Yearly Meeting and sow discord, distrust, 
and disunity is a grave matter; in fact, it is a sin.

It is my hope that we can bring healing to the Yearly Meeting; that we 
can begin to discuss issues without attacking persons; that we can 
restore decorum to our meetings; that we can find once again the love 
of  Christ which has been lost; that North Carolina Yearly Meeting 
can once again have a uniquely Quaker heritage that can be valued 
and appreciated; that we can return to a yearly meeting of  wide 
diversity but with an overall respect and love for one another. Can we 
not live together in peace without having to coerce one another into 
accepting our belief ? I realize that many conscientiously believe that 
homosexuality is a sin. I have no problem with that, but I am a 
person of  conscience also. I am willing to allow you to follow your 
conscience but I ask you, do not ask me to violate mine.

On matters of  conscience, George Fox set the standard for all 
Friends when he said to William Penn concerning his sword, “Wear it 
as long as thou canst.” Thus, we have a model for approaching any 
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issue of  conscience. The answer is not in coercion but in trusting 
each individual to arrive at his own leading through the guidance of  
the Spirit. This is the basis for our use of  queries rather than 
dogmatic statements. Can we not allow one another the same 
freedom that Fox allowed Penn on this matter of  conscience? And 
can we not trust God to speak to others inwardly rather than assume 
that we must speak for him? Can we not hold one another in the light 
and trust the wisdom and power of  God 's Spirit? I appeal to you in 
the name of  Christ that we commit ourselves to the Quaker process 
so that through listening to one another and to God's Spirit we may 
find the way of  peace.


