RESOURCES FOR RENEWAL

Open
Worship

Adapted from a pamphlet by
Stan Thornburg

“Friendly” suggestions for making
sense out of the silence and ministry of
open worship:

Help! What is supposed to happen
during the silence of open worship? Is
there something I should be doing?

How does one listen for God's voice?

So much of the time God’s voice sounds

just like my own voice—so how can |
tell the difference? How does one know
when and whether to speak during
open worship? How can I get the most
out of open worship?

These are wonderful questions o
ask because they reflect a desire 1o leam,
grow and authentically encounter Jesus
Christ in times of open worship. This
desire is often the drawing of one’s
heart toward the inward presence of
Jesus Christ. And the one who is faithful
to pursue such a drawing is seldom, if
ever, disappointed.

Worship afier the manner of Friends
is a group exercise rather than just an
individual experience. Therefore, the
quality of worship depends on the

faithfulness of those gathered 10 share
in their opeaness to the Holy Spirit, and
10 obey leadings as God speaks. Since
such worship is a learned faculty,
Friends approach it with a sense of
sharing in‘a mutual quest for an authen-
tic and powerful experience of God.
At the center of Friends worship is
the core beliefin Jesus Christas “present
teacher.” This means a belief that Jesus
Christ is present with worshipers to
teach, lead and reveal truth. Terms
such as "the inward light.” the “light of
Christ,” “that of God within" and the
“Holy 5pirit” refer to that presence of

Jesus Christ as our present teacher.

The task of Friends worship is 1o
"mind the light” which means to focus

Deciding to Speak in Open Worship

SPEAK
RETURN Ti
ENTER

Must you speak?
YES = go on to next question
NO = RETURN TO CENTER
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Is the message aiso truly “not from
you” but from God’s Holy Spirit?
YES = go on to next question
NO = RETURN TO CENTER

Is the message truly one God
is asking you to share?
YES = go on to next question
NO = RETURN TO CENTER
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Open

CENTER

Wil others likely mistake
the message for a political
statement, lecture or
personal announcement?
YES = RETURN TO CENTER
NO = go on to next question

Worship Begins
Center and wait\
v Is the méssage from the Holy

Spirit and not just from you?
YES = go on to next guestion '

Is the message intended for
anyone else besides you?

YES = go on to next question

i

Is the message intended for
nyone beyond the last speaker?
NO = RETURN TO CENTER
YES go On 1o next question

Is the message mtended to be
shared in this meeting right now?
NO = RETURN TO CENTER

-] YES = go on to next question

e
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on Jesus Christ as inward teacher, be-
ing careful to distinguish between in-
sights that come from Him and those
generated from one's own thinking
and feelings, Since this task is seldom
an easy one, Friends enter worship
with a sense of humility and olerance
of one another. '

Worship after the manner of Friends
flows through four stages: Centering,
Gathering, Ministry and Exercise. These
stages are not, of course, equally di-
vided in dme nor are they often ac-
knowledged. directly in the worship
service, but over time one learns to be
aware of each siage.

Centering

Most of us come to worship with a
lot on cur minds. Therefare, it is natural
that during periods of silence our minds
turn to these personal concerns, creat-
ing “clutter” or distractions that tend 1o
hinder worship. The act of centering is
the tool Friends use to get past these
distractions.

To “center” means to focus one's
awareness upon the presence of Jesus
Christ. Centering allows all distracting
concerns ta slip into the background
while thoughts and impressions of Jesus
Christ are allowed to fill one’s mind.

Many peaple find that silent prayer,
reading from the Word of God, or
reading a hymn from the hymnal at the
beginning of open worship focuses
their attention onto Jesus Christ's pres-
ence in a way that centers them.

Gathering

In Quaker terminology a “gath-
ered” worship service is one in which
there is a sense of being connected with
other worshipers and centered with them
in the awareness of Jesus Christ's pres-
ence. Being gathered speaks of being
aware of a spiritual unity among those
in worship and a mutual participation
in the life and teachings of Jesus Christ.

It is sometimes easiest to recognize
when a worship service is not gath-
ered, for such a service carries a sense
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of scatteredness. But when a meeting is
gathered there is a prevailing sense of
direction and/or order present.

One cooperates in the process of
gathering by including an awareness of
the other worshipers in one's focus
upaon Jesus Christ. Some find it helpful
to look around the sanctuary (or wher-
ever the worship service is being held)
and, without focusing on any one indi-
vidual, create 4 sense or feeling of
cooperating with them in the adven-
ture of worship.

Ministry

The silence of open worship is not
empty silence. During the silence there
are heroic things happening. The Holy
Spirit is gently nudging each person in
worship toward a central truth. The
gathered warship service is the way of
discerning thattruth, and ministry is the
way that truth breaks the silence and is
acknowledged.

Occasionally one feels nudged by
the Holy Spirit to stand and speak out
of the silence, Ideally such vocal min-
istry explains or enlarges upon the
truth the Holy Spirit has revealed in the
hearts of the worshiipers. Such ministry
is powerful and helpful.

Occasionally wvocal ministry will
seem to “clash” or will seem in dishar-
mony with the sense of direction one
feels in worship. When that happens,
Friends learn to put such ministry aside
and to refocus on the inward presence
of Jesus Christ.

Exercise

Often the mintstry, either vocal or
inward, will engage one's spirit, draw-
ing one to some act of obedience such
as repentance of sin, a deeper commit-
ment to Jesus Christ, or embracing a
new truth. Such leadings-can be expe-
rienced individually or by the whole
assembly. ’ '

This sense of being thus engaged is
the “exercise” of the Holy Spirit. Itis in
this exercise that lives are transformed,
Friends are called to acts of ministry,

evil or self-destructive behavior is ex-
posed and condemned, and the life of
obedience and spirtual maturity moves a
step toward Christ-likeness. This is the
“work™ of worship and the fruit of corpo-
rate attention 1o the voice of Jesus Christ.
Even those Friends who are most
experienced in worship often question
their leadings to speak out of the si-
lence of open worship. The chart. on the
reverse, is meant 1o offer guidance in
discerning whether to sprak in open
worship or remain silent. In the end,
however, each worshiper is encour-
aged to obey the leading of the Holy
Spirit as he or she experiences it.

This is an adapration of a pamphlet

“written by Stan Thornburg and pub-

lisbed by Reediwood Friends Church in
Portland, Oregon. The chart first ap-
peared in Friendly Woman, November,
1990.
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