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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."
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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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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

81







- —— o Sl

Rl e e LT

Rt




— = m= e = e —m—— = = R B

s il g el e it M
N o R LTl e S —

—— - AT







= e el .
A S e e o e i e i S T L - S i 5 e W . el I I B






