
This handout of excerpts was compiled by Julia Isaacs (inquirers@madisonfriends.org) and was last updated June 2025. 

Meeting for Worship  
Excerpts from Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice and additional sources; these excerpts 
focus on Friends who worship in the unprogrammed tradition  
 
Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice, (Chapter on Meeting for Worship, pp. 65-67, which 
begins with a quote from Caroline Stephen) 

“…I found myself one of a small company of silent worshipers, who were content to sit down 
together without words, that each one might feel after and draw near to the divine Presence, 
unhindered at least, if not helped, by any human utterance. Utterance I knew was free, should the 
words be given; and before the meeting was over, a sentence or two were uttered in great 
simplicity…” 

“My whole soul was filled with the unutterable peace of the undisturbed opportunity for 
communion with God, with the sense that at least I had found a place where I might, without the 
faintest suspicion of insincerity, join with others in simply seeking [the divine] Presence…”            
--Caroline Stephen, Quaker Strongholds, 1890, pp. 11-13; Faith and Practice, p. 65).  

Centrality of Meeting for Worship 

Worship is the central, unifying practice of our Quaker faith. Worship is an unmediated relationship of the 
divine presence with individuals and with the community. We wait together in silence to know this 
presence and respond to God’s leadings and guidance for our individual lives and our life together. 
Listening for divine guidance is the core of Quaker worship. Through the direct experience of the sacred – 
whether we name it or leave it unnamed, we come to know the source of our being……Thomas Kelly 
wrote: “in a gathered meeting, the sense is present that a new Life and Power has entered our midst… We 
are in communication with one another because we are being communicated to, and through, by the 
Divine Presence…” ……. Thomas Kelly, The Gathered Meeting (1944 ed.).  

Meeting for Worship 

In Northern Yearly Meeting, most Meetings for Worship are unprogrammed. Some Meetings have 
regular semi-programmed Meetings for Worship, which include planned music, scriptural and other 
readings, prayers, and spoken messages to support and surround the silence……  

Unprogrammed worship begins in expectant, silent waiting and listening. A sense of quiet and care of the 
whole community is observed, so that we may be unified in the Light. 

As silence settles on the meeting, there comes a sense of our spiritual community and a vivid awareness 
of the ministry of silence….. We seek and treasure the experience of a “gathered meeting” – one in which 
we are brought together in quiet communion and bonded in an awareness of God…... 

Spoken Ministry during Meeting for Worship 

…. Promptings of God flowing through the silence lead to tender sharing of messages. This vocal 
ministry and careful listening are equally treasured elements of our worship. We willingly share 
“promptings of the spirit” out of the stillness. We wrap spoken ministry in a silence of its own, seeking a 
depth of understanding beyond the words and listening for the guidance of the Spirit in responding to the 
message. Our Meetings for Worship go beyond private reverie. It is our experience that wherever two or 
more of us are gathered in expectant listening, the Spirit is in our midst. The quest for Truth among us is 
shared in community... When giving vocal ministry, we are asked to mind the Spirit, to keep close to the 



 
 

root of the message, to avoid unnecessary words, to speak clearly and distinctly so all can hear, and to 
allow time between messages for each message to be weighed carefully….. 

The meeting is gathered when messages come from the Divine so that when someone speaks it is what 
many others are experiencing… 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
William Taber, 1992, Four Doors to Worship (Pendle Hill Pamphlet #306) 
Some Friends develop their own special “rituals” to help them enter worship, while other Friends may use 
a variety of methods, using whichever one[s] seem appropriate at any given time.  Yet in spite of all this 
seeming variety and lack of a single practice, most of these approaches include three important qualities: 
 

--The first is desire, a profound yearning to be in the Presence… 
--The second is focus.  Whatever technique or lack of technique people may use during opening 
moments of worship, they all aim toward a relaxed, alert attentiveness to the presence of God. 
--And the third is trust, a synonym of faith, for it takes trust to go out into the deep waters it takesƒo 
trust to let go and rest or float in the deep and Living Water of the Stream. 

[later in his pamphlet, where he talks about the transition from entering worship to being in worship, he 
writes]: 

It is as if we have stepped into a living stream full of renewing, healing energy, a stream which reaches 
back and forward across time so that we are in some mysterious touch with all of those who ever have and 
who ever will come into the transforming Presence of the Living God and the eternal Christ.  

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Douglas Steere, Quaker Spirituality, Selected Writings, (Introduction)  
The manner of entering the silence varies widely and each person must find his own way into it…..Some 
remember Christ’s promise that ‘where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the 
midst of them…Some who have learned meditation techniques for stilling the body and the mind make 
use of them to center themselves in readiness to sense the Presence.  Some give themselves to a wave of 
gratitude and thankfulness that they are loved and cherished by God….Some lift up their hearts in 
thankfulness for members of the gathered company whom the know, and hold each of them up into the 
Presence as they may do with absent members who are in need. Some simply let go in the silence and 
abandon themselves and their needs in much the same way we might do if we were walking with a dear 
friend and found it unnecessary to talk but simply sensed the joy of the other’s presence….. 
For more on Friends’ worship see:  

• Northern Yearly Meeting.  (2017). Faith and Practice.  

• Tabor, William. (1992).  “Four Doors to Meeting for Worship.”  Pendle Hill Pamphlet #306.  
https://pendlehill.org/product/four-doors-meeting-worship/    

• Birkel, Michael. (2004).  Silence and Witness. The Quaker Tradition. 

• Quakerspeak videos on silence: http://quakerspeak.com/quaker-silence/ (with an ensemble of 
different Friends speaking) and https://quakerspeak.com/video/why-do-quakers-worship-in-
silence (with Lloyd Lee Wilson, who explains how silence is a way station to an encounter with 
God).  Also see list of a 50 Quakerspeak videos called “Quaker Basics for Newcomers” which 
cover such topics as: “What do Quakers do in Silent Worship?” http://quakerspeak.com/basics/ 
Click on the button that says Watch or just go directly to: 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL-r97fEzGE2Rv5r1tdClq04fDV_8Xd4s_ 


