
EnaJunter with Silence 

What I mean is 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. I 

.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 
Drrying over much (as I 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 
lve 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 I was, sitting on a bench 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 spiritual 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 fall into either of those groups, for I had no experience of 
silence whatsoever. So what did I do? 

First, I suppose, I did not actually do anything, but something 
happened. It was notterribly sensational. It was simply the consequence 
of being well brought up and put in a social situation in which I did 
not want to make an exhibition of myself. There was no opportunity 
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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 I be responsible for a grunt or a squeak or 
a sniff that would draw all the eyes in the meetinghouse upon me, I 
settled myself as comfortably as I could for a long wait and began to 
take stock o.f my surroundings. In the years that followed I was to 
become completely at home in the atmosphere I 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 period of time, so the 
meeting was quite 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. 

I was surprised to find the light remarkable, and I do not mean 
the spiritual variety Quakers like to go on about. After a good 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 
to 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, I 
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 I 
first went to meeting, but I certainly noticed the light. 
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Part of the irresistible appeal that churches still have for me is the 
aura of mystery surrounding what they have in them. The altar, the 
candlesticks, the colored glass, the raised pUlpit and lectern 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. I have already remarked upon the underplayed style 
of the people among whom I had walked down the garden to the 
meetinghouse. I knew that the Quakers had once worn grey-clothes 
without collars and lapels as a sort of uniform. I also knew that they 
had been such fervent and peaceable people that they courageously 
accepted prison rather than compromise their beliefs. I did not then 
appreciate the reasons for these things, but I 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 slumber 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 comer 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 to 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 I would not be directly facing at least a quarter of my fellow 
worshippers. 

I do not think I consciously sat and worked all this out. Rather, 
it was borne in upon me as I tried to sit stilI 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 it was important simply to be 
there, and since I had been looking forward to my visit, I 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 
morning-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 Spirit 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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During my first ever hour in an unprogrammed Quaker meeting, 
there was what I now know as "ministry." After twenty minutes or so, 
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 said 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 I 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. 
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. I went back to Oxford meetinghouse because the experience I 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, I realized that I was no 
longer able to enter fully into worship that was led by somebody else. 
This made me sad, and worried me not a little. 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 I needed to 
be sure I had the resources to meet it. 

An uncomfortable feeling that was aroused in me was a 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 I 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 pillar 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 silent 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. 
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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 I doubt whether it is. There are times 
when I am suffocated by silence and I 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 I have 
not yet made my own. What I do know about myself is that I need 
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