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Reading

John Pusnhon, Encounter with Silence, pp. 22-28, 58-85, 74-91
Thomas Kelly, The Gathered Meeting

(Brinton, Chapters 4-5, if you have time)
Background on Readings

John Punshon, formerly and attorney, politician and Quaker Tutor at Woodbrooke, a Friends
study center in Birmingham, England, now teaches Quakerism at Earlham School of Religion,
Richmond, IN. Encounter with Silence, is both autobiographical and reflective on the Quaker tradition of
worship.

Thomas Kelly (1893 — 1941), professor at several colleges, including Earlham and Haverford, was
revered as a teacher and speaker. He is best known for A Testament of Devotion.

Reflections

Please reflect on the following questions as you read and once you have read the reading.

Describe your personal experience in a recent meeting for worship. Was is positive?
What was negative?

How would you describe what you “do” in Meeting for Worship to a visitor?

Have you ever been in a “Gathered” Meeting for Worship? What was the Meeting like?
How would you describe such an experience of worship to someone who has never
experienced it?

Are there things Friends can do to bring about a “Gathered” Meeting?

Do you pray? Are there ways that personal, private, prayer can enrich the Quaker
community and its ministers. How do you respond?

Do you see yourself as a minister? It is said that Friends abolished the laity, and we are
all ministers. How do you respond?

Name several different forms of “ministry “ among Friends. Describe a time when you
ministered, or were ministered to, in a positive way.
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The Gathered Meeting

by Thomas R. Kelly

In the Quaker practice of group worship on the basis of silence come special
times when an electric hush and solemnity and depth of power steals over the
worshippers. A blanket of divine covering comes over the room, and a
quickening Presence pervades us, breaking down some part of the special
privacy and isolation of our individual lives and bonding our spirits within a
super-individual Life and Power—an objective, dynamic Presence which
enfolds us all, nourishes our souls, speaks glad, unutterable comfort within us,
and quickens in us depths that had before been slumbering. The Burning Bush
has been kindled in our midst, and we stand together on holy ground.

I.

Such gathered meetings I take to be cases of group mysticism. It is commonly
supposed that mystical experience is an individual affair, in which the lone
soul is caught up into the first or second or third heaven and given to see
things which it is not lawful for men to utter. And this, I presume, is most
frequently the case.

Yet there are some cases recorded of two people sharing an experience of
ascent together into the amazing Presence of God in His immediacy and glory.
The most striking instance of which I know is that of Augustine and his mother
Monica who, as they were together leaning in a window overlooking a garden
and talking of the wonders of the life of dedicated souls, were together caught
up into a sense of divine immediacy and given the bliss and rapture of the
Touch of God.

But we need not go to places remote in space and time to find similar
experiences of joint elevation into the light of the Eternal Love. For today it
occurs again and again that two or three individuals find the boundaries of
their separateness partially melted down. It is not necessarily, or frequently, as
exalted an experience as that of Augustine and Monica, nor does it involve
losing touch with the world of sense. But after conversing together on central
things of the spirit two or more friends who know one another at deep levels
find themselves wrapped in a sense of unity and of Presence such as quiets all
words and enfolds them within an unspeakable calm and inter-knittedess
within a vaster life. God's reality and His love become indubitable; His
presence, like a living touch, is over them. As one friend speaks in such a
silence, the words are found to join on closely to the thought of the others, so
that words become needless and silence becomes a bridge not of separation
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but of communication.

The gathered meeting I take to be of the same kind, still milder and more
diffused, yet really of a piece with all mystical experience. For mystical times
are capable of all gradings and shadings, from sublime heights to very mild
moments of lift and very faint glimpses of glory. In the gathered meeting the
sense is present that a new Life and Power has entered our midst. And we
know not only that we stand erect in the Holy Presence but also that others
sitting with us are experiencing the same exaltation and access of power. We
may not know these our neighbors in any outwardly intimate sense, but we
now know them, as it were from within, and they know us in the same way, as
souls now alive in the same areas and as blended into the body of' Christ,
which is His church. Again and again, this community of life and guidance
from the Presence in the midst is made clear by the way the spoken words
uttered in the meeting join to one another and to our inward thoughts. This I
presume. has been a frequent experience for us all, as a common life and
current sweeps through all. We are in communication with one another
because we are being communicated to, and through, by the Divine Presence.
Such indeed is a taste of "the communion of the saints.

John Hughes once told of two Friends sitting side by side in such a gathered
meeting. The secret currents of worship flowed with power and then
encountered a check. One man moved nervously but did not rise to his feet.
Finally the other Friend arose and spoke a few words of searching power, and
the meeting proceeded in a sense of covering. After the meeting had broken
the man who had spoken nudged his silent neighbor and said "Next time,
Henry, say it thyself".

But our interest in the gathered meeting is not in such striking
side-phenomena as lift the eyebrows of' doubting Thomases, but in the central
fact of the overshadowing presence of the Eternal One. For it is God Himself
who graciously reveals Himself in such holy times. The gathered meeting, as
group mysticism, shows all the four characteristics which William James
applies to mystic states, namely, indescribability a knowledge-quality,
transiency, passivity.

The experience is ineffable; it is not completely describable in words. We live
through such hours of expanded vision yet never can we communicate to
another all that wonder and power and life and re-creation which we knew
when swept along in the immediacy of the Divine Presence. To an absent friend
we can only say what Philip said to Nathaniel concerning Jesus, "Come and
See." And such must always be the report of any experience of God, by
individuals or in groups. "He is wonder and joy, judgement and power. And he
is more than all these. Come and see."
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The experience has a knowledge-quality. The covering of God in the gathered
meeting carries with it the sense of insight of knowledge. We know Him as we
have not known Him before. The secrets of this amazing world have been in
some larger degree laid bare. We know life, and the world, and ourselves from
within, anew. And lo, there we have seen God. We may not issue from a
gathered meeting with a single crisp sentence or judgment of capsuled
knowledge, yet we are infinitely more certain of the dynamic, living, working
Life, for we have experienced a touch of that persuading Power that disquiets
us until we find our home in Him. And, in the old phrase, we have directly
known the healing which drops from beneath His wings. We have been
re-energized with that Power and re-sensitized by that tenderness to meet the
daily world of men with new pangs and new steadiness.

It is transient. The sense of Divine covering in a group is rarely sustained more
than three-quarters of an hour, or an hour. One can not seize hold upon it and
restrain it from fading; or restore it the next Sunday at will. Each such meeting
is a gracious gift of the Eternal Goodness, and the eyes of all must wait upon
Him who gives us meat in due Season.

It Carries a sense of passivity within it. We seem to be acted upon by a
More-than-ourselves, who stills our time-torn spirits and breathes into us, as on
Creation's day, the breath of life. When one rises to speak in such a meeting,
one has a sense of being used, of being played upon, of being spoken through.
It is as amazing an experience as that of being prayed through, when we the
praying ones are no longer the initiators of the supplication, but seem to be
transmitters, who second an impulse welling up from the depths of the soul. In
such an experience the brittle bounds of our selfhood seem softened; and
instead of saying "I pray " or "he prays," it becomes better to say "Prayer is
taking place." So in a truly covered meeting an individual who speaks takes no
credit to himself for the part he played in the unfolding of the worship. In fact
he deeply regrets it if anyone, after the service. speaks in complimentary
fashion to him. For the feeling of being a pliant instrument of the Divine Will
characterizes true speaking "in the Life." Under such a covering an individual
emerges into vocal utterance, frequently without fear and trembling, and
subsides without self-consciousness into silence when his part is played. For
One who is greater than all individuals has become the meeting place of the
group, and He becomes the leader and director of worship. With wonder one
hears the next speaker, if there be more, take another aspect of the theme of
the meeting. No jealousy, no regrets that he didn't think of saying that, but
only gratitude that the angel has come and troubled the waters and that many
are finding healing through the one Life. A gathered meeting is no place for
the enhancement of private reputations but for self-effacing pliancy and
obedience to the Whispers of the Leader.
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A fifth trait of mystical experience may well be added to James' list—the sense
of unity, unity with the Divine Life who has graciously allowed us to touch the
hem of His garment, unity with our fellow-worshippers, for He has broken down
the middle wall of partition between our separate personalities and has flooded
us with a sense of fellowship. This unity with our fellow-worshippers, such that
we are "written in one another's hearts," is in one sense created and instituted
in the hour of worship. But in a deeper sense it is discovered in that hour that
we are together in one body, which is the true and catholic church invisible.
And in a fashion the vividness of our unity fades, is transient, grows weaker
after the rise of the meeting. But the fact disclosed in the meeting, namely that
we are one body hid with Christ in God, remains secure from the ebb and flew
of feelings and emotion.

II.

What is the ground and foundation of the gathered meeting? In the last
analysis, it is, I am convinced, the Real Presence of God.

It is easy to call this sense of covering a mere psychological phenomenon.
Psychological notions have so permeated our contemporary thinking that it is
very easy to rush hastily to popular concepts, lying ready at hand, and apply
them to all experience. In one sense all that we think and experience is
“merely a psychological phenomenon."

But against the devastating implications of Psychologismus there has been, in
the last three decades. a sharp rebellion in favor of realism. Knowledge of all
kinds, realism claims, is not merely subjective; it attains the real. The mere fact
that knowledge is entertained in our minds does not create a presumption of
falsity, or of lack of fidelity to the real. But in such a return to realism we are
opening the gates again to the contention of the mystics that mystical
experience is not merely a matter of subjective states but a matter of objective
reality.

I believe that the group mysticism of the gathered meeting rests upon the Real
Presence of God in our midst. Quakers generally hold to a belief in Real
Presence, as firm and solid as the belief of Roman Catholics in the Real
Presence in the host, in the bread and the wine of the mass. In the host the
Roman Catholic is convinced that the literal, substantial Body of Christ is
present. For him the mass is not a mere symbol, a dramatizing of some
figurative relationship of man to God. It rests upon the persuasion that an
Existence a Life, the Body of Christ, is really present and entering into the
body of man. Here the Quaker is very near the Roman Catholic. For the Real
Presence of the gathered meeting is all existential fact. To use philosophical
language, it is an ontological matter not merely a psychological matter. The
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bond of union in divine fellowship is existential and real, not figurative. It is
the life of God Himself, within whose life we live and move and have our being.
And the gathered meeting is a special case of holy fellowship, of the blessed
Community.

II1.

What conditions favor a gathered meeting? Let us venture upon the question in
an attitude of humility, not in the spirit of the masterly man, so characteristic
of our modern post-Baconian age. We seek at best to discern merely favoring
conditions and releasing stimuli, not the full control of the event.

One condition for such a group experience seems to be this: some individuals
need already, upon entering the meeting, to be gathered deep in the spirit of
worship. There must be some kindled hearts when the meeting begins. In
them, and from them, begins the work of worship. The spiritual devotion of a
few persons, silently deep in active adoration, is needed to kindle the rest, to
help those others who enter the service with tangled, harried, distraught
thoughts to be melted and quieted and released and made pliant, ready tor the
work of God and His Real Presence

There is a real invisible work of kindling and of mutual assistance in worship
which some of the worshippers must do, directing it upon others along with
themselves. It is an internal work of prayer. Its language is not "I," or "You,"
but "We." It is an awakening and an attuning that goes on with energy in the
soul. In power and labor one lifts the group, in inward prayer, high before the
throne. With work of soul the kindled praying worshipper holds the group, his
comrades and himself, high above the sordid and the trivial, and prays in
quiet, offering that the Light may drive away the shadows of self-will. Where
this inward work of upholding prayer is wholly absent I am not sure that a
gathered meeting is at all likely to follow.

This means a preceding preparation for worship. Worship, and preparation for
worship, begin before one has left one's home. They begin when one wakes on
Sunday morning, before one has gotten out of bed. Worship in a meeting-house
with one's friends should be only a special period of a life of worship that
underlies all one's daily affairs. Such worship is no intermittent process, but a
foundation layer of the life of the children of the kingdom. And such special
sense of bondedness and unity with others as is experienced in the gathered
meeting is only a time of particular enhancement of the life of bondedness and
fellowship in love among souls which is experienced daily, as we carry one
another in inward upholding prayer.

A second condition concerns the spoken words of the meeting. Certainly the
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deepness of the covering of a meeting is not proportional to the number of
words spoken. A gathered meeting may proceed entirely in silence, rolling on
with increasing depth and intensity until the meeting breaks and tears are
furtively brushed away. Such really powerful hours of unbroken silence
frequently carry a genuine progression of spiritual change and experience.
They are filled moments, and the quality of the second fifteen minutes is
definitely different from the quality of the first fifteen minutes. Outwardly, all
silences seem alike as all minutes are alike by the clock. But inwardly the
Divine Leader of worship directs us through progressive unfoldings of
administration, and may in the silence bring an inward climax which is as
definite as the climax of the mass, when the host is elevated in adoration.

But more frequently some words are spoken. I have particularly in mind those
hours of worship in which no one person, no one speech stands out as the one
that "made" the meeting, those hours wherein the personalities that take part
verbally are not enhanced as individuals in the eyes of others, but are subdued
and softened and lost sight of because, in the language of Fox, "The Lord's
power was over all." Brevity, earnestness sincerity and frequently a lack of
polish characterize the best Quaker speaking. The words should rise like a
shaggy crag upthrust from the surface of silence, under the pressure of
yearning contrition and wonder. But in another sense the words should not
rise up like a shaggy crag. They should not break the silence, but continue it.
For the Divine Life who was ministering through the medium of silence is the
same Life as is now ministering through words. And when such words are truly
spoken "in the Life," then when such words cease, the uninterrupted Silence
and worship continues for silence and words have been of one texture, one
piece. Second and third speakers only continue the enhancement of the
moving Presence, until a climax is reached and the discerning head of the
meeting knows when to break it.

In a truly gathered meeting restraint in one's utterances is often more
releasing than are multiplied words. Words that hint at the wonder of God, but
do not attempt to exhaust it, have an open-ended character. In the silences of
our hearts the Holy Presence completes the unfinished words far more
satisfyingly.

The themes made central in truly gathered meetings are infinite. But one
might venture to raise the question whether some types of themes are more
congruous with such a meeting than others. Some text that suddenly recalls
the eternal, abiding relation of' man and God seems particularly apt to serve as
a releasing stimulus, but by no means as compelling the arrival of the
covering. Such a passage as "Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all
generations" opens up a vista of' gargantuan yet delicate proportions. (Would
we have sufficient courage to say these words in a bomb shelter?) "Deep
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calleth unto deep at the noise of thy waterspouts; all thy waves and thy billows
are gone over me."

But humble, personal, daily incidents, or wisps of openings that have dawned
with vividness in some quiet soul, or the tragic-heroic turmoil of events of the
day, set in the frame of the Eternal Patience and Persuasion may equally serve
as themes within such a meeting.

Vocal prayer poured out from a humble heart frequently shifts a meeting from
a heady level of discussion to the deeps of worship, Such prayers serve as an
unintended rebuke to our shallowness and drive us deeper into worship and
commitment. They open the gates of devotion, adoration, submission,
confession. They help to unite the group at the level at which real unity is
sought. For unity in the springs of life's motivations is far more significant than
unity in phrases or outward matters. Such prayers not only "create" that unity;
they also give voice to it, and the worshippers are united in a silent amen of
gratitude.

IV.

But what if the meeting has not been a gathered meeting? Are those meetings
failures that have not been hushed by a covering? Quite definitely they are not.
If we have been faithful, we may go home content and nourished from any
meeting.

Let us be quite clear that mystical exaltations are not essential to religious
dedication and to every occurrence of religious worship. Many a man professes
to be without a shred of mystical elevation, yet is fundamentally a heaven-
dedicated soul. It would be a tragic mistake to suppose that religion is only for
a small group. who have certain vivid but transient inner experiences, and to
preach those experiences so that those who are relatively insensitive to them
should feel excluded, denied access to the Eternal love, deprived of a basic
necessity for religious living. The crux of religious living lies in the will, not in
transient and variable states. Utter dedication of will to God is open to all, for
every man can will. Where such a will is present, there is a child of God. When
there are graciously given to us such glimpses of glory as aid us in softening
our will, then we may be humbly grateful. But glad willing away of self, that
the will of God, so far as it can be discerned, may become our own—that is the
basic condition. In that steadiness of spirit one walks serene and unperturbed
praying only "Thy will be done." Confident that we are in His hands, and that
He educates us in ways we do not expect by means of dryness as well as by
means of glory, we walk in gratitude if His sun shines upon us, and in serenity
if He leads us in valleys and dry places.
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And as individual mystics who are led deep into the heart of devotion learn to
be weaned away from reliance upon special times of vision, learn not to clamor
perpetually for the heights but to walk in shadows and valleys and dry places
for months and years together, so must group worshippers learn that worship
is fully valid when there are no thrills, no special sense of covering. The
disciplined soul and the disciplined group have learned to cling to the reality
of God s presence, whether the feeling of presence is great or faint. If the wind
of the Spirit, blowing whither He wills, warms the group into an inexpressible
sense of unity, then the worshippers are profoundly grateful. If no blanket of
divine covering is warmly felt, and if the wills have been offered together in
the silent work of worship, worshippers may still go home content and
nourished and say, "It was a good meeting." In the venture of group worship,
souls must learn to accept spiritual weather without dismay and go deeper in
will into Him who makes all things beautiful in their time.
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Encounter with Silence

What I mean 15 that those I saw on my way into the room where
meeting took place had a benign expression on their faces and a certain
calmness that made me feel relaxed rather than openly welcomed. 1

ppose “fellow feeling” is an expression that would describe it. There
as no ostentation in their clothes or attitudes. They settled themselves
id their fidgety children unselfconsciously into their places without
orrying over much (as 1 would have done} about disturbing those
ho were already occupied in the odd process of sitting there in
lietness. It was not dissimilar to other churches I had known, but I
we to remark that in any town there are churches where “plainness”
not the first word you would think of to describe the worshippers.
owever, it usually is among Friends, and that applies to both the
lent and the worship-service kind.

So here 1 was, sitting on a beach in a Friends meeting for the
first time in my life, not knowing at all what to expect. There was
nothing to look at, nothing to occupy my mind, nothing to appeal to
my senses, nothing to sing, nothing to join in with, in fact, absolutely
nothing whatever to do, and a whole hour to fill.

I imagine that nearly everybody feels like this at their first
unprogrammed meeting, for this manner of worship is exceptional.
However, one does not have to move for very long in Quaker circles
to find that it can speak to the condition of Friends and non-Friends
alike. There is a common pattern of experience, whatever the outward
religious loyalty of those who come. People will say that at first the
silence is highly demanding, but after a while it becomes a source
of peace and spintual nourishment, Those who find they are unable
to do without it naturally tend to become Friends. Those who like
to come sometimes, but prefer other kinds of worship, are usually
friends of Friends. Sitting on my bench, it was not yet clear whether
I would fail into either of those groups, for 1 had no experience of
silence whatsoever. So what did I do?

First, 1 suppose, 1 did not actually do anything, but something
happened. It was not terribly sensational. It was simply the consequence
of being well brought up and put in a social situation in which 1 did
not want to make an exhibition of myself. There was no opportunity
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An Experience of Unprogrammed Worship

to stand up and stretch, chat to my neighbour, chuckle, yawn, snore,
snort, wriggle, stretch out on the bench, keep turning round to see
who was behind me, or do anything that might make a noise and
disturb the other people in whatever it was they were doing. I knew
they were supposed to be worshipping God, but there was precious
little evidence of that happening.Being deprived of movement, and
not a little frightened lest 1 be responsible for a grunt or a squeak or
a sniff that would draw all the eyes in the meetinghouse upon me, 1
settled myself as comfortably as 1 could for a long wait and began to
take stock of my surroundings. In the years that followed 1 was to
become conipletely at home in the atmosphere 1 experienced that day,
but on the first occasion I don’t think I did very much worshipping.

I was not used to sitting totally still for a long peried of time, so the
meeting was guite an experience for me. I remember my astonishment
at how I seemed far more aware than usual of all the messages my
senses were giving me. It also dawned on me that these messages were
there all the time, but I was normally far too busy to pay attention to
them.

1 was surprised to find the light remarkable, and I do not mean
the spiritual varety Quakers like to go on about. After a pood few
years of membership in the Society of Friends, I have clocked up
a pretty fair total of meetinghouses attended, and I get the feeling
that there is something about the windows that is very important In
meetinghouses, they tend to be high up in the eaves, so that shafts
of sunlight cascade to the floor, warming the worshipping Friends,
coloring the posy of flowers on the central table, or burnishing the
gold lettering on the spine of the Bible which also lies there.

Whether or not it was felt in former times that if you had windows
1o gaze out of, you would lose the art of inward retirement and spend
too much time admiring the creation to take notice of the creator, 1
don’t know. When the day is grey or dim, as it usually is in England,
and the meetinghouse has a pitched roof or ceiling, you look up not
to obscurity, but to as much clarity as the architecture can scoop out
of the day. I do not now remember the state of the weather the day 1
first weat to meeting, but I certainly noticed the light.



Ercounter with Silence

Part of the irresistible appeal that churches still have for me is the
aura of mystery surrounding what they have in them. The aitar, the
candlesticks, the colored glass, the raised pulpit and fectern all speak
to me of holiness in the midst of the ordinary. The meetinghouse
was similar. The play of light gave me a sensation of being enclosed
or momentarily retired from the outside world rather than being
separated from it. The place where I sat was not a refuge in which to
wait for the coming of the kingdom, but an outpost of that kingdom
in St, Giles’ Street, Oxford.

The next thing I was really conscious of was the group of which
I was a member. ] have already remarked upon the underplayed style
of the people among whom I had walked down the garden to the
meetinghouse. 1 knew that the Quakers had once worn grey-clothes
without collars and lapels as a sort of uniform. 1 also knew that they
had been such fervent and peaceable people that they courageously
accepted prison rather than compromise their beliefs. 1 did not then
appreciate the reasons for these things, but 1 was aware that their
tradition was a living one.

There was little ostentation among them. The silence seemed
to emphasize both their uniqueness and their solidarity. There were
many variants of the benevolent gaze with which some swept the
room. Others maintained an oddly rigid posture for what seemed to
me to be an age. Closed eyes completed a frown of concentration on
some faces or the blandness of apparent stumber on others. There were
the human quirks—the flamboyant blowing of the nose into a gaudy
handkerchief, the scratching of the outside of a leg, the unconscious
pulling of a face that revealed the presence of a divine blessing or an
uncomfortable memory. The odd newcomer like myself clutched an
introductory leaflet. In the odd corner people read.

There were none of the usual landmarks of worship. With no
organ, piano or order of service, there was no need for a little board
hoisted up on high (o tell people the numbers of the hymns. Indeed,
apart from a Bible and a couple of other volumes peculiar to the
Quakers, which were on the table in the middle of the room, there
weren't any books at all. Since there was no priest or minister, and
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one did not expect a public reading of the Bible, it followed that there
was no need for a pulpit or a lectern. I rather liked the idea that the
benches were arranged in a rectangle round the central table. Sitting
at the back, I could see everybody else, and there was nowhere to sit
where [ would not be directly facing at least a quarter of my fellow
worshippers.

I do not think I consciously sat and wotked all this out. Rather,
it was borne in upon me as I tried to sit still and open myself to the
novelty. My reflections were not particularly religious, either. During
the hour I prayed a bit and thought a lot about what I took to be divine
things, but my mind kept coming back to the simple consciousness
of where I was. At that stage of my life jt was important simply to be
there, and since T had been looking forward to my visit, [ expect it was
largely childish excitement that made my first meeting memorable.

Much later, I learned that the original meetings in the seventeenth
century took far longer than the hour that was scheduled for that
moming—indeed the early Friends would have swooned at the very
idea of scheduling the length of the meeting. Meeting for worship
ended when the Holy Spirtt indicated, and not before. But in the time
of George Fox and William Penn, there were no trains and buses to
catch. People were far more independent and able to dispose of their
own time. So on this occasion, the Holy Spirit utilized the wristwatch
rather than the inward illumination of the heart to tell the Friends
when to break off their devotions.

The manner of starting and finishing were noteworthy too. We
drifted into meeting and ended in what was for me a mixture of
relief and anticlimax. This was all part of the pattern of having no
clergy and no visible organization. The meeting began when the first
worshipper sat down, so the next person to come entered an already
living silence. In this way there was no chatter, no theatrical entry to
give a clear beginning and no sudden switch of concentration from
talking to one's neighbour to talking to God. I don’t remember coming
late, so I suppose I sat and watched others come in, wondering about

them the while.
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Ercounter with Silence

During my first ever hour in an unprogrammed Quaker meeting,
there was what I now know as “ministry.” After twenty minutes or o,
somebody got up and made a short speech. It cannot have lasted more
than a couple of minutes, and I came to recognize this as the norm. It
was different from the prepared sermon, not only in its length but also
its style. There were several other pieces of ministry during the hour,
and though they were from different voices, the style was the same—
short, pithy, illustrated with stories taken from life, and tentative or
suggestive in manner rather than definite or authoritative. I never
dreamed that I would much later come to admire, imitate and then
question this style when I myself was moved to minister in meeting.

So my first meeting was spent largely in looking and absorbing the
atmosphere. It was hard work because I was an outsider and I did not
want to commit a faux pas. I satd a few prayers so I could feel religious
and thought hard about what had been said by those who ministered.
The bench was even harder than my thoughts and time began to weigh
heavily. At a quarter to the hour I was ready to go, but there was no
escape. I had to sweat it out to the end, and I was truly grateful when
two people at the front, who I later discovered were elders, ended the
meeting by shaking hands. That action was followed by a relieved, but
definitely friendly rustle. In the midst of the company, somebody got
up and gave the notices and sat down. Hubbub began, and ] dodged
the Friendly greeters who were bearing down on me and escaped into
the street. It had been nothing like I expected, but I went back. It
turned out to be one of the big beginnings in my life.

An Experience of Unprogrammed Worship

1 went back to Oxford meetinghouse because the experience 1 had

been through roused my curiosity. Was Quaker worship my path to a
deeply spiritual life that was at the same time highly practical? In the
bloom of youthful religious enthusiasm, I needed both those things—
or at least I needed the assurance that they were available. Here in the
meeting, somewhere, was one of their sources, and I felt drawn to try
and discover it

The surroundings were congenial too. I found that the plain
architecture and the arrangement of the room used for worship were to
my taste. A temperamental nonconformity revealed itself in me. Over
the first few weeks of worshipping in silence, 1 realized that I was no
longer able to enter fully into worship that was led by semebody else.
This made me sad, and worried me not a littie. It was hard to separate
this distaste from a suspicion that I was simply being spiritually proud.
I learned quickly that silent worship came at a price, and [ needed to
be sure [ had the resources to meet it.

An uncomfortable feeling that was aroused in me was 2 sense of
challenge. Some people attend their first Friends meeting and know
straightaway that this is where they belong. They find that the silence
refreshes them, and they can somehow sink into its peace. This was
not my experience. I found it disturbing and rather troublesome. Used
to a structured service, I found myself with no points of reference
and nothing to check against. There seemed to be no shape in an
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unprogrammed meeting, yet | sensed that there was, and that if I
persevered, I would find it.

God is infinitely kind and infinitely tactful. As I look back on the
religious journey that has taken me deeper and deeper into the stillness
of Friends worship, I realize that the quietness does have a shape and
a meaning and that God has used it to give my life those things. Over
the years I have learned to see and to follow the pillar of cloud and
the piltar of fire. I have also learned that the silence has little intrinsic
value unless it is put in the setting of the Quaker way of life.

My exploration of Quaker worship became the discovery of
this way of living. The practice of the one encouraged the other. I
knew nothing of this when I started to go to meeting. As a beginner
I naturally sought to use the silence for my own purposes. I had no
thought that the silence would come to leave its mark upon me. If my
prayers and meditations were stones, it was the silence that formed
them into a temple and made them live.

On the surface, a stlent meeting appears to be a group of people
sitting together but worshipping individually. Some adventurous souls
attach themselves to the Society of Friends because they are attracted
by the silence. They conclude that Quaker worship is simply an
opportunity for meditation. The collective wisdom of the Society has
never accepted that view, however, for its evangelical and liberal wings
both insist that meeting is a collective activity, as its name ought to
indicate. Much of what we do may be personal, but we come before
the Lord in a body.

There is really no way to avoid coming to grips personally with the
demands made by the silence. This has to be done from the beginning,
and it is highly challenging to the dedication and resourcefulness of the
worshipper. There is no generally accepted plan, scheme or technique
for learning the art of silent worship. The Society of Friends is not like
the freemasons. One is not initiated into deeper and deeper mysteries
by properly appointed persons when one has shown one's worth and
learned the secret lore. I would hazard the generalization that while
one can become highly experienced in Quaker worship, one cannot
become expert in it.

An Experience of Unprogrammed Worship

This lack of direction may be dismaying. One may feel as if one
has lost the oars overboard and cannot keep the boat going. In fact,
however, the difference of Quakerly opinion about the use of silence
is a charter of freedom. One can do what one likes in it without any
sense of failure or falsehood, granted an initial sincerity of intention,
of course. That is the first and most vital lesson about coming to
unprogrammed worship.

It follows from this that learning to worship in the corporate silence
of a Friends meeting is not like taking a course of study. There are no
tests to see how far one has come or whether one has understood. The
most important step forward in the life of prayer is to realize that we
are all at the same stage—the beginning—every time we come into
God’s presence. We can learn many new ways of doing this, and we
can adopt the ways that fit our own temperament or inclination. This
is the point about experience as against expertise.

We may discover that there is a far wider range of approaches to
God than we had imagined. We may well be able to achieve greater
depth of devotion as time passes. But we shall never know, when we
set out on the adventure of an hour’s silence with Friends, or our own
quiet time at home, whether that gift of depth will be given to us, or
whether we shall once more be beached in the shallows we knew at
the very beginning of our pilgrimage of prayer.

To draw sharp distinctions in an attempt to characterize the
varieties of Quaker spirituality is therefore a mistake. In the past
there have been opposing parties within the Society over the principles
of worship. But controversies are seldom clear-cut. I know there are
purists who see hymn-singing as a falling away from some pristine
ideal of Quaker worship, but [ doubt whether it is. There are times
when Tam suffocated by silence and 1 yearn for the liberty of scripture
and gospel song,

But I also know that there are times when the cozy habits of
my religious upbringing prevent me from hearing the voice of God
speaking to me because I am drowning it out with the repetition of
scripture and the words of hymns that represent experiences 1 have
not yet made my own. What I do know about myself is that | need
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People give many reasons for going to unprogrammed meetings, some
good, some not really satisfactory, but the opportunity for prolonged
and undisturbed prayer seems to me to be the best. I won't quarrel
about what the definition of prayer is. My way is not everybody's. But
a Friends meeting that is not based upon a deep faith that God can
be encountered in the heart, and that we can enjoy a heartfelt, divine
communion in one another’s company is not a Friends meeting,
whatever else it may be. Prayer is the encounter with God in the heart,
and the traditional fivefold division of the ways of that encounter do
not seem to me ever to have been bettered.

At the same time, the ways to God are many, and we have to
discover most of them on our own. They appear when we are ready
for them and when our faithfulness has shown we can live with the
consequences of further growth. This is one of the most important
parts of Quaker spirituality, but I was not told anything about that
when I first began to go to meeting. My presence was noted by the
overseers I now know, but I was left entirely on my own, and [ am
thankful that I was. I was busy learning to pray, and that was sufficient.
Like so many learners, I thought I was doing it myself. In the fullness
of time I realised that it was God who was leading me on.

If I were to be asked, therefore, what advice I would give to a
newcomer to unprogrammed or semi-programmed Quaker meetings, I
would echo Paul’s words to the Thessalonians, “Pray without ceasing."

&0

I would add that it is necessary to develop one’s prayer life in new ways.
What follows is intended to be helpful to Friends and those who come
to meeting fairly often without necessarily becoming members of the
Society. It may also be of interest to others, but it is not an authoritative
statement of how to do it. There can be no such thing; the whole point
of Quaker worship is that we find our own way.

To some people, prayer comes easily. Others have to toil at it.
Most people find they have periods of ease and difficulty alternately.
The best thing to do if you want to make progress in prayer is exactly
what you would do if you decided to take up tennis or golf—Ffind a
coach. Golf and tennis pros cannot play your game for you, but the
wealth of their experience is at your disposal.

To have a spiritual friend is an ancient tradition which is being
revived in our time. When I was beginning on my journey I did not
have this privilege, but now I have such people. Prayer is the art of
being, not doing, and what you learn from your friend is not how to
pray by numbers, but by feelings and attitudes and responses. Spiritual
friends are not really coaches but partners in growth. It is simple to
start such a relationship. You invite someone willing, whose spiritual
life you are happy with, to meet you regularly for a period of worship
and prayer in which you can lay before that person, and discuss, what
you feel is happening to you in your life,

The next piece of advice is practical. Do not expect to sit for an
hour and have godly thoughts all the time. That would be more than
flesh could stand. You should expect to give some consideration to the
files waiting for you in the office on Monday, to think about the bonfire
you are planning to build when you get home, to worry whether you
left the garage doors open, to wonder what reason your children have
to be so objectionable and inconsiderate. Learn to accept these things,
for they are part of the life you are offering to God.

In your own way you will come back to your prayer and then
wander again. Sometimes your prayer will be quite long, at other
times brief, Unless you are a highly organized person you won't have
any kind of order. It may help to begin with a sort of mental agenda,
ticking things off as you go, but you may well find, if you can forget
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any guilt feelings about your wandering attention, that after a few
meetings, you will not need to be so highly organized. If you have a
proper period of prayer every day, you will be able to be ever freer on
First Days.

And now I must be honest and admit to much of what 1 actually
do in meeting. Certainly | pray and meditate, but | also do many
other things. I daydream. I sing silently or hum inaudible tunes. On
occasion 1 have gone to sleep, so I suppose slumber would be one of
my meeting activities. I carry a little Bible in my jacket pocket, and
though it is for reference, | must own up to reading it. There are other
things Friends read, but that is my bag.

I often get bored. 1 fidget. I have to cope with my own body and its
periodic discomfort. I shut my eyes and then open them and then shut
them again for no very good reason. I wonder whether X wears a wig
or what brand of toothpaste Y prefers or whatever induced K and L to
marry. | think about work, about other people, about personal problems
and relationships. 1 grumble a bit to myself, since 1 talk to myself a
lot anyway. 1 periodically attempt to clear my mind, but much of the
time 1 simply think. I speculate about theology but usually manage to
make it subservient to my worship. I also think about the government
and the state of the world, and I make it a principle to give serious and
sympathetic consideration to all the spoken ministry.

So beginners and visitors to Friends meetings who are
unaccustomed to the silence need to realize that the Quakers are
doing just what they are doing. There is no secret way of coping with
silence. You just get on with it. | do not wish to leave the impression
thar this is all there is, though. That would be very far from the truth,
But we do not need to enter murky theological waters, we need simply
to register that if meeting were nothing more than sitting in silence
having pleasant but wandering thoughts, Quaker worship would be a
wool-gathering farce.

While stressing that the actual experience of passing time in a
Friends meeting is likely to be similar between newcomer and old
hand, we must also acknowledge that there is much that one can learn
about the practice of this kind of worship. There are more effective
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and less effective ways of coming to meeting. What makes for equality
is that the effective ones are not habit forming. An experienced Friend
will know them, and how to explain them to others. Butonly what the
Catholic tradition knows as an act of will permits their exercise. God
adds spice to Quaker life by ensuring that the less effective ways are
habit forming and can be a snare for the soul. Once adopted, Quaker
worship can be dangerous. Its characteristic sin is complacency.

The following observations are intended to help and reassure
anyone who may be thinking about a visit 1o an unprogrammed
meeting, or who is uneasy at the thought that more carth-shattering
experiences ought to be coming their way and aren’t. The situation is
normal and calls for nothing more than patience and a bit of common
sense, These are some of the things | have found.

There are people who are secret members of the hair shirt brigade.
A hair shirt was a scratchy garment particularly holy people were
supposed to have worn in the Middle Ages to mortify the flesh and
benefit the soul. T bet all it did was to make them bad tempered and
objectionable. The modern hair shirt brigade thinks that you can only
worship properly if you are cold and uncomfortable. So meetinghouses
must have cold water flowing from the hot taps, damp towels, hard
benches and draughts. Do not attend such places. Go where you
can sit comfortably. This is very important. You are not there for the
self-control Olympics; you are there to worship God in the beauty of
holiness, and the best way to be still is to be comfortable.

When you have found a relaxing posture that you can keep
for a while, remember it. Find others, and consciously adopt them
throughout the period of the meeting. For example, you may like to
fold your hands on your lap at one point. At another you might like
to have them open, palms up, resting on your thighs, This can help
your meditations too. Open hands are open to God, who will fill them
with grace. They are open to the world, a sign of trust and strength. A
bowed head or a straight head can express unconscious movement or
can be used to express a mood of worship. Many meetinghouses have
hassocks. Time was, quite recently, that Friends used them to kneel on
to pray. That is a better use than a lodging for dirty boots.
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S‘fince everyday distractionsareata minimum inan unprogrammed
meeting, one becomes conscious of all sort of things that are usually
beneath our regular attention, like a hole in a tooth, a shaving cut,
a leaky shoe, ill-fitting underwear, fat where there wasn't fat before,
Usually we feel such things and then dismiss them until we get home
and can put them right. But at meeting, we are stuck for a pretty
long time, and our body keeps protesting that it wants our urgent
and undivided attention, even though we have given it warmth and
comfort. It must be ignored gently. The best way to accomplish this
is constant deep breathing, relaxed and regular, all the way from the
solar plexus, on and on until the regularity of it takes you over, as
most times it surely will,

Friends have different preferences about closing their eyes, as
can be seen by glancing round the meetinghouse. I have difficulty if I
close mine too soon, but I find that with deep, regular breathing, the
surface distractions diminish and closing my eyes helps to accelerate
this process. Somehow the power of silence becomes tangible at this
point. After a few minutes of stillness I may have the sensation that
my mental powers are being concentrated as a bird wraps itself in it
wings and that I am coming into harmony with the other worshippers.
This is the process known as “centering down,”

This can be done far more effectively if one has come, to use
another Quaker phrase, with heart and mind prepared. The hint
about breathing is based on the experience that regularity and order,
or perhaps rhythm, are as essential to silent worship as they are to
other things. To come rushed and untidy to the meetinghouse at any
other time than an emergency is to break all the organic links between
our lives outside worship and our meeting, The silence is then a refuge
and not a reflection of what we seek to practice every day. Whenever
I go to meeting full of turmoil, centering down is like ploughing a
rocky, stony field.

Underlying this advice is a conviction about how we ought to live.
We are conscious of time and depth in our lives in all sorts of ways,
In modern society we tend to live at speed, trying to do all manner
of things, and often to do them simultaneously. Moreover we live in
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a world of almost instant visual and aural gratification, and we move
very fast from one object of attention to another. That is how work,
transportation, TV and the media of communication organize things
for us. S0 a Friends meeting has these strikes against it when it invites
us to search for God's time and God's depth in our lives and refuses to
compromise with the habits formed by the timetable and the calendar.
During the week we need to try to take things one at a time and more
slowly. The quality of worship improves that way.

There are Friends who think that we should clear our minds of
everything when we come to meeting, that preparation is some sort
of obstacle to the proper use of silence, and that we should rely on
something happening to us after the meeting has been going a little
while. I doubt whether that is good advice. To succeed in something
as demanding as silent worship and to come to the point at which
one can treat the silence in this way needs a great deal of experience.
So as part of one’s private worship during the week before attending
meeting, one should look out for a thought, a text, a theme, or an
idea on which to work, and which will complement or expand one's
prayer.

One of the troubles everybody experiences occasionally is the
inability to focus the mind. When T am in this mood there seems no
getting out of it. Somerimes I am unable to concentrate on worship at
all, At other times thoughts wander persistently and my mind seldom
stays still for more than a few moments, At other times [ am intensely
disturbed by something I usually do not notice, like the ticking of the
clock, or a cough, or the coins rattling in somebody else’s pocket.

The problem here is usually frustration that I am failing to achieve
what 1 came for and guilt that I ought to be using the time better.
Hard though it was, I had to learn that neither of these things matters.
Two things help. In my mind, I have learned to recognize my guilt
and frustration and to set them on one side and look at them. Their
power diminishes if 1 do that. Then I am able to feel better about the
problem of maintaining concentration by using this little stratagem
for bringing a wandering mind back to its path.
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embraced by the wind of the Spirit. There is a Quaker way of getting
here, and other ways in other traditions. But what happens is the
same. Those who have had this experience speak of becoming their
true selves. They are given a perspective on the world that comes from
beyond it.

In Quaker parlance this is called coming to the light, and it has
a dimension of intense ethical and spiritual struggle. That of God
which is called the light is positive, powerful and active. It speaks
to us and leads us, and therefore the appropriate attitudes for us to
take are of waiting and listening for it. These are not at the outset
passive attitudes, but are rather the moods in which one’s prayer or
self-examination take place. The point is that we try to make ourselves
receptive to God.

It must also be remembered thar Friends have never regarded
this as an individual activity. People who regard Friends meetings as
opportunities for meditation have failed to appreciate this corporate
aspect. The wailing and listening are activities in which everybody is
engaged and, as we shall see, produce spoken ministry which helps to
articulate the common guidance which the Holy Spirit is believed to
give the group as a whole. So the waiting and listening is corporate
also. This is why Friends emphasize the ‘ministry of silence’ and the
importance of coming to meeting regularly and with heart and mind
prepared. The similarities with Jiturgy continue 1o reveal themselves.

Different wnters about Quakerism, not all Friends, arrive at
different estimates of silence. Perhaps it has different levels. So far,
have been regarding it primarily as a medium, that through which one
does something; for people learning to worship after the manner of
Frends, that may be the most helpful way of understanding it.

Others, however, almost make silence an object, a thing to be
experienced and taken on its own terms. The point here is that we
accommodate ourselves to the absence of sound and allow it to mold
our spiritual experiences. This has (to some) the advantage of doing
away with the necessity of a specifically Christian spirituality and
permitting other kinds of belief to take a place within the overall
pattern of Quaker worship. Indeed, belief may be irrelevant. The
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experience of silence itself may somehow refresh us, revive us,
revitalize us, and return us renewed into the world for whatever it is
we have to do there.

Then there are those who see silence as a sign or symbol. This
is where the silent Friends in the world would take theological issue
with those who have programmed worship services. On the basis of a
church order which refuses ordained ministry and outward expression
of baptism or the supper and which places the highest practical value
on waiting for direct divine leadings, the silence actually proclaims the
tradition, because no other practice is possible within it. To participate
in the silence, for those Friends, is to be a Quaker.

So it is possible to think of sience in several ways and thereby
gain a valuable perspective on what we are doing. Often, reflection
will show that we have a preference or a bias for one or the other
aspect of silence. That is 2 considerable advantage, for we can use that
knowledge in our preparations and for worship itself.

We will then be more able to encounter the problems of silence
with confidence, aware that the best way to use it is our own way. We
all have 1o learn to make space for ourselves where we can simply be
and cut ourselves off from everything else. We shall need to discover
the particular rhythm of thought and rest in the silence that is agreeable
to us. We need to experiment 10 find out and to practice and work at
our prayer and meditation. .

Most silent meetings last for an hour, so we also have to learn that
gift which is equally important to tennis players, stand-up comics and
Quakers of the unprogrammed tradition—timing. We can put it this
way. The silent meeting is like the surface of a lake. We enter it in our
devotions and begin to sink into its depths. On rare occasions we rise
again to the sunlight of everyday life when the whole meeting ends,
and there is a sense of perfection, of completion. Sometimes, as I did
on my first meeting, we finish before the meeting ends and just have
to sit there, well-manneredly waiting for everybody else.

At other times the reverse happens, and we are not ready to
finish our worship when the official closure comes, Moreover, we
soon make the acquaintance of two disappointments—the meeting
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in which we totally fail to worship and fit about on the surface of
the silence, unable to break into it, and the meeting in which we are
unable to achieve any depth at all and paddle in and out of the silence,
frustrated because we know what we are missing.

As the shape of the silent meeting and the ways we can approach
it begin to emesge, we begin 1o learn the discipline of structuring our
worship over time. If we think about what we actually do, we can
begin to find possibilities for ourselves, and, thence, lines of growth.
By thinking about the times when we reach depths of worship, we
can make ourselves more open to receive this blessing. By preparing
properly and by learning how to concentrate berter, we can minimise
the difficulties which, in fact, we never entirely overcome. Finally,
when a meeting is not going well for us, there are things we can do
even then to turn it to good account.

This is where we can discover that worship is an art, Amateuvrs,
by definition, can go and do something else when the going gets hard.
That is why they very rarely excel. Professionals have the hard-won
knowledge that when difficulty comes, their craft will take them
through. It is as if an energy from outside takes over and raises what
they do to a higher power in one act of transformation. If we are
willing, this is what God can do with our worship.
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T have been sitting in Friends meetings for about thirty years now, and
I must say I remember very little of the ministry I have heard during
that ime. That is as it should be, for the function of ministry is the
spiritual formation of Friends, ntot their instruction,

One of the most memorable pieces of ministry I ever heard was
given by an elderly Friend shortly after I first came into membership
of the Society. He rose and stood in his characteristically stooped way,
with his finger in his little pocket Bible, and said that we ought all to
be picking up sticks. I sat up in surprise at this, and then heard him tell
the story of Elijah going to the widow of Zarephath for refuge, and
how he had found her gathering fuel for a fire on which she would
probably never have anything to cook.

1 thought he was crazy. He must have drawn a moral from this,
but I do not remember what it was. Much later, however, as I began to
reflect on the nature of Quaker ministry, it became dear to me. This
message operated at two levels. There was certainly an element of
teaching in it. The Old Testament was being applied to modern ife,
and I was being pointed to it in no uncertain terms. There was also an
element of exhortation. He said that we ought to pick up sticks too.

That was why I thought he was touched. As a new Quaker 1
didn't want this kind of puzzle. I wanted grand visions, inspirational
sermons, endorsement of all the things I brought to the Society of
Friends in my youthful enthusiasm. I now realize that I did not want
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to be ministered to; I wanted a message. 1 wanted something to enjoy
or react to, something I could deal with, take to bits, pack up for future
reference or throw away as useless or unacceptable. I listened with my
mind, not my heart, and I did not hear what was being said.

Nevertheless, by the grace of God, my elderly Friend’s words
lodged in my mind. I have always remembered them. I never quite
appreciated why, until, having gone through a nurnber of changes
over the years, I began to see traditional Quaker spirituality as a living
option for my own life. The sticks the widow was gathering were
collected in faith, with no clear idea of their ultimate use. Faith and
habit were carrying her on. But she had more than sticks. Put together
they were something else again—fire, one of the most powerful and
frightening things in human experience,

Thus it is in the world of the Spirit, my old ministering Friend
was saying. Having a good trip in this meeting is all very well, butyou
must take a longer view. If you gamer all the gifts of imagination and
reflection which God sends you, you will have something which can
catch fire. But like the widow, you must be faithful and patient.

The next piece of memorable ministry did rise out of my
faithfulness, in a funny way. On another occasion, soon after I was
married, there had been a snowstorm. My wife and 1 knew that
many people would be prevented from coming to meeting, so we felt
under a special obligation to struggle through the drifts to get to the
meetinghouse, which was in the forest. When we arrived we found
chairs set out in a small side room in front of a large coke fire which
filled the fireplace, burned brightly, but made almost no impact on the
arctic temperature in the room.

During meeting we received ministry from another elderly Friend
who was bright of eye, sharp of nose and wit, and who always wore
a broad-brimmed hat tied under her chin with a wide black Hibbon,
In her precise voice she pointed out how Britain believes that snow is
un-British and consequently never takes sensible precautions against
it, simply wishing it would go away. She was right. British people on
the whole think it is bad mannered of the weather to snow, and that
was how we came to be a little band of survivors, huddled together for
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warmth, worshipping in conditions of some discomfort, affronted at
climatic bad form,

Our Friend then changed gear and drew our attention to the
prodigious range of temperatures in the universe and how narrow, in
fact, was the band in which we lived, where it tock a drop of only
about twenty degrees to snarl up so much of our normal pattern of
life. If it were to stay like this, she told us, there would be no spring and
no harvest, and when the cans of beans ran out, that would be it.

That piece of ministry has also stayed with me for many years.
I was at a time of life and in a peniod (the sixties) when there was
unbridled optimism abroad. We could do anything, particulanity if
we were young. But the snow that day put a question mark against
some of my assumptions, particularly my values in worship. As I have
said, I did much thinking by my own strength in those days. Our dear
Frend's ministry probably marked the beginning of my understanding
of what reverence meant and that intimacy with God does not mean
familianty. There are things we are not meant to know, or to do, and
we have to learn what they are. They are God’s and they are holy.

Perhaps the third piece of ministry which I remember vividly
was from a Friend more of my own generation, 2 man of spiritual
weight, with a dry and magnificent sense of humor. 1 once heard him
remark that things are not what they were, with the Catholics having
doubts and the Quakers getting short of money. He rose once, about
the turn of the year and quoted, I guess, Ezekiel 3:16, who says, “Son
of Man, I have made you a watchman for the house of lsrael . . . ” He
described how he chose for each year a role, as it were, 10 explore in
his own devotional life. This year it was to be the role of watchman.
Standing in Ezekiel's shoes, what did God have to say to him?

I have not followed his example as an annual discipline, but his
words have been very important to me at different times in my life. |
have found that when I am going through particular periods of stress
or change, I look for some such model and explore it. I have found
that it works like a radio receiver. You arc on a wave band, and you
can pick up all sorts of messages that are always there, but you usually
don't either notice or need. ] have found this a great aid in spiritual
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d.lsccrnmcnz for myself. What arises in another’s ministry often falls
h.kc s§cd in one's gwn life, and the discipline of wailing in silence
gives L.lme for germination and for this process of discernment,

.Dfsocmment is a fashionable word in religious circles these days,

b!.n ‘Il 1s really no big deal. In ordinary life, it is simply the ability to
distinguish, or separace things out. It is like choasing things, or naming
(h.em: and 1s a closely related acnvity. Indeed, it is basic to both. In
principle, spiritual discernment is no different. It is the acavity of the
soul in decpening its relationship with God.

_ That may javolve many things, but its most obvious application
in Qukw life is in the process of weighing the words given in
ministry at the meeting for worship. No sooner do we sit down in an
unprogrammed meeting than the questions are put before us—how
do we recogruze genuine ministry when we hear it, and how do we
mco?,nizc our own call rto minister when it comes? Many newcomers
are likely to be 100 busy exploring the nature of an unfamiliar way
of worshipping to pay much attention to these matrers, but the time
comes when they cannot be avoided.

It has to be admined right at the start that not all ministry is
f:qu_ally helpful, or that we should rake it at face value just because it
1s guven in a meeting for worship. There is trivial as well as profound
ministry. It can anise from deep experience but sometimes seems to
express only personal whim, Mostly it will answer to rhe spiritual
needs of the meeting, but it can somectimes be secn to have no value
beyond expressing the immediate need of the person who gives it. So
part of the art of spiritval discernment in an unprogrammed meeting
15 to decide how to respond 1o ministry when we have heard jt.

First, there is the courtesy we should cxpect to extend to any
de.eply felt expression of feeling or opinion. What matters is what is
said, not the way it is put. Hence we have 10 make conscious effonts
not to be impressed by eloguence or to judge people from outward
appearances. The simple can frequently see further into the pature
of things than thosc wise in the ways of the world. People may have
annoying mannensms, and we must be careful to ignore them.

Again, ithelpsto be able to interpret what kind of ministry is being
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given. In the old days, they expected prayer, praise and preaching
There is a lor more than that nowadays, though, on reflection, most
offerings can be made to fall into one or other of those caregorics.
Some Friends speak earnestly, exhorung the mecting and often
sharpening up ils moral or spiritual sensitivity in disconcerting ways.
Others get up and chat, almost absent-mindedly, but may produce a
profound insigit, ttke a gift of diamonds wrapped up in newspaper.
Some ministers sound a mumpet call to action in the world. Some play
a rced pipe, pointing the worshippers to the hidden currents of divine
activity deep below the surface of life.

Though it might not be obvigus on the surface, ministry should
be coherent and smructured and given for a purpose. Since the urge to
speak often comes welling up from a deep place, this order may not
be fully grasped by the Friend speaking and may acquire shape as it is
expressed. S0 we have to help it along by sympathetic understanding
and imaginarion and try to be sensitive to what the minister is striving
to say.

This is why style must be taken into consideration. The old
Quakers thought ministry was being a sort of flute for the Holy Spirit
10 play on. You had to be quite passive and let God do the talking
through you. This view is still to be found, but most modern Friends
in the unprogrammed tradition put it rather differently. Since we are
crcated with differences of 1emperament ang insight, we may expect
to be given different gifts (o be vsed, each in our own way.

It follows, 1 think, that we have to train ourselves o gvercome
our personal likes and dishikes and treat everything said in meeting
with uniform seriousness and consideration. That is part of Fricnds'
spintual discipline and cannot be compromised with. It is not at all
casy, but it is unavoidable. If we are to practice discernrnent we have

to do it at a spirirual and not a merely intellectual level. We need time
and calmness 1o reflect on what we have heard. Only when we have
taken it into ourselves shall we be in a position (o decide whether or
not it is from God.

The ministry given in the silence of unprogrammed meetings
and in the open worship of programmed meetings is thus of unique
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importance in Quakerism. When our personal response harmonizes
with what is said at a level below everyday preoccupations and
prejudices, the ministry will be sound. But if it fails this test, we have
to let it “go over us.” The price of discrimination is that we receive the
words tenderly but cannot accept them as a prophetic utterance.

There is a celebrated passage from the Jourrial of George Fox which
is part of a letter written by him to Friends in the ministry. Many
Friends know it by heart. It goes, Be patterns, be examples in all
countries, places, islands, nations, wherever you come, that your
carriage and life may preach among all sorts of people, and to them;
then you will come to walk cheerfully over the world, answering that
of God in every one.” The art of discerning the value of ministry in
a silent meeting for worship is to test whether what is said reaches, or
answers, that of God within you.

Where these two things meet, the ministry has been given
genuinely, or “in the life.” The revelation of truth which God imparts
to you in the depth of your own soul receives and confirms what has
been said by the person to whom the words have been given. There is
no escaping the consequences of this. The early Quakers took it to be
the experience of the first Christians and what underlies the passages
in the New Testament about the early church and its worship.

Listening to ministry is part of the art of spintual discernment,
s0 it makes sense to think about the manner of its delivery as well as
its content. Though this is not perhaps one of the main purposes in
developing our capacity to hear, long experience of the ministry of
others can teach us that we have the capacity to minister ourselves.
God often teaches us to recognize his personal call to us by giving
us a sympathetic understanding of his call to other people. If we can
understand the different ways ministry comes to us, we shall learn
how we may ourselves be moved to minister.

Years before I spoke my first words in meeting, I had the longing
to minister, It was not a dishonorable desire arising from my own
conceit. Many of the ministers I heard were abie 10 see the hand of
God at work in everyday life in a way that was denied to me at that
time, Rather it was the wish to have that gift of practical wisdom out
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of which I knew ministry grew. As my ministry drew near, I began to
notice how different Friends approached their ministry in different
ways, but how there was an underlying pattern.

Looking back [ think I can remember certain stages in my journey
towards this particular call. I know for sure that it took a very long
time, and [ remember being quite fretful that I, always pretty eloquent,
was given no words. Looking back, [ know that this was God dealing
with me. I have come to learn that our faithfulness is always tested in
our willingness to set aside those things we value most—particularly
the personal qualities in which we have every reason to feel ourselves
blessed. This is so we can know that when they are ready for use, they
are being put to God's purposes, not our own.

If T had to draw a chart, or name stages, 1 should say that after a
while it dawned on me that there was a possibility that  might one day
minister. I was t00 busy learning silent worship, so I did not consider
it at length. But afier a while the notion returned, this time arousing
in me an inclination. This was something 1 was equipped to do, so
why not do it? But this time I knew the difference between speech
and ministry, so I could answer myself. But the next time the leading
returned, it had changed into a desire.

This stayed with me for some years, and then, shortly before I first
spoke, the tempo changed rapidly. The cloak of desire was thrown
aside and intention appeared. I knew it was only a matter of time. I was
going to minister. Then I felt the need to minister, as if [ was carrying
a burden. Then, on that fresh December day, there was the urge. It was
irresistible, and | was on my feet with a Christmas message that spoke
of suffering and spite. I was frightened by what I had done.

No Friend, nor even an experienced attender at Friends meetings
of any kind should be afraid of this call. One does not need to be
a Quaker to have it. Nevertheless, people are often troubled about
knowing when to speak. Though there is never ever any absolute
certainty about whether one has been called, there are a few simple

ways of testing one’s call for oneself.

Since one is engaged on an exercise of discernment, it is important
to enquire of oneself as o whether what one feels led to say arises
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naturally out of personal experience. Is it part of a pattern? Is it
grounded in life? Is it a second-hand reflection, or does it come from
deep inside? Normally it tests one’s faith, for one will have to decide
whether the message is about God or whether it comes from God. If
the formez, one may not give it.

Then there is the meeting. Do the words fit this gathering? Is it
part of the exercise of Friends that day? If one has been a member of
the meeting for a long while, one should consider how it fits in with the
long-term concerns and spiritual needs of the group. If one is in the
habit of praying for the meeting, or holding Friends in the light, could
this be an opportunity for saying something that needs to be said?
There may be bereavements or separations, births or anniversaries,
quarrels and reconciliations. They may need to be marked in indirect
ways that bring nourishment, challenge or comfort.

This is the sort of concern that arises naturally if one has time
in one’s [ife for reflection and prayer—a spiritual discipline. We need
personal retirement for communion with God and also space to reflect
on the needs of our community. It is aiways possible that we can leave
needs like this to be met by spontaneous and unpremeditated ministry
that rushes over us all of a sudden, but I doubt it. It is not necessary
to prepare ministry to have given thoughtful consideration to what
might be said. What counts is to recognize when God is calling upon
us to give it. ,

I once heard a story from an elderly Friend, who, when young,
crassly asked Rufus Jones whether he prepared his sermons. The sage
replied that he spent much of his time constructing sermons, but had
to wait to be told to give them. I can imagine the twinkle in his eye as
he said that, for it puts a profound point. Many people believe Quaker
ministry should be spontaneous, ejaculatory and unpremeditated.
Such is not the case, provided one has the spiritual discipline to be
able to distinguish God's prompting from one's own.

So 1 do not think Friends need to bother over much if they think
they have brought the words to the meeting. Tt is best to trust one’s
judgment as to whether one is called upon to deliver them. There are
much better ways of getting into a tizzy than trying to decide whether

what one has to say is spontaneous or not. That is not the point. One
should not ask, “Is it spontaneous?” but "Is it called for?”

This 13 the point eventually reached by everyone who has ever
ministered properly in a Quaker meeting. It is a cause of heart-
searching and occasional agony when one cannot decide whether it
would be right to stand up and speak, But there is no way round the
difficulty, no advice one can give, no help to be proffered. It is like
being on the ‘exit to system’ button on a computer, and no Quaker
writer has ever been able to explain it. I think the point is that God
approaches each one of us in a highly individual way which is very
hard to express. What we can say is that faith, trust, and commitment
to Friends’ docirine of the continuing inward and unmediated
revelation of God are absolutely essential. Beyond that, one simply
has to shove doubt on one side and take the consequences.

This is yet another example of the formative influence of the
stillness that arises out of silence. If the ways of God in our experience
are like this, what we should do is to wail patiently for the angel to
disturb the waters. As a minister, I do what 1 did when 1 was a beginner
in the art of silence. I structure things, go over the words and try to be
sure I have them all safely marshalled. But that is a phase I am leaving
behind. I am now being given the gift others have received right at
the start. I am beginning to find I can go by feel and can wait for the
words to come when I am on my feet.

I find that if I do all these things in an attempt to deny the call,
to prevent myself speaking, there are many ¢ccasions in which the
feeling passes. But there are other times when I feel almost forced to
my feet. I find the urge goes away but comes back again more strongly.
When it has done this once or twice, I give way to a sort of fatalism.
God must be allowed to take over. If it is right, I find myself speaking.
If it is not, I remain in my seat. Whichever happens, I know the deep
feeling of faithfulness the great Quakers of the past called a baptism.,
In words or silence, I know I have been touched by God.




Encounter with Silence

’.I‘hc first ministry I ever gave in a meeting for worship is still dear
In my memory. It was shortly before Christmas, more than ten years
after I was admitted into membership of the Society of Friends. 1 was
reflecting on carols, and the thought struck me that the medieval ones
had an edge of warmth, innocence and harshness that was absent from
many of those from later centuries. They seemed somehow closer to
the reality the season is supposed to celebrate.

Then I came to refiect on the practice of many families in hanging
a holly wreath on their front door. I have never been at ease with
the easy optimism and conviviality of Christmas, so 1 offered these
reflections to the meeting and enquired how many people with holly
wreaths on their doors recognized that it was also a crown of thorns.

I got up because I wanted to and had to. The time had come for
me to “appear in the ministry,” to use yet another of those exXpressions
from the Quaker phrase book. I did not know it at the time, but all
the turmoil and heart-searching I had experienced before getting to
my feet was something ministering Friends have known from the
beginning.

It is possibly not coincidental that my first ministry was given
at Chnistmas, which in England is usually drab, damp and grey. The
weather is a perfect setting for a festival of light, particularly at dusk
on the Eve of the Nativity. At that time, | always have the sensation
that the world is slowing down, becoming still, wailing with a divine
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resignation for the singing of the angels and the wheeling stars to
stop. One of my private symbols for that peace is the pigeons perching
calmly in the trees. At midwinter there are no leaves, and you can see
them there.

I love meeting for worship in winter for similar reasons. Though,
as a Friend, I am traditignaily not supposed to look to outward
symbolism for religious truth, the peacefulness of the Christmas
season s irresistible. More than at any other time 1 feei a oneness
between my worship and the one to whom it is offered.  am sure those
of other churches feel similarly. I can only explain that this is how I
come close to the heart of the unprogrammed meeting for worship in
the Quaker tradiuon,

I have also learned that the spoken ministry ¢an be given to the
unsuspected need of someone present in the meeting. On another
occasion I found myself ministering about the atmosphere in the
burial ground outside our meetinghouse. I said I hoped to be buried
there and that its calm and dignity as a place presaged what | hoped
the experience of leaving this life would be like. I was well aware of
the number of elderly Friends in the meeting, and I was afraid of what
I had to say. There was a tinge of impertinence about my words, a lack
of consideration perhaps, a sense deep in me that I was treading on
holy ground. There is always the ultimate fear [ cannot escape from,
that uncalled-for ministry is blasphemy.

When the meeting closed, a Friend came up to me, and we fell
into a lengthy conversation about what [ had said. Soon thereafter, he
rang me up out of the blue and told me to come to his house and take
instructions for his will. He was insistent. The following week would
not do. I was to come immediately. When I went, 1 was shaken by the
deterioration in his physical condition. 1 produced a will for him in
double quick time, and it is as well that I did, for he died within the
week.

On that one occasion, at least, 1 have no doubt that God was
calling me directly and personally. I was able to minister to a Friend
in great need, and I hope my spiritual comforts were as acceptable

as my professional services. I have certainly continued to help my
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friend’s widow where I can. What | said, certainly unpremeditated
and unpredictable when T entered the meeting, led to important
consequences. Not least of them was my Friend's ministry to me. If 1
live to be a hundred I shall never encounter anyone who approached
the end with such clearsighted courage, faith, and concern for those
who would be left behind.

When I gave this ministry, I was afraid, becavse [ had in mind
that many of my hearers would be elderly. But my Friend was in
the prime of life, and [ could have had no notion of the outcome of
my faithfulness. But such it was. ] was called to service in a chain of
¢vents that went well beyond me, and at that time I had no inkling of
its existence. I think that this must be another of the reasons why the
point at which we feel the call to minister is awesome. It is desirable and
frightening at the same time. It is the nearest I come to understanding
the meaning of the word “holy.”

It is almost impossible to describe the feeling. It is like the welling
up of a spiritual wave within or a breaking forth of some invisible
glory in the soul. There is a sense of an almost tangible power or
strength. One is taught, rightly, to resist the urge to rise and speak
when it first comes and to struggle until it becomes irresistible. So it
does, as if one has wrestled with an angel.

Ithink this explains the use of the word “ministry” to characterise
these (vsually) short speeches in an unprogrammed meeting. The
word is in use because Friends understand them to be expressions of
divine truth granted to the person ministering as an act of grace. They
are considered to be one of the gifts of the Spirit of which the New
Testament speaks.

Friends believe that this call to minister can come to any membey
of the meeting. It springs in the soul of anyone who has centered
down or entered this experience St. Teresa called “recollection.”
There are not two kinds of expertence, that of the ministering Frend,
and the others, Nevertheless, Friends have always recognized that
some of their number receive a special vocation to the ministry, It
can come to any member of the meeting, and the tradition reveals
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a very large number of instances in which Friends have undertaken
a particular discipline of prayer and self-examination because they
feel that God is beginning to cail on them to minister regularly, and
personal preparation is the only way to respond.

When we talk about the “gift” of ministry, we must be careful, for
the word can be taken in a number of ways. People ar¢ said to have a
gift if they enjoy a certain skill or talent, but also, someone has a gift
if they have received a present from somebody else. Among Friends,
the call to minister is understood as a divine gift in the latter sense.
One can prepare oneself to receive it by striving to become worthy of
it, but one cannot fit oneself for it by study or meditation alone. These
things can be a help, but on any given occasion words may be given
or withheld, and none of one’s own reflections can make up for their
absence.

So words are a part of the Quaker tradition. If the ministering
Friend has been faithful, the words will have come at a cost. If the
Friend has not been, the words will not have been spoken “in the life”
as Friends say. One of the skills in listening to ministry is to tell one
from the other. This difficulty is also felt by ministers. Part of their
struggle, as they strive to find words for the messages that rise in their
minds and imaginations, is to distinguish the true divine leading from
the purely human one. '

I can only know for certain afterwards, when I have physical
symptoms that can only be described as quaking. If my words have
been in the life, [ am in no doubt. ] feel dry and weak, as if something
has gone out of me. 1 find the after-meeting politenesses unbearable
and have to go away somewhere by myself. This is an odd reaction,
because my ministry often does not seem to merit that sort of feeling
of responsibility. But it comes, and a lot of Friends will admit to
feeling the same.

It must never be presumed that because the call has come once, it
will come again. Equally, if it has never come, one must never think it
never will. Strictly speaking, all one is called upon to do is to be ready
if called, and in this, once more, the distinction between the minister
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and the ordinary worshipper disappears, for in the silence there is no
organizational need for a leader, and leading is left to God to choose
whom he will,

Tt has to be said, however, that there are meetings in which there
is little sense of divine leading in the spoken ministry, but a lot of
reliance of what Friends used to call “the creature.” These flights
of imaginative fancy, intellectual preoccupations and emotional
difficulties provide much information about the ministers but not a
great deal about God. They are the exception, however. Most meetings
are held in deep reliance upon God, and those who minister in these
meetings do so out of a sense of responsibility and calling.

The stillness and the speaking are the two poles of a meeting in
the unprogrammed Quaker tradition. Some people come to Friends
and are attracted immediately by the stillness. Others find that the
ministry, quite apart from anything specific that is said, expresses
what they feel should be the intimate connection between religion and
life. In addition, many find in the directness and spontaneity of the
ministry, a spiritual authority they have missed elsewhere.

The great English Friend, Caroline Stephen, who came from an
intellectual Cambridge family, wrote of her first meeting;

. . . before the meeting was over, a sentence or two were
ufttered in great simplicity by an old and apparently
untaught man, risiog in his place amongst the rest of us.
1 did not pay much attention to the words he spoke, and
1 have no recollection of their purport. My whole soul
was filled with the unutterable peace of the undisturbed
opportunity for communion with God, with the sense
that at last I had found a place where I might, without
the faintest suspicion of insincerity, join with others in
simply seeking His presence. (Christian Faith and Practice
in the Experience of The Religious Soctety of Friends, London,
#80.)

In a well-ordered meeting the ministry and the silence work
together. When Friends individually have centered down, the meeting
begins to gather, and often someone will rise and speak at this point.
After further quiet, another will rise. Again, if the meeting is rightly
ordered, what is then said will take the first message further, and after
subsequent contnibutions, a patiern or a theme emerges.

What happens is that the particular exploration of truth which
the ministry is making proceeds one step at a time. Waiting for leading
is a Quaker principle of great importance, One does not rush ahead
quickly. A sort of dialectic is in process, with different and possibly
inconsistent things being said. Then there is a search for a resolution
of these things which ‘does justice to them all, and in the midst of
private prayer and meditation, the meeting is expected to take part in
the process.

This process is called the “exercise” of the meeting, and the word
is another piece of Quakerly jargon which illustrates the unwritten
lore surrounding silent worship and the fact that practice in it over
a period must be guided, for it can easily be changed into something
else. The sense of exercise is somewhat weak these days, possibly
because the time set aside for worship is usually the arbitrary hour,
and the meeting ends at a time of purely human convenience.

Nevertheless, where a meeting is truly exercised, there is a deep
feeling of guidance among those assembled. Towards the end, the
spoken word may lapse, as Friends feel united by something stronger
than themselves. In the past, such words as “gathered” or “covered”
were used to describe feelings that are probably not accurately called
blissful, but certainly meet the description, “the peace that passes
understanding.”

When early Quaker writers spoke about silent meetings, it was
this unity that goes beyond words or the need 10 give expression to it
to which they referred, and every unprogrammed meeting knows this
in its own experience. But in modern circumstances it is sometimes
difficult to sustain where the basis of a Friends meeting is essentially
intellectual or psychological, rather than being grounded in a
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