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S I L E N C E
THE QUAKER SACRAMENT
By J. BRENT BILL
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lis, worries about work waiting for me at the o!ce, and the 
"ood of minutiae that usually swamps my mind when outside 
noise stops, slowly vanished—dropping into a well of holy si-
lence. I let myself be guided into the deep waters of the soul.

#at is when it happened. #e only thing I can compare it 
to is the Catholic belief that in the celebration of Mass, Christ 
is really present through Holy Communion to the assembly 
gathered in his name. Silence works the same way for Quak-
ers. Friends believe that Christ is actually present—except we 
have no host to elevate or priest to preside. Rather, we be-
lieve that when our hearts, minds, and souls are still, and we 
wait expectantly in holy silence, the presence of Christ comes 
among us. #at fall day, in the Green Mountains, Jesus was 
good to his word that, “where two or three come together in 
my name, there am I with them.” In the silence, where outer 
and inner noise ceased, we became what Quakers call a gath-
ered meeting—gathered together and with Jesus. We sensed 
him in the electri$ed air. I felt charged with an awareness of 
the miraculous—the marrow of my bones hummed in holy 
recognition of the One who had stood at the dawn of creation 
and called the world into being. And I wasn’t the only one in 
holy recognition. 

Our awareness of the presence of Christ among us 
changed the hour. Instead of squirming though sixty slow 
minutes of stale, stagnant silence, we felt that the $rst chap-
ter of John’s Gospel had come to life in Vermont: “#e Word 
became "esh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen 
his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the 
Father, full of grace and truth.” As if something had been lit 
deep inside and now shone from our faces, we beheld “grace 
and truth” re"ected in and through the people around us. We 
experienced a true Sabbath—free from noise and busyness 
as we worshiped and were spiritually nourished. #ough no 
outward words were spoken, no formal prayers recited, no 
music played so%ly in the background to set a mood, God 
had worked down into the deepest parts of our hearts, and 
out to our $ngers and toes and noses as well.

#en, too soon, meeting ended. Don, the person next to 
me, shi%ed and shook my hand—a sign among Friends that 
meeting for worship is over. No loud amens or formal bene-
dictions for us. Instead we smiled. For a long while no one 
said anything. No one wanted to break the holy moment. We 
sat. But then our humanness broke in. Small talk broke out. 
Friends asked for news of mutual acquaintances or family 
back in Indiana. Huddled by the wood box, three men dis-
cussed who should close o& the woodstove. Still, even in this 
a%er-meeting chitchat, we sensed that we were now part of 
each other and of God in a way we had not sensed just an 
hour earlier.

Nancy and I had come to Vermont hoping for some re-
spite from eldercare and work. We were leaving with spirits 
rejuvenated from an experience that had nothing to do with 
fall foliage. In, through, and out of the holy silence, the Cre-
ator had breathed a blessing upon us. Such a waiting silence, 
undertaken with the expectation of divine presence, can be a PH
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t was Sunday morning, First Day morning as some 
Quakers say, and my wife, Nancy, and I were in a 
rental car headed to the airport after a restful stay at 
a Vermont country inn. We marveled at the fall col-
ors splashing in the sun, the golds and russets and 

oranges of the leaves merging into the greens of the valleys. 
We wound along closed-in, curvy country roads bordered by 
rushing streams and waterfalls, and were never able to see 
more than a few hundred yards ahead of us or a few hundred 
feet up. For a flatlander from Indiana, the scenery put me 
close to sensory overload. I was almost looking forward to 
getting to that airport and flying back to Indiana’s landscape 
with its gentler risings and fallings and bigger sky.

But we had to make a stop $rst, at South Starksboro 
Friends Meetinghouse. We go to meeting most every Sun-
day, no matter where we are. We do it from habit. We do it 
because it feeds our souls. And my soul needed feeding that 
September morn.

South Starksboro Friends Meetinghouse might have been 
dreamed up by the Vermont tourism council. It is an 1820s-
era plain, white, clapboard structure, its rectangular steeple-
less-ness tucked into a clearing halfway up a mountainside. 
Tombstones dot the meetinghouse grounds. Slanting autum-
nal sunlight threw their carvings into stark relief.

We took our obligatory leaf-peeper pictures while Ver-
monters indulgently smiled on. #en we made our way across 
the grass, through the front door, over the wood "oor, and 
settled onto the benches. No modern, padded, or comfort-
able church pews for these simple Friends. No central heat-
ing, either. A black wood stove clanked, stoked for Sunday 
meeting. Afghans and comforters sat stacked on one of the 
benches for those wanting to ward o& the chill. Sunlight so%-
ened by clear, wavy antique glassed windows $lled the room. 
As did God’s glory.

It was a traditional Friends service conducted in silence. 
#is small group numbered less than a tenth of the Quaker 
congregation we normally worshiped with in Indiana. #ere 
was no bulletin, no paid preacher, no choir. #ere was an old 
pump organ, but it sat tucked in a corner and needed dust-
ing. Any music or message would arise out of the silence—
but only if God’s Spirit led someone to sing or share. #e 
preacher in me looked for a clock—it always hangs where the 
parson, if not the congregation, can see it. #ere wasn’t one. 
In spite of that, we all fell silent at about the same time. Some 
of us bowed our heads. Others wiggled in the benches for a 
moment, searching perhaps for a comfortable hollow worn 
by generations of Quaker backsides. Exterior sound fell away, 
save for the ticking of the warming wood stove, the popping 
of burning wood, and the occasional sti"ed cough.

I looked and saw Nancy sitting on the other side of the 
room, backlit by sunlight through the window. She sat with 
head bowed, blue eyes open, and hands folded in her lap. My 
gaze returned to the wood-planked "oor between my feet. I 
took o& my glasses and closed my eyes. Soon interior noise 
fell away. #oughts of the late-a%ernoon "ight to Indianapo-
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In the silence, where outer and inner noise ceased, we became what Quakers 
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blessing to anyone who undertakes it. Waiting silent worship 
is not just for Quakers. Expectant listening silence is not just 
for sunlit New England mountains. #e blessing it gives is 
available to all. Anyone. Anytime. Anywhere.

Even as I tell you that story, I am struck by the absurdity 
of trying to write about silence. Who needs words about si-
lence? Why not just keep silent? Besides, how do you put into 
words something that is unlike words?

#e only justi$cation for trying to share these thoughts 
with you via words is that the Friends’ approach to silence 
is a pathway to God that sates the spirit unlike anything else 
I have ever experienced. I appreciate liturgy, hymn singing, 
sermons, and other religious rituals. But Quaker silence 
speaks to my spiritual condition in a way nothing else does. 
It’s more than an abstract spiritual idea. It is both life-chang-
ing and personal. #e Quaker way of holy silence is not just 
for me or old men on oat boxes or in classic movies, either. It 
o&ers a profound spiritual encounter for any woman or man 
hungry for a fresh way of connecting with God.

Friendly silence speaks—yes, speaks, oddly enough—to 
the hunger for silence that we see in people all around us. 
Look at the rising interest in silent retreats and contemplative 
reading. Something in our souls tells us that getting quiet is a 
good way to meet God, no matter whether our souls are anx-
ious or settled, swamped by insecurity or swathed in peace.

#e prophet Elijah found that out shortly a%er his show-
down with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel. Elijah tri-
umphed, and the idolaters lost—their lives. #en Queen Je-
zebel sent an un–thank you note to Elijah, saying, “You killed 
my prophets. I’ll kill you.” Elijah’s spiritual zeal evaporated, 
and he got out of town, praying as he went, “God, I’ve had 
enough. Take my life.” God did not oblige. Instead God told 
him:

“Go out and stand on the mountain before the LORD, for 
the LORD is about to pass by.” Now there was a great wind, 
so strong that it was splitting mountains and breaking rocks 
in pieces before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the 
wind; and a%er the wind an earthquake, but the LORD was 
not in the earthquake; and a%er the earthquake a $re, but 
the LORD was not in the $re; and a%er the $re a sound of 
sheer silence. When Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in 
his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the 
cave.

Maybe that makes Elijah the $rst Friend. He learned that 

God was in “sheer silence.” 
Other versions say “a still small voice” or a gentle “whis-

per.” What he heard in that sheer silence gave him hope and 
strength to go on living. Elijah’s story teaches us what lies at 
the heart of Friends’ silence. #is holy hush is about meet-
ing God in an intimate way. Quaker silence encourages us 
to relax into the love of God until we hear the Spirit’s voice 
whispering in our soul’s ear.

When we really want to hear, and be heard by, someone 
we love, we don’t go rushing into noisy crowds. We look for 
someplace quiet. A setting apart from all noise and distrac-
tion. Silence is, a%er all, a form of intimacy. #at’s how we 
experience it with our friends and lovers. As relationships 
grow deeper and more intimate, we spend more and more 
quiet time alone with our lover. We talk in low tones about 
the things that matter. We do not shout them to each other. 
We may shout about them to others, but quietness is the hall-
mark of love.

#at is why Christ comes to us when our hearts and 
minds are silent and still. Quaker silence is pregnant with 
holy expectation. It is $lled with anticipation that Jesus will 
be there. And not in some abstract, vaguely spiritual feel-
good way, either. We believe that Christ comes in a physically 
present way in the same way Catholics believe that when the 
host is elevated it becomes the literal body and blood of Je-
sus. It is not just some symbol. As Flannery O’Connor, the 
great Catholic writer, once said of Eucharist, “Well, if it’s a 
symbol, to hell with it. . . It is the center of existence for me; 
all the rest of life is expendable.”

Friends feel that way about silence. #e deep silence of 
the soul is our Eucharist. Rufus Jones, a Quaker mystic and 
writer of the twentieth century, said of sacramental silence, 
“it may be an intensi$ed pause, a vitalized hush, a creative 
quiet, an actual moment of mutual and reciprocal correspon-
dence with God. #e actual meeting of man with God and 
God with man is the very crown and culmination of what we 
can do with our human life here on earth.”

#is actual meeting of us with God and God with us, as 
Jones de$ned it, makes Quaker silence di&erent from oth-
er silences. Even other spiritual silences. #is meeting may 
not seem so di&erent to an outsider who sees us practicing 
it. She would not see any angels descending. He would not 
notice halos appearing over our heads. #ere is no physical 
evidence of the life-changing activity going on inside us as 

±-X�QE]�FI�ER�MRXIRWM½IH�TEYWI��E�ZMXEPM^IH�LYWL��E�GVIEXMZI�UYMIX��ER�EGXYEP�
moment of mutual and reciprocal correspondence with God. The actual 
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and culmination of what we can do with our human life here on earth.”

PH
O

TO
 ©

 J.
 B

RE
N

T 
BI

LL



WINTER 2017  SUF I 25

we experience the love of God $lling our souls. “Outwardly,” 
says Friend #omas Kelly, “all silences seem alike, as all min-
utes are alike by the clock. But inwardly the Divine Leader of 
worship directs us . . . and may in the silence bring an inward 
climax which is as de$nite as the climax of the Mass when the 
host is elevated in adoration.”

#is sacramental language may seem strong coming from 
a group that discarded religious rituals. Quakers only aban-
doned them, though, in favor of what they considered inner 
sacraments full of life-changing spiritual power. #ey found 
that they came to God and God came to them in holy silence. 
#ey feasted on Jesus in their hearts. #at feasting gave them 
the power to live lives of faithful practice. Friends used si-
lence to throw o& the outward and move to the inward, mys-
tical union with the Divine.

God urges us to “Be still, and know that I am God.” 
Friends believe that this inward, mystical union is more likely 
to happen if we approach silence expectantly.

Even though the old Quaker joke calls us to “Don’t just 
do something, sit there,” holy silence is more than just sitting 

there. If it isn’t something more, then we’ll become like the 
Quakers described by some old-time English $shermen—
“#e Quakers just came here and sat and sat and nobody 
never said nothing, until at last they all died and so they gave 
it up.”

Silence is something we do, not something done to us. It 
is a participatory act. It engages our heart, mind, soul, and 
body in listening for the voice of the Beloved. Quaker silence 
is not passive. A%er all, how could Holy Communion, which 
deepens our faith and $lls us with passionate love for God, 
ever be inactive?

Silence allows us to actively pursue a new experience of 
God. It is open to all, not just Quakers. No one has a corner 
on living in silence with God. Active holy silence can be for 
you, as it is for Friends, a “Eucharist and Communion.”

Excerpted and adapted from Holy Silence: !e Gi" of Quaker 
Spirituality, 2nd edition by J. Brent Bill (2016, Wm. B. Eerd-
mans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI). Used with 
permission.


