Revolutionary Roots of Quakerism: Series on 17th Century Friends
Session #3 (January 24) The Silent Assemblies of God’s People (a whole new form of worship)

There is a fair amount of controversy today as to what early Friends worship services were actually like. It appears clear to me several things:

· Many of their worship gatherings involved a lot of silent waiting

· They believed strongly that any spoken messages delivered should be spontaneous and guided by God’s spirit rather than being prepared in advance

· They rejected outward rituals like mass, water baptism, and the singing of psalms, seeing communion and baptism as inward spiritual experiences rather than ceremonies. (Some have suggested, however, that there was spontaneous singing by individuals during worship.)

· The ability to deliver spirit-vocal ministry was based on inward teaching rather than formal religious training at a university or being formally ordained by ecclesiastical authority.


The early Quaker theologian Robert Barclay says that he was won over to the Friends movement primarily by the power of its worship. He writes: "I myself... who not by strength of arguments, or by a particular disquisition of each doctrine, and convincement of my understanding thereby, came to receive and bear witness of the truth, but by being secretly reached by this life; for when I came into the silent assemblies of God's people, I felt a secret power among them, which touched my heart, and as I gave way unto it, I found the evil weakening in me and the good raised up, and so I became thus knit and united unto them, hungering more and more after the increase of this power and life, whereby I might feel myself perfectly redeemed."
“The first that enters into the place of your meeting…turn in thy mind to the light, and wait upon God singly, as if none were present but the Lord; and here thou art strong. Then the next that comes in, let them in simplicity of heart sit down and turn in to the same light, and wait in the spirit; and so all the rest coming in, in the fear of the Lord, sit down in pure stillness and silence of all flesh, and wait in the light…. Those who are brought to a pure still waiting upon God in the spirit, are come nearer to the Lord than words are; for God is a spirit, and in the spirit is he worshiped…. In such a meeting there will be an unwillingness to part asunder, being ready to say in yourselves, it is good to be here; and this is the end of all words and writings—to bring people to the eternal living Word.” 
                                                                                       - Alexander Parker, 1660

And this is the manner of their worship. They are to wait upon the Lord, to meet in the silence of the flesh, and to watch for the stirring of his life, and the breakings forth of his power amongst them. And in the breakings forth of that power they may pray, speak, exhort, rebuke, sing, or mourn, and so on, according as the spirit 
teaches, requires, and gives utterance. 

                                                                        
- Isaac Penington 1681

“The Lord of Heaven and earth we found to be near at hand, and, as we waited upon him in pure silence, our minds out of all things, his heavenly presence appeared in our assemblies, when there was no language, tongue nor speech from any creature. The Kingdom of Heaven did gather us and catch us all, as in a net, and his heavenly power at one time drew many hundreds to land. We came to know a place to stand in and what to wait in; and the Lord appeared daily to us, to our astonishment, amazement and great admiration, insomuch that we often said one unto another with great joy of heart: ‘What, is the Kingdom of God come to be with men? And will he take up his tabernacle among the sons of men, as he did of old? Shall we…have this honour of glory communicated amongst us, which were but men of small parts and of little abilities?’ And from that day forward, our hearts were knit unto the Lord and one unto another in true and fervent love, in the covenant of Life with God; and that was a strong obligation or bond upon all our spirits, which united us one unto another. We met together in the unity of the Spirit, and of the bond of peace, treading down under our feet all reasoning about religion. And holy resolutions were kindled in our hearts as a fire which the Life kindled in us to serve the Lord…and mightily did the Word of God grow amongst us.” 
                                                                             – Francis Howgill (one of the Westmoreland Seekers), 1663
Early Friends seemed to have made a distinction between two forms of worship

1. Threshing Sessions. These consisted in public preaching, often at great length, by Friends who were recognized as having a special gift of prophetic vocal ministry. These sermons (which could last an hour or more) were often delivered in public places such as fairs or markets. They delivered entirely spontaneously without pre-planning, believing that God (or the inward motion of Christ) would provide the words needed. Although the person delivering such a spoken message would usually be accompanied by other Friends, the purpose of this kind of worship was largely to carry the truth that Friends had discovered to those not yet part of the Quaker movement.

2. Retired Meetings. These gatherings were primarily (although not exclusively) for those who had already become “convinced” of the truth of the Quaker message. They might be held in homes or barns in public buildings such as pubs. It seems likely from quotes such as Parker above that Friends gathered in silence and took some period of time to allow the meeting to become “gathered” before anyone felt moved to speak. Messages still may have been considerably longer than what we are accustomed to today. There is abundant evidence, however, that Friends felt it was important that messages be limited in simplicity to what the leading of the Spirit, and that there was a danger of “running beyond one’s Guide” – i.e. speaking one’s own thoughts or ideas rather than what the Inward Teacher required to be spoken. 
Reflection questions:
1. Do Alexander Parker’s words (“sit down in pure stillness and silence of all flesh, and wait in the light”) resonate with your own experience of turning into a deeper place during the beginning of worship and helping it to become “gathered”?
2. How often do you feel that you have experienced deeply "gathered worship" in this meeting? In meetings elsewhere? 
3. Have you experienced a similar sense of the tangible presence of God in settings other than Meeting for Worship such as during personal prayer, in nature, a cathedral, a concert, a wedding or funeral?
4. To what extent do you experience vocal ministry in this meeting as being led or directed by the Living Spirit?
5. Do you ever feel powerfully "called by the Spirit" to speak? How did you respond?
Further Reading:

“Excerpts from various YM disciplines on the subject of Spirit-led Vocal Ministry”

Peter Blood “Biblical Roots of Quaker Worship” (about Robert Barclay’s 11th Proposition concerning Worship)

“Nurturing Gospel Ministry” a minute summarizing an evening of reflection at QuakerSpring 2008

