Worship for New Seekers

I've long been troubled by the problem of finding other seekers who would appreciate what Quakers have found.  Polls show a large proportion of people identifying as spiritual but not religious.  Many might appreciate connecting with the spirituality at the core of Quakerism if they could see it for themselves.  Of course there is Quaker Quest, which I have the greatest admiration for and exhibits some pure genius but it out of the question for small meetings.  In addition, it presumes at least a modicum of interest in Quakers to come and spend that amount of time getting more informed.  A discussion in Tulsa of possible avenues of publicity made me think about how to illuminate that spiritual core for complete strangers in a very short space of time.  We are fond of saying that we are convinced not by reason but by our experience of God, but to be honest many experienced Quakers do not always find meeting for worship a deep spiritual space.  How can complete newcomers be expected to easily find that?

There’s an old joke about an adolescent boy asking his friend how to teach a girl to swim.  “Well,” his friend says, “you put your arm around her waist and wade out into the water.”  “Knock it off” the first says, “She’s my sister.”  “Oh, in that case just push her off the dock.”  I’m wondering if many newcomers may feel just dropped off the dock by being given the essentials of unprogrammed worship and simply set into a meeting for worship.  Is there a possibility for some other ways to put our arms around them and lead them into the water?  How best might we guide them to that spiritually centered space where they can see and feel for themselves that source?  If they're not already experienced contemplatives and are constantly buffeted by the demands of the world as we all are, can they possibly still the mind, center themselves, and find that living water? 

One piece of a partial answer I found in a meditation introduced to me by a visiting Indian monk.  He attributes it to Tibetan Buddhism and it seems a little unusual but exceedingly simple.  It consists simply of humming continuously for twenty minutes and then waiting in expectant silence for a further ten.  I've appreciated the effects of this and mused about what is really going on in it.  It occurred to me that one important aspect is that while energetically humming it is more difficult for the mind to go wandering off in every direction as it usually does.  So at least part of the efficacy is simply learning to be present and centered.  Much later I also recognized that chanting in Christian tradition would also do the same thing.  It's a simple tune and verse that don't require much attention to keep repeating.  But it does require just enough attention to also keep one present. So this use of a simple chant as a centering process was the first piece.

The next piece came from the question about how to discern a place closest to God in that inner space of contemplation.  We know intellectually that God is present always and everywhere but we also know from our direct experience how separated we can seem to be.  What would we actively do in that inner space that might be discernible, particularly for newcomers?  Here I’m drawing from Thomas Keating’s work on centering prayer.  In his procedural directions for centering prayer he asks participants to choose a sacred word as the symbol of their intention to be open to God.  Then in contemplative time this mental word is used as an anchor to bring ones thoughts back to the receptive center from wherever they have wandered.  He likens this process to sitting on a river bank watching boats go by.  We can be aware of thoughts and sensations and watch them go by like boats, but when we find ourselves clambering on board these boats we re-invoke the sacred word.

Keating doesn’t develop this further but I think there’s something profound in developing this perception or repeatedly coming to this point.  One perspective would be to say that at this point we can know ourselves to be more than or other than our life in the world which is intimately bound to our thoughts and ego.  We can gain a confidence in our Beingness that does not require the support of all the roles we play in the world.  I would even suggest that this might be where we are closest to God if we recall Jesus’ admonition in John that “those who worship must worship in spirit and in truth.”  This might also be echoed in the quote from George Fox, translated in modern English by Rex Ambler:

So long as you live in the light nothing can trip you up, because you will see everything in the light.  Do you love the light?  Then here’s your teacher!  When you are out walking it’s there with you, in your heart – you don’t have to say ‘Look over here’, ‘Look over there’.  And as you lie in bed it’s there with you too, teaching you, making you aware of that wandering mind of yours that likes to wander off, and of your attempts to master everything with your own thought and imagination – they themselves are mastered by the light.  For if you follow your own thoughts you will soon get lost.  But if you live in this light it will reveal to you the root of your wrong-doing, and the distortions of your life, and the degraded condition in which you live, and your endless thinking about everything.

As it shows you all this, stand still in the light.  Don’t’ turn away to the left or the right.  This is where you will need to be patient, where your ego will be brought down, where in what seems like death to you, you will experience the forgiveness of God.  You will experience what it is to drink from ‘the waters of Shiloah which flow softly’ (Isaiah 8:6), you will see God’s promises fulfilled, the promises God made to ‘the seed, and the seed refers to Christ’ (Galatians 3:16).  So here you will find a savior.  You will come to know what it is to be chosen, and received by God, and what it is to be rejected, cast away from God.

If you can accept what I am saying here and receive my testimony into your heart, the immortal seed will rise up (within you) as your own will is pushed out.  For ‘it does not depend on human will or effort, but on God’s mercy’ (Romans 9:16) – ‘the chosen few have attained it’ (Romans 11:7).

So the first step to peace is to stand still in the light – the light that reveals whatever is opposed to it.  And standing still there you will receive the power and strength to resist that part of you which the light has exposed.  Because this is where grace grows, where God alone is seen to be glorious and powerful, and where the unknown truth – unknown to the world out there – is revealed.  The truth then liberates what has been held in prison, and in the course of time it revives it, leading in time to the God who is beyond time.

This phrase from Fox might exactly describes this point achieved in centering prayer or certainly other contemplative practices.  “…if you follow your own thoughts you will soon get lost.  But if you live in this light it will reveal to you the root of your wrong-doing, and the distortions of your life ... “  From this perspective one can actually view one’s thoughts in a sense from a distance, perhaps begin to see and accept the distortions there, and make changes that may be better aligned to God’s purpose.  

There is more that could be said but that is mostly a thinking exercise.  Let’s dive in and see what the experience is.  Following that we should have some time to reflect see what insights or questions have come up.  
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