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Series: For All the Saints
Sermon: William Penn

I John 5:1-5, 13-15
Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who loves the father loves his child
as well. 2 This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his
commands. 3 In fact, this is love for God: to keep his commands. And his commands are not burdensome, 4 for
everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. 5
Who is it that overcomes the world? Only the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.

13 I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have
eternal life. 14 This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will,
he hears us. 15 And if we know that he hears us—whatever we ask—we know that we have what we asked of
him.

Sermon
We are continuing our sermon series of some of the saints who are in our faith’s history.  More importantly, we
have discovered the one or two scripture verses that have significantly shaped their lives and have given them
the courage and the will to change their world.  The Power of God can break into our lives at any given time,
with any given person.  And many times, God uses scripture to mold us and make us into his servants who do
amazing things.  Not that these saints were extraordinary, but they were ordinary people with an extraordinary
God.  With Thanksgiving this week, we shall take a look at a colonialist whose faith helped set this country in
the right direction.

One line of my family came from Pennsylvania.  But not Amish.  Society of Friends.  It’s different.   My great
great great great great grandfather Samuel England helped build the Friends Church in his town.  Samuel was a
common name in that line.  According to family legend, we had 17 Samuels in a row - Sam who begot Sam who
begot Sam....it ended with the death of an infant Samuel a hundred years ago.  When we were having our third
and last kiddo, we wondered about a name.  And Samuel was the choice.  Samuel or Samantha.  From my side,
because of the heritage, and from Steph’s side, because Stephanie liked the TV show Bewitched as a kid, and
always loved the name Samantha.  So it worked.  Samantha says her name was from a prophet and a witch, but a
good witch...Anyway...

Back to our saint:  William Penn was born in Cork, Ireland in the 1600's.  This was an exciting time to be along
the Atlantic shoreline.  Ships were just beginning to go to the New World.  Ideas of religious freedom were
beginning to spread throughout Europe.  The leaders of Europe were not about to embrace upon that idea - so
boats were loaded and freedom seekers left the old world to discover their independence on American shores. 
This was the time of the Jamestown Colonies, of Pilgrims and Puritans.  This was the time of William Penn. 
His father, also named William Penn, was an Admiral in the English Navy.  Heavily decorated, a hero in
everyone’s eyes.  He was a man of war, a friend of kings.  He fought for honor, duty, and country.  But there
was his son.  His son William was the opposite of everything his father wanted him to be.  Young William Penn
would grow up quietly around the house, doing his schoolwork, playing games.  And preparing to fight a
different battle.  One of the things I have learned about doing these sermons on the saints is that there was
almost always a time of preparation that before their amazing works and journeys.  It wasn’t just automatic. 
They had a strong foundation of faith, an upbringing of hard work and studies that gave them the strength and
fortitude to conquer the world around them.



William saw the world differently than his father.  His father conquered the world with force, gun powder, and
arms.  William the son was going to conquer the world by faith.  At least that is what he heard from a preacher
in his younger days.  Traveling preachers were common in that day.  Traveling preachers that the Church of
England didn’t care for.  The church of England - the one official church of England - no others were accepted. 
But a small movement had formed.  The Quakers were beginning to grow in numbers.  When William was a
child, he heard an old Quaker preacher named Thomas Loe in his hometown while his father was out sailing. 
Then, when William was in Oxford University, he also had the opportunity to hear Thomas Loe speak again. 
Each time, he was struck by the old man’s humbleness.  His magnetism.  His simplicity.  His courage.  His faith
meant something to him.  It was real.  William’s faith had been sort of there.  His faith hadn’t grown.  He had
put little effort into his own spiritual life.  And as a result, he found his spiritual life kind of empty - almost
embarrassing.  Who needs faith when your family has everything?  Who needs faith when you haven’t had to
fall back on it?  But William was beginning to discover how empty his life was.  He enjoyed the company of the
nobility, but he was looking for something real.

Right around the age of thirty, William was managing his father’s estate.  Running businesses and vast land
holdings.  Gaining leadership skills in managing a small community.  And once again, Thomas Loe came to
town and held a small meeting.  William went.  And to William’s surprise, he finally found something real. 
Something about the message struck home.  The world made sense, he had found that meaning for which he
sought.  The scripture passage that was read that night came from the book of First John.  “Whoever believes
that Jesus is the Messiah is a child of God.  And whoever loves a father loves his child also.  This is how we
know that we love God’s children: it is by loving God and obeying his commands.  For our love of God means
that we obey his commands.  And his commands are not too hard for us...” and this is the important part that
struck William: “Because every child of God is able to defeat the world.  And we win the victory over the world
by means of our faith.”  Legend has it that the same person who wrote the book of John also wrote the books of
I John, II John and III John.  Whether or not that is true, they all have a common theme among them.  The world
generally opposes God.  And despite this opposition - Jesus did not come to condemn the world but to save it. 
To fix it.  To redeem it.  To win it over.  We are not to be of the world, but in the world.  The world has many
trappings and we must not rely on what the world gives to us - but on what God can give to us (you might
remember from last week).  And we will win the victory over the world by means of our faith.  For William,
something clicked.  He looked around at his life and found it full of worldly things, but nothing of substance. 
He found his world filled with the luxuries of life and found himself empty.  Faith being the victory, faith
overcoming the world.  William was to be set for life.  Think of it: William’s whole world had revolved around
himself.  He was to life a life of ease.  He could have managed his daddy’s personal affairs, or a law education
to practice, or anything he wanted from his acquaintances in the royal family.  He was set for life.  I believe that
all of us would love to be in that kind of position.

Several months after his new found hope in faith, he was with the Quakers at a house meeting.  They were
officially called “Society of Friends” and the name Quaker is actually a nickname.  They were having a meeting
and the police broke down the door and arrested everyone in the room.  Despite their quiet solemness, the
Church of England considered them a threat to the State run religion.  William, out of place as an aristocrat
among the common folk, was quickly and quietly released from prison with much apologies.  And he had to
wage a personal battle within himself.  He had to decide who he wanted to be.  There was no more straddling
the fence.  If he wanted to be a Quaker, then he had to be one of them and be treated like one of them.  If he
wanted to be his father’s golden boy, then he could pretend his faith no longer.  He chose faith.  Before long it
was the Anglican Bishop himself who would demand William’s arrest.  His father was embarrassed.  His father
went on record saying that he wished his disgraceful son had never been born.   And William went into the
tower of London for speaking his mind about religious tolerance.  Freedom of faith.  He was given the option of
recanting, but said “My prison shall be my grave before I will budge a jot, for I owe my conscience to no mortal
man.”  He spent seven months there.  And for the next decade, he was in and out of prison, the leading defender
of religious tolerance in all of England.  He would use his family connections to spring hundreds of Christians



out of jail, and many others from the gallows.   He would be in prison at least 7 times himself, and once spent
four years in the slums of London as a fugitive - hiding out.  But always working.  Working for the freedom of
Religion in Britain.  After many years of trying, he began to realize that his fight was futile.  The church of
England was too strong.  He would not see the victory for which he sought.  A weaker man might have given
up.  A frail man might have quit.  But William had an idea that was so crazy that it just might work.  He made
arrangements to see the king with a small proposal.  For a small piece of pioneering land in the new world
where William could begin a new colony - he would forgive the king 16,000 Pounds that the King owed his
father’s estate.  It was a win-win situation.  The King could save some cash, and get rid of these pesky Quakers
for good.  The King named the Colony Pennsylvania after William Penn, the Naval Hero - not the kid who
caused all this trouble.  Penn, for William Penn, and Sylvania, for an old word for Woods, or Forest.  Penn’s
Woods.  Think Translvania, Woods to go between.  Penn Sylvania.  And soon this Holy Experiment was
underway.

You could say that the rest is history.  William began his colony in 1682.  It was the first colony dedicated to
civil liberty and religious freedom.  Yes, the pilgrims were sixty years before in Massachusetts, but they didn’t
really promote religious freedom.  They promoted puritan freedom, not anyone else’s.  Matter of fact, the
puritans persecuted other faiths with more gusto than anyone else.  Rhode Island was started by people kicked
out by the Pilgrims, they called their capital Providence, just to rub it in that THEY were the chosen people. 
Pennsylvania, though, was an experiment to see if all faiths could come together at the same time and place. 
Unheard of at that time.  William Penn also pushed for the equality of men and women, again, unheard of in that
day and age.  And for the most part, it worked.  Penn began the town of Philadelphia, the City of Brotherly
Love.  While every colony was having issues with the Native Americans, William Penn’s colony was relatively
unaffected.  The Indians would ransack a town, the colonies would retaliate, then the Indians would retaliate,
then the colonies would retaliate.  Not a pretty cycle.  But William was determined to conquer even this world -
not by force, but by faith.  Always with faith.  He learned the languages of the native tribes.  He rode into their
encampments without arms or guards.  He participated in their contests, he ate their food, he enjoyed their
company.  One day, as history tells us, William and the Native Americans gathered under the great elm at
Shakamaxon and agreed that they would be different then everyone else.  They would live in peace.  No papers
were signed, no demands, no blood.  But in shaking hands they shook the world.  Their accord prevailed beyond
their lifetimes.  And to this day, not one Quaker was known to have killed a Native American, and not one
Native American was known to have killed a Quaker.  Faith in God, faith in each other, provided a victory over
the world.

What do I learn from William Penn?  With faith, you can overcome the world’s order.  It’s oppressive structure. 
To try something different, to try something bold.  To be a person of peace, even when it is difficult.  This
Thanksgiving, I hope we are thankful for the saints who have gone before us, who paved the way for the
freedoms we do enjoy.  And for making real the ideas of liberty and peace coexisting.  The world has one
standard.  Faith has another standard.  And Faith will win the day.  It’s happened before.  And the family of God
said, AMEN!


