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Friends' Faith 

What is the Quaker faith? It is not a tidy package of words which 

you capture at any given time and then repeat weekly at a worship 

service. It is an experience of discovery, which starts the discoverer 

on a journey, which is lifelong. The discovery in itself is not 

uniquely a property of Quakerism....What is unique to the Reli-

gious Society of Friends is its insistence that the discovery must be 

made by each of us individually. No one is allowed to get it sec-

ondhand by accepting a ready-made creed. Furthermore, the dis-

covery points a path and demands a journey, and gives you the 

power to make the journey.  

Elise Boulding, 1954  

(Revised in a letter to Robin Powelson, 2000)  

 

 Friends have faith that the direct and unmediated experience of 

the Divine is available to everyone. That which Quakers call the in-

ward Light lives in each human being. Faith is inseparable from 

practice. Friends are encouraged to assume personal responsibility 

for making their lives an active and living witness to their faith—

every thought, word, and deed testifying to the transforming power 

of the divinity within themselves and others. Friends feel called to 

obey the Light and Power that leads and guides them. Each person is 

asked to practice the personal discipline that leads to growth of the 

spirit. The presence of the Spirit is often described as “that of God in 

everyone.” 

 During the three and a half centuries of our history, Friends have 

used many names for the source of our faith—among them God, the 

Inner or Inward Light, the Divine Principle, the Seed, the Christ 

Within, the Inward Teacher, Jesus, Holy Spirit. The names we use 

today are appropriate to our experience. Some of us may use differ-

ent names at different times, for our experiences may vary through-

out our lives.  
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 Our traditional testimonies—integrity, equality, peace, simplic-

ity, community—are outward and visible signs of our faith. The tes-

timonies point the way as we put our faith into action. Communal 

and individual concerns and actions are weighed in the light of these 

testimonies. The critical question remains “Is this of God?” not, “Is 

this right?” From the early days of the Religious Society of Friends, 

individuals sought truth in the seasoned discernment of the Meeting. 

In our experience, this process reveals the full creative possibilities of 

the Spirit.  

 Meeting for worship embodies the source and expression of 

many of our cherished practices. We come into meeting from our 

separate journeys. Our personal acts of devotion and service prepare 

us for our worship together. As we join together, we seek that sacred 

realm where our spirits unite with the Divine and with one another. 

We meet in expectant waiting as we become centered on the Divine 

Presence. “As, together, we enter the depths of a living silence . . . we 

find one another in ‘the things that are eternal’....”1 We listen for the 

Divine by endeavoring to become still within, thus opening our 

minds and hearts. When we succeed, that which we call “the Divine 

Voice” is made known to us in both silent and vocal ministry. As we 

wait in stillness, a message may arise out of the depth of one’s soul 

that seems intended not simply for oneself but for the gathered 

meeting. It is our practice that before speaking one tests this “open-

ing” of the Spirit, but does not fear it. When someone accepts the call 

to speak, fellow worshipers are called to listen with openness to the 

message expressed. At its best, vocal ministry is drawn from the Di-

vine Presence, the message coming not from us but through us. We 

find in meeting an experience of the Divine—one eternal reality pre-

sent for and directly accessible to everyone.  

 Friends live in the faith that the Divine Spirit exists, whether 

perceived or not. The Spirit has been active throughout time. Al-

though the roots of the Religious Society of Friends lie in Christian 

England, today the Spirit speaks to Friends through a wide range of 

sources, including the religions, spiritual practices, texts, and teach-

ers of many cultures.  

 For Quakers, living life is a sacrament. Knowledge of the Spirit is 

enhanced by the practice of spiritual disciplines—worship, study, 

contemplation, prayer, action. For early Friends, the Bible was a rich 
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and sustaining record of inspired revelation. The Spirit they knew in 

their hearts spoke to them through it. They also made a profoundly 

important distinction: the power that inspired the Bible is still speak-

ing. For this reason, Friends avoid using writings as a final or infalli-

ble authority.  

 The vitality of our community lies in our ability to see that the 

life and power of the Spirit reveals itself in diverse ways. George Fox 

and the early Quakers offered a radical response to lifeless religion. 

Friends found that the presence of the Spirit need not be mediated 

by rote ceremony. The absence in our worship of traditional rites 

grows out of our faith in the primacy of the inward experience of the 

Spirit. In every generation, Friends have found new paths and revi-

talized the ways we live our faith.  

 Inspiration comes from the Spirit, which reveals itself to us in 

many ways.  
                                                      
1 Quaker Faith & Practice: The book of Christian discipline of the Yearly 

Meting of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in Britain, London: 

the Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in Britain, 

1995: 2.01 
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Worship 

Introduction 

 This chapter considers several customary forms of worship used 

by Friends. To focus on form is to focus on the outward, but in fact 

these practices were developed to make the largest space possible for 

the inward. They work against our habits of mind and our pleasure 

in external stimulation. They work to surrender initiative to the 

Spirit. Sitting with several people in a designated place for an hour 

or so will not produce a meeting for worship, but in Friends’ experi-

ence, gathering together, waiting quietly, and listening for that “still 

small voice” is an essential part of our life together in the Light. Any 

form can be empty of Presence, and the Presence can fill any form it 

wishes. Friends in Intermountain Yearly Meeting worship without a 

program or ceremony to open the individual and the community to 

the immediate and creative possibility of the experience of God. 

 Friends’ practices and processes rest on social and mystical1 un-

derstandings of human nature: the individual always stands simul-

taneously in relation to the Spirit and to others, and it is through the 

Spirit that we are most intimately related to our fellow human be-

ings. Remembered and looked for, the Spirit can gather us and lift us 

into creative unity.  

 Friends have applied the term worship to several practices in 

which Friends, singly or together, try to stand in the Presence. This 

chapter considers the meeting for worship, worship by individuals, 

worship in the home, the meeting for worship with a concern for 

business, and worship sharing. For many Friends, service is a form 

of worship as well, especially when a concern has been laid upon 

them. Although service is an intrinsic part of Friends’ practice, nev-

ertheless this chapter looks at those forms of worship in which we 

step aside from our daily lives and focus ourselves inward. 

 In 1676, Robert Barclay wrote, “True and acceptable worship of 

God stems from the inward and unmediated moving and drawing of 

his own Spirit. It is not limited by places, times, or persons.”2 Later, 

he adds, 
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We have certain times and places in which we diligently meet to-

gether to wait upon God. . . . We consider it necessary for the peo-

ple of God to meet together as long as they are clothed in this tab-

ernacle. We concur with our persons, as well as our spirits, in be-

lieving that the maintenance of a joint and visible fellowship, the 

bearing of an outward testimony for God, and the sight of the faces 

of one another are necessary. When these are accompanied by in-

ward love and unity of spirit, they tend greatly to encourage and 

refresh the faithful.3 

Friends try to find a way to live in constant awareness of the “mov-

ing and drawing” of the Spirit. Each form of worship considered in 

this chapter represents a possibility for a meeting of spirit, body, 

context, and purpose. Each practice has its own way of opening par-

ticipants to a sense of the “inward and unmediated” Presence. Each 

practice helps us discern the movement of the spirit.   

 Among Quakers, discernment goes beyond insight or good judg-

ment. It denotes a process used by Friends when wishing to know 

what Spirit is leading them to do. It is distinguished by a seeking, an 

inner listening to hear what the voice of God is saying. This is not an 

intellectual exercise in discrimination. In discernment, we are re-

minded to “wait upon the Lord” and to listen for the sacred voice 

within. Learning discernment takes time and much practice.  Instead 

of holding back when we feel the Spirit nudge us, we need to go for-

ward, trusting that Spirit will be with us. With practice, our skill be-

comes greater. It is possible that Friends with greater experience will 

help guide us as we learn.  

Meeting for Worship: Listening and Waiting 

Silence is the bowl in which ministry is served. 

Leslie Stephens, 2005 

 Friends find the center of their life together in the meeting for 

worship. 

 Although Friends worship any time the Spirit moves them to, 

they set aside specific times and places to gather for worship as a 

community. Meeting for worship is a public act. “Bearing an out-

ward testimony for God” has not always been legal, but Friends 

have never held meeting for worship in secret. All present may par-
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ticipate fully, as the breath of God blows where God wills. Even 

when Friends disowned people4, the disowned were not excluded 

from worship. 

 Meeting for worship begins the moment someone—anyone—

begins to “center down.” Gradually the silence enfolds all present in 

communion with the Spirit and each other. In the silence, we journey 

into that inward stillness where even our thoughts are gone, and we 

wait. When successful in ridding ourselves of distracting thoughts, 

we become open to hearing the stirrings of a message. We need, 

then, to discern whether it is our ego wanting to share news or to 

lecture; or whether it is the divine within seeking to be known with-

out, and whether the message is for us alone or to be shared with 

others. This process of discernment is solitary. Some Friends, re-

sponding to the movement of the Spirit, may be led to speak out of 

the silence. The meeting ends when someone, usually pre-selected, 

determines that the meeting has ended and greets his or her 

neighbors by shaking hands. In our busy times, this generally hap-

pens about one hour after the start of the meeting for worship, al-

though those who are sensitive to the movement of the Spirit do 

more than simply check the clock when bringing the meeting to its 

official end. 

In Silence … 

 The earliest Friends waited because they believed that the only 

worship that counted was worship that God actively inspired—the 

inward and unmediated moving and drawing of God’s own Spirit of 

which Barclay speaks. Although Friends today understand that there 

is merit in different forms of worship, our unprogrammed5 practice 

teaches us to be open and vulnerable in the face of the Spirit. 

In worship we have our neighbors to right and left, before and be-

hind, yet the Eternal Presence is over all and beneath all. Worship 

does not consist in achieving a mental state of concentrated isola-

tion from one’s fellows. But in the depth of common worship it is 

as if we found our separate lives were all one life, within whom we 

live and move and have our being. 

 Thomas R. Kelly, 1938 6 
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Friends have never regarded [worship] as an individual activity. 

People who regard Friends Meetings as opportunities for medita-

tion have failed to appreciate this corporate aspect. The waiting 

and listening are activities in which everybody is engaged and 

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. 

  John Punshon, 1987 7 

Out of the Silence . . . 

 In the stillness of the meeting, the Spirit brings us messages. 

Sometimes these messages are for us alone; sometimes they are 

meant to be spoken. A spoken message may be meant for the com-

munity. It may be intended to reach the heart of a single person. It 

may be the seed for further ministry, or it may stand alone.  

 People who give vocal ministry seldom know the precise pur-

pose of their message—they only know they must speak. Conversa-

tion among Friends about vocal ministry often turns quickly to the 

signs one follows in making a decision about speaking and to the 

inadequacy of any signs to confer certainty. In the first years, Quak-

ers “trembled before the Lord,” and many still tremble today. Some 

feel a specific kind of anxiety, a jab in the ribs. Others know it is time 

to speak when the message arrives with perfect calmness. For some, 

there is an analytical cast to their final decision, whereas others say, 

“If I have to ask, the message isn’t for sharing.” Waiting is often in-

volved; if the meeting ends before the right moment comes, perhaps 

the message was not meant to be given. The message may come 

again and again with greater insistence each time. Some Friends 

have bottled up the urge to speak only to have someone else in the 

meeting give the same message.  

 As the message is spoken, the experience continues. One’s voice 

may change. The body may feel different. Friends have stood up to 

speak having no idea what they were meant to say. Others have be-

gun with a carefully worked out plan and ended with words coming 

from somewhere else. Sometimes the command also comes to stop. 

Ministers often speak of the sense of peace that descends on them 
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when they feel their ministry has been given according to the Spirit. 

They also speak of the discomfort that comes when they have outrun 

their guide.8 Sometimes ministers hear from others that they were 

touched by the words they spoke; it is well to remember then that 

the ministry was the Spirit’s—not theirs.9  

 Vocal ministry requires practice. Recognizing the signs is a mat-

ter of discernment. According to Patricia Loring, “Discernment is the 

faculty we use to distinguish the true movement of the Spirit to 

speak in meeting for worship from the wholly human urge to share, 

to instruct, or to straighten people out.”10 Be ready to be flexible! 

Writing of his own growth as a minister, Lloyd Lee Wilson11 recalled 

a time when he moved from being a rock in meeting (“Here I am, 

Lord, but you are going to have to blow me away before I speak to-

day”) to trusting God and his own relationship with the Spirit 

enough to become something like a fruit tree (“My Master has 

planted me in good soil, pruned me, and sent the sun and rain in 

order than I might bear fruit—here it is”).  

 After someone speaks, the meeting returns to silence, waiting for 

further movement of the Spirit. Without the active support of 

prayerful silence, speech in meeting is disconnected from the Spirit 

and not rooted in the community. 

 Inappropriate ministry is another topic that comes up in conver-

sation among Friends about vocal ministry. Each Friend seems to 

have his or her own example, so we remind ourselves that the Spirit 

does not always tell us what we want to hear, speak to us in pleasing 

tones, use correct grammar, or speak through people we like. As 

John Punshon says,  

. . . we have to train ourselves to overcome our personal likes and 

dislikes and treat everything said in meeting with uniform seri-

ousness and consideration. That is part of Friends’ spiritual disci-

pline and cannot be compromised with. It is not at all easy, but it 

is unavoidable. We need time and calmness to reflect on what we 

have heard. Only when we have taken it into ourselves shall we be 

in a position to decide whether or not it is from God.12 

 Children in meeting for worship bring special joys and distrac-

tions. Within Intermountain Yearly Meeting, there are various ways 

of fostering their participation. The most common approach splits 
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the children’s time between attendance in meeting for worship and a 

children’s program of religious education: some meetings start with 

the children present in meeting whereas others bring the children in 

towards the end of meeting. However it is arranged, participation in 

meeting for worship is just as important for children as it is for 

adults.  

 Meeting for worship can be a time for healing. It must be a place 

of safety, a place where one can grow and take chances and where 

everyone’s life is nurtured, for the Spirit is not always a comfortable 

companion. The Light brings risks and challenges as well as balm for 

the soul. Although it is the special charge of the Committee on Min-

istry (variously named Ministry and Oversight, Ministry and Coun-

sel, Worship and Ministry, and so on) to foster, support, and provide 

guidance for those who speak in meeting for worship, the care and 

responsibility for the health of the meeting belongs to the whole 

community. One cannot learn to walk if laughter and scorn follow  

any misplaced step. 

 

Worship by Individuals: Seeking Depth and Knowledge 

 The history of Friends is not a history of people who waited for 

First Day to arrive before waiting on God. Stories of the sudden ex-

perience of the Divine fill the literature of mysticism and of Quaker 

lives. Stories of life-long seeking can be found there, as well.  

 A spiritual practice is a vital part of our lives.13 When the only 

experience we have of silence comes in meeting for worship, our in-

dividual needs can so dominate our awareness that we are pre-

vented from being part of the community as we worship. As we 

deepen our connection to the Spirit through individual practice of 

spiritual disciplines, our participation in the meeting for worship 

also deepens. The experience of Friends suggests that the form of the 

discipline is less important than the fact of it: there is no single path 

to follow. The movement of the Spirit has not been limited to a flow 

into Europe out of the Middle East; nor are our exercises limited to 

those found in that religious history. As in everything else, the Light 

guides us to a useful practice. 
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Worship in the Home:  Nurturing Spiritual Discipline 

 From its inception, individuals in the Religious Society of 

Friends have waited for the Spirit in community and maintained that 

the highest experience is that of the Spirit uniting the whole commu-

nity. Worship in each home, whether individually or with spiritual 

companions, affirms this sense, finding its wholeness in and through 

the Spirit. In these busy times, when even First Day mornings can 

seem overscheduled, worship at home provides an opportunity for 

quiet intimacy under the care of the Spirit. 

 In the past, Friends’ families worshiped together in the home on 

a regular basis, and this practice is continued in many households 

today. This tends to be the most programmed of the various forms of 

worship covered in this chapter, in part because it provides training 

for children through adult example. Religious passages may be read 

and hymns may be sung, providing seeds for centered worship. 

However the worship begins, it ends with a time of silence and min-

istry, providing a safe place for children to experience the movement 

of the Spirit and to share their voices. 

Meeting for Worship with a Concern for Business  

Friends, keep your meetings in the power of God, and in his wis-

dom (by which all things were made) and in the love of God, that 

by that ye may order all to his glory. And when Friends have fin-

ished their business, sit down and continue awhile quietly and 

wait upon the Lord to feel him. And go not beyond the Power, but 

keep in the Power by which God Almighty may be felt among you. 

George Fox, 1658 14   

 Discussions of Friends’ processes often get twisted up in “nots,” 

and the meeting for business is no exception: we do not vote, we do 

not debate, we do not follow parliamentary procedures, and so on. 

How much harder is it to speak positively! The meeting for business 

is a meeting for discernment. At the meeting for business, the com-

munity gathers under the guidance of the Spirit, attempting to make 

decisions in unity.15  

 All of the curiosities of Friends’ practice stem from this: the 

community is led by the Spirit, and the Spirit works through the 

whole community. Imagine a knotty issue as a complicated work of 
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three-dimensional art. What is obvious at first glance to one person 

is not at all evident to someone else. So gradually we walk around it, 

different ones of us bringing aspects of the work to the attention of 

the community, and as we do, we come to a fuller understanding. 

We undertake the walk together, we consider each aspect together, 

and as our understanding grows, so does our ability to work to-

gether for a solution. The Light shines from all directions. Our 

knowledgeable Guide whispers in our ear, pointing out new van-

tages. We become closer, more of a community, more able to put our 

guidance into action together.  

The community gathers . . . 

 In Intermountain Yearly Meeting, while members and attenders 

are equally welcome to participate in business meetings, the weight 

of major decisions traditionally rests upon those who are members. 

Business is conducted by and entrusted to those who are present at 

the business meeting. Although it would not be wise to schedule 

discussion of an issue when a person known to be especially inter-

ested in the problem is out of town, objecting to a discussion based 

on what one thinks someone who is not present might say is prob-

lematic.  

under the guidance of the Spirit . . .  

 Listening for the Light in each person’s words and waiting for 

guidance makes the business meeting an act of worship. Only when 

Friends are aware that they are functioning in the Divine Presence 

does the Quaker method achieve its goals. Thus, it is important that 

each business meeting begin in the stillness of worship so that its 

character will pervade the transaction of business. As a reminder, 

many Friends prefer to call this meeting the “meeting for worship 

with a concern for business.” 

 An agenda does not preclude guidance: what is openness in 

worship can be lack of focus in business. The agenda is prepared by 

the clerk beforehand in consultation with the various meeting com-

mittees where they exist, but issues and concerns may be raised in 

other ways. A committee may bring a report, with or without a rec-

ommendation for action. If there is a recommendation, it eases way if 

in the form of a proposed minute. Individuals may bring concerns as 
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well. Although it is helpful to approach the clerk ahead of time and 

ask for an item to be included on the agenda, an issue may be 

brought directly to the meeting. It is always useful to be able to ex-

plain to the meeting the kind of action that is being requested and 

the background for it, including options that were considered and 

discarded. After a concern is presented, the meeting holds the con-

cern in the Light. 

Some people don’t believe it’s the truth until they hear it coming 

out of their own mouths. 

     Pat Sheldon, overheard after an especially long  

business meeting, circa 1995 

 Speaking in the meeting for business is ministry just as much as 

it is in meeting for worship. Among Friends, speaking begins with 

listening. Before speaking, we ask ourselves if the point has already 

been addressed. Does our point carry the meeting forward? Are we 

aware of any undercurrents? (One may joke about God’s lack of con-

cern for the color of the meetinghouse door, but if color is a source of 

dissension, then God surely is interested.) Have we been listening? 

When one is heard the first time one speaks, one does not feel the 

need to go over the same ground.   

 As a matter of etiquette, speakers wait to be recognized and ad-

dress their remarks to the clerk or presenter. Sometimes the pauses 

between speakers become so short that a reminder from the clerk or 

a request from the floor for silence may be necessary. When silence is 

broken again, Friends take care as they proceed that the concerns 

voiced before the silence have been heard. Periods of silence 

throughout the meeting help assure a sense of the presence of the 

Spirit and aid the clerk in gathering the sense of the meeting. 

making decisions in unity. 

 Unity is possible because the Light of Truth shines in some 

measure in every human heart. Friends come to a meeting for busi-

ness expecting that the Spirit will lead the assembled body to unity. 

The commitment to search for unity depends upon mutual trust, im-

plies a willingness to labor and to submit to the leadings of the 

Spirit, and grows as members become better acquainted with one 

another.   
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When Friends make a decision . . . they are seeking the will of God 

in a particular matter.  They have found the most reliable guide to 

that will to be the sense of the meeting. 

Patricia Loring, 199316 

 The most important duty of the clerk is to judge the sense of the 

meeting. This may be in the form of a minute, or it may be to wait 

and consider the concern at another time. The clerk must remain 

neutral, listening to all, aware of those who are hesitant, sometimes 

checking the long-winded, and ready to remind Friends to speak out 

of the silence.  

 The most important duty of Friends attending meeting for busi-

ness is to seek Divine guidance while exercising self-discipline and 

self-control. Friends are urged to be mutually forbearing and con-

cerned for the good of the meeting as a whole, rather than to press a 

personal preference. Time is allowed for deliberate and prayerful 

consideration of the matter at hand. Everyone must want to reach a 

decision and be open to new understanding. When the Light finds its 

voice, it can be helpful to the clerk that Friends say quietly, “That 

Friend speaks my mind.” (On the other hand, when spoken early in 

a discussion, the sentence may bear the character of voting.) 

The sense of the meeting . . . can only arise out of a membership 

which has given itself over to seeking the will of God and has pre-

pared itself spiritually for the search. It may be that some present 

have not yet come to that condition of seeking. It may be that some 

have come seeking that their own will be done—sometimes for ex-

cellent reasons. It may be that they come with a leading from God 

which is quite true for themselves but not a leading for the meeting 

as a whole. 

Patricia Loring, 199317  

 The sense of the meeting is not always unanimous. It is possible 

for an individual to recognize that the meeting is ready to go for-

ward with a decision even though he or she is not. At this point, 

Friends have a number of ways of proceeding. First, if one feels 

deeply that the decision is not in the Light, one has the responsibility 

to speak one’s truth frankly and with sensitivity. The meeting may 

decide not to go forward in order to understand this truth more fully 
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and to season the issue further; or it may suspend decision to pre-

vent taking action too rapidly. On very rare occasions, meetings have 

proceeded even when a friend “stands in the way.” In all circum-

stances, it is a decision of the meeting whether or not to proceed. Sec-

ond, one may accept the meeting’s conclusion in the place of one’s 

own—often the meeting leads us beyond ourselves. In some cases, 

one may “stand aside” from a decision, allowing the meeting to go 

forward while reserving judgment. Meetings should be slow to ac-

cept this action on the part of an individual, preferring to achieve 

unity rather than to go forward without the whole community. This 

is especially true if several people choose to stand aside—then per-

haps the sense of the meeting has been misread.  

It is not the individual who has the power [of standing in the 

way], it is the Holy Spirit. It is the spiritual truth which comes 

through an individual which the Meeting may recognize. The im-

portant observation is that it is the truth that is recognized and not 

the individual. It is the truth which may keep the Meeting from go-

ing forward. Not the individual standing in the way. 

Arthur Larrabee, Pendle Hill Workshop on Clerking, 2001 

 

 There is power in unity. Decisions made through a process lead-

ing to unity carry the conviction and commitment of the whole 

community. We risk losing this power if we aim simply for effi-

ciency. When we avoid conflict, when we get along by going along, 

we lose the ability to work whole-heartedly together. When a meet-

ing tries to force an issue and permits itself to get away with it, the 

meeting runs beyond its Guide. Friends do not make decisions ac-

cording to the will of the majority, nor are Friends’ decisions blocked 

by the will of the minority. A common practice among Friends is to 

seek a “third way,” a way led by Spirit away from polarization. The 

Religious Society of Friends is led by the Spirit. 

 

Worship Sharing:  
 Building Community in a Fragmented World 

 In today’s world, where people are mobile and divided by dis-

tance and circumstance, the unconscious familiarity with one an-

other that underlies communities that have shared lives for genera-



Friends’ Faith 

        

40 

tions is for the most part long gone. Worship sharing takes us inten-

tionally beyond appearances and prejudices and often leads to pro-

found connections between participants. When we join in with open 

minds and hearts, worship sharing can be as gathered as any meet-

ing for worship. 

 Worship sharing is a small-group exercise. Eight members is a 

good number. With fewer than six present, individuals may feel too 

exposed; with more than ten, the process can become cumbersome. 

The composition of worship sharing groups differs depending on 

their purpose. There is usually a facilitator, and often there are que-

ries to consider. When worship sharing takes place in a larger gath-

ering, the context and purpose of the gathering may be sufficient to 

provide a focus. Worship sharing is confidential—what is said 

within the group stays within the group and may not be repeated 

elsewhere without the specific permission of the original speaker. In 

many cases, due to the nature of the sharing, permission should be 

obtained from the whole group. 

 The facilitator reviews with the participants the characteristics of 

the worship sharing format and may read one or more queries. After 

settling into silence, participants speak.  

 Participants may speak as they are moved, or sometimes, de-

pending on who is present, the participants may be asked to speak in 

turn. This is a good approach when the group has not met before 

and is unfamiliar with worship sharing, or when there is a wide mix 

of ages. It is helpful to the facilitator and the group if a person who 

wishes not to speak to a particular query “passes.” 

 Sharing is based on personal experience, coming from the heart. 

Each contribution is heard and is framed in silence. Having ad-

dressed a query, one does not speak to it again until everyone has 

had a turn, and rarely then. This process is intended to free partici-

pants from any need to consider a response or plan a contribution 

while someone else speaks. When one speaks, one resists the tempta-

tion to ask follow-up questions of a previous speaker, contradict or 

debate a point, give advice, or practice one’s diagnostic and thera-

peutic skills. Any of these might be illuminating, but they allow the 

speaker to hide from personal sharing. 

 Although participants are mindful not to take more than their 

share of time while speaking, when the worship-sharing session is 
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on a schedule it is important that the planners allot sufficient time to 

it. The facilitator brings the group to a close when the appointed 

time has passed. Closing the session may include handshakes, hugs, 

and further silence.  

Other Issues… 

Clearness committees help us discern the Truth of a leading.  

Friends called to an undertaking or ministry may seek a clearness 

committee to help discern whether or not the calling is from God. 

Those who serve on a clearness committee help us find answers from 

within while refraining from giving advice or guidance. Obstacles or 

impediments to moving forward can be examined while seeking the 

inner guidance. When our way is clear, we may proceed with the 

calling or may realize that it is, indeed, the wrong step at this time.   

  When the meeting as a whole is included in the outcome, such as 

in marriage or membership, the clearness is dual. In order to go for-

ward, both those seeking clearness and the meeting must become 

clear.  All involved must discern the rightness of the action. 

 Clearness committees may be requested by anyone for many 

other reasons. Unless a leading may affect the meeting as a body, 

these do not require a report to the meeting for business and require 

clearness of only the seeker.     

 Confidentiality is standard practice for all clearness committees.      

 

Eldering calls up the classic Quaker aphorism “Thee canst not elder 

one whom thee dost not love.” It is a Spirit-led, loving action which 

awakens and encourages the inner wisdom in each of us. This could 

take the form of a gentle admonishment—discouraging and/or 

questioning another’s inappropriate behavior or speaking. It could 

also encourage the timid to share their gifts with the meeting. Seek-

ing the counsel of more experienced Friends may help when elder-

ing another is considered. Determining the best way to approach 

someone requires that discernment be used in order for the Light to 

be seen as loving and caring. True eldering does not shame or scold 

another.  

  

 Threshing sessions are important meetings where all aspects of 

an issue can be shared and explored; where the ‘wheat and chaff’ can 
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be separated without rancor. No decisions are made at a threshing 

session. Various formats may be used in these meetings for discus-

sion and airing of opinions and feelings. It is not uncommon for 

there to be several threshing sessions when difficult or contentious 

issues arise. Threshing sessions can lay the foundation for seasoning 

an issue as a meeting seeks unity.   

 

The Stillness at the Heart of Things 

 As we look at Friends’ worship practices, we often hear charac-

terizations akin to: “It is not a debate.” We are not trying to impose 

our will or our ideas on the community. We work together because 

the Spirit works in and through all of us. In all forms of worship, we 

open ourselves and still ourselves so that the noise of our busyness 

does not overwhelm that other voice we so long to hear. The Spirit 

unites us. We live best when we live within that Spirit. 
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