
Quakers in South 
West London

An introduction to

If you are coming to a Quaker meeting 
for worship for the first time, or perhaps 
have been a few times and find it all a 
bit mystifying or confusing, we hope you 
might find this helpful. 

Kingston & Wandsworth Area 
Quaker Meeting



Meeting for worship is at the centre of Quakerism 
and in South West London our meetings for worship 
usually start at around 10:30 on Sunday mornings 
and last for about an hour. 

We also hold other meetings for worship, both 
online and in-person. The format is the same for 
every meeting for worship.

To find out more about when and where they 
are held please take a look at our website 
quakersinswlondon.org

“On one never-to-be forgotten 
Sunday morning, I found myself 
one of a small company of silent 
worshippers... To sit down in 
silence could at the least pledge 
me to nothing; it might open to 
me (as it did that morning) the 
very gate of heaven.” 
Caroline E Stephen, 1890

What to expect at a meeting for worship
You will be greeted at the door to 
the meeting house and someone 
will show you into the meeting 
room. There’s no conversation or 
chat in the meeting room before 
the start of the meeting. Meeting 
for worship starts when the first 
person sits down and everyone 
who enters after that is expected 
to take their seat in silence. The 
meeting lasts for about an hour. 

You can sit where you like in the 
meeting room. There is usually a 
table in the middle with flowers, 
the Bible and copies of Advices 
& queries and Quaker faith & 
practice (publications that attempt 
to encapsulate the breadth of 
Quaker thinking and values through 
extracts from texts written by 
Quakers). You may also find copies 
closer to hand. 

So you are sitting down in a silent 
room and perhaps you wonder 
what is expected — what should 
you do? Most people will sit in 
silence. Some might call this 
meditation, but that is essentially 

solitary – Quakers believe that by 
sitting in silence together, we share 
a stillness through which clarity, 
enlightenment or divine inspiration 
will come. What each person 
gets out of it depends on the 
individual and the dynamics of the 
particular meeting. What we seek 
is a ‘gathered meeting’ where the 
stillness is profound and felt by all. 

We gather together in silence to 
quiet our minds – we don’t have 
hymns, prayers or sermons. In the 
stillness we open our hearts and 
lives to new insights and guidance. 
Sometimes we are moved to 
share what we discover with those 
present. We call this ‘ministry’ and 
it can be expressed in two ways: it 
can be entirely silent, or it can be 
spoken.

Everyone is expected to share in 
the silent ministry, and anyone 
can share their spoken ministry 
— though people do not normally 
minister vocally at their first 
meeting.

https://quakersinswlondon.org/


There is no rule that only certain 
people can give spoken ministry; 
everyone in the meeting is equal, 
and you are just as entitled to 
minister as anyone else.

When not giving spoken ministry 
people keep silent in meeting 
and try to stay still. Some people 
choose to read and we provide 
copies of Advices & queries, Quaker 
faith & practice and the Bible for 
help and inspiration — people 
ministering may also refer to a 
passage or two, in which case they 
provide an opportunity for you to 
examine the text in more depth. 

Minds can wander and some 
people find it helpful to focus on 
something visual — the leaves 

outside, the colours of the carpet 
or whatever helps you — just try 
not to focus on somebody else’s 
face, as they may find that really 
uncomfortable. 

Please ensure that your phone is 
switched to silent and stays in your 
pocket or bag.

Two Quakers shake hands to signal 
the end of meeting for worship. 
At that point you can shake hands 
with the people next to you. 

Once the meeting is over there 
will be some administrative 
notices. Anyone new may be 
invited to introduce themselves, 
but there is no obligation to do so. 
After this everyone is invited for 
refreshments and a chat. 

If you feel strongly moved to minister vocally we hope that this guidance 
will help you.

Spoken and silent ministry

“Speech has no meaning unless there are 
attentive minds and silent hearts. Silence is the 
welcoming acceptance of the other. The word 
born of silence must be received in silence.”
Pierre Lacout, 1969

Consider whether you feel 
compelled to minister. If you 
would just like to share some 
thoughts this may be better 
done elsewhere. 

Speak from your heart as you 
feel at that moment — do not 
bring in something that you 
have prepared before.

Address the whole meeting 
not an individual, and don’t 
contradict or attack what 
somebody else has said. 
This is not a discussion or an 
argument — and remember 
that ministry which did not 
speak directly to you may still 
have been helpful to someone 
else.

Don’t minister your 
agreement to what somebody 
else has said; they have 
already been heard.

Think about any previous 
spoken ministry and allow at 
least a few minutes to pass 
before you speak.  
If possible see how your 
words can build on that 
ministry — this helps the 
meeting to have more 
coherence and depth. Friends 
are expected to speak only 
once in a meeting for worship.

When you are ready and have 
gathered your thoughts, stand 
up and speak briefly, clearly 
and to the point — this is not 
an occasion to talk at length 
or preach.

Clerks, elders and pastoral friends
Everyone is equal in Quakers. We 
don’t have priests as we believe 
that everybody has equal and 
direct access to the divine — 
what we think the divine might 
be will differ widely throughout 
the room. There is more on this 
below. However, to ensure that our 
meetings for worship run smoothly, 
a number of people are asked to 
serve in specific roles for a limited 
time. 

The meeting clerk is usually 
responsible for giving any notices 

after meeting and, more generally, 
making the mechanics of the 
meeting work. 

Elders are responsible for the 
spiritual health of the meeting and 
pastoral friends are responsible 
for the wellbeing of the meeting 
as a community — ensuring 
that everybody is cared for and 
nurtured.

If you are wondering who does 
what, please just ask someone to 
point you in the right direction.



Quaker expressions
Like many groups, we Quakers have evolved our own terminology, and we 
can forget that this is unfamiliar. Here are some terms and expressions 
that you may hear:

Advices & queries
These are set out in a little red 
booklet as well as at the front 
of the bigger red book Quaker 
faith & practice. They are forty-
two guidance notes that you 
might want to consider.

Witness 
To take action in the world 
based on a spiritual conviction, 
for example demonstrating 
at an arms fair or feeding the 
homeless.

Discernment 
The process of seeking 
guidance from the Light to 
make decisions and live in 
accordance with our faith. We 
believe that when people come 
together they can discern a 
truth that exceeds the reach of 
any one individual.

Area Meeting 
A group of local Quaker 
meetings that work together 
to support one another and 
strengthen our Quaker faith.

Meeting for learning 
A gathering exploring aspects 
of Quaker faith which is 
usually organised by elders. 
All are welcome to attend and 
participate.

Meeting for business 
A gathering to agree on 
things of common interest to 
members and attenders, often 
relating to the policies and 
appointments of the meeting. 
These are arranged and 
clerked by the meeting clerk 
and conducted in the spirit of 
a meeting for worship, with 
unity being sought on making 
decisions. There are no votes 
— if we cannot yet agree we 
will return to the issue at a 
later meeting.

Inner Light or just Light 
An expression that some 
people might call God, and 
others might not. A benign 
power.

Hold in the Light 
To consider somebody 
prayerfully, this could be 
someone who is troubled or ill.

Clearness 
Confidence that those present 
have discerned the way 
forward.

Concern 
A spiritual compulsion to 
undertake a specific action or 
service.

Friends, members, attenders and seekers
You may hear these words used to describe certain people or groups: 

	z Friends – we call one another 
‘friends’ because the formal title 
of the Quakers is the Religious 
Society of Friends.

	z Members – some of us are 
members of the Society, and 
some of our roles can only be 
held by members. There is no 
set criterion for membership, 
such as age or the length of 
time that people have been 
part of the life of the meeting, 
and there is a fairly simple 
membership process for those 
who feel ready to take this step.

	z Attenders – are people who 
come to meeting but who 
have not yet committed to 
membership.

	z Seekers – we are all seekers 
and all on a journey of faith, 
however, the term is often 
used for people who have 
started coming to worship 
quite recently and have not yet 
decided to become part of the 
meeting.



Quakers and God
Quakers arose as a radical 
Christian sect at the time of the 
British civil wars. An important 
part of this radicalism was the 
rejection of the established church 
(the Church of England) and 
its structures in the belief that 
every person can have a direct 
contact with, and understanding 
of, God. This led to considerable 
persecution and exclusion from 
universities, professions and so on 
for many years.

Nowadays Quakerism 
encompasses many different 
beliefs; some people are theists 
(believing in God) and others take 
a different view. Some people 
mix their Quakerism with other 
beliefs so people might describe 
themselves as Catholic Quakers or 
Jewish Quakers.

Most Quakers are in sympathy 
with the words in Advices & 
queries, although some of our 
interpretations may differ.

The forty-two advices and queries 
are short examinations of subjects 
as varied as the stages of life, 
tolerance of others, personal 
integrity and much more — and 
are intended to make us reflect on 
how we think and act. They are not 
instructions. 

They can be found at the start 
of the red Quaker faith & practice 
book, or in a slim booklet of their 
own. Quaker faith & practice is an 

anthology of writings from friends 
across the centuries and provides 
individual insights and inspiration 
as well as guidance on more 
practical matters. Both Advices & 
queries and Quaker faith & practice 
are revised every forty or so years 
to capture new leadings friends 
have had, including thoughts on 
issues that have arisen since 
the last revision. A new edition is 
currently being prepared.

Advices & queries

“Dearly beloved Friends, these things we do 
not lay upon you as a rule or form to walk by, 
but that all, with the measure of light which is 
pure and holy, may be guided; and so in the light 
walking and abiding, these may be fulfilled in the 
Spirit, not from the letter, for the letter killeth, but 
the Spirit giveth life.”
Postscript to an epistle to ‘the brethren in the north’ issued by a 
meeting of elders at Balby, 1656

So what makes Quakers Quakers?

The Testimonies

Our testimonies underlie many 
of the advices and queries 
and bring us together as a 
community. You may see 
them described with different 
words, but Quakers might agree 
that they centre on living, and 
promoting, our lives in tune with 
these principles:

	z Simplicity
	z Truth
	z Equality
	z Peace
	z Environmental stewardship

There aren’t any strict rules 
about how these should be 
interpreted and everyone will 

have a different take on what 
they mean for them personally.

Whilst they form the ‘glue’ 
that holds us all together as a 
spiritual community, they are not 
a creed. They are explored more 
fully in Quaker faith & practice if 
you would like to find out more. 

You can also talk to Quakers 
from the meeting and join in our 
meetings for learning, which are 
normally held once a month. 

There is a wealth of further 
information and guidance in 
our meeting house libraries and 
online.



What lies beyond the Local Meeting?
Each Local Meeting is part of 
an Area Meeting, and our Area 
Meeting is part of the wider 
Britain Yearly Meeting. We have 
no bishops or high priests or even 
priests — everybody is equal and 
roles at each level are appointed 
periodically, usually on a three-year 
basis. 

Who gets appointed is the decision 
of friends in the Local Meeting, 
Area Meeting or another body. 
There are many other Quaker 
bodies but they all function in the 
same way with appointments by 
the agreement of friends, through a 
process called ‘nominations’.

How to get involved
By coming to meeting with us 
you are already involved and 
contributing, whether your ministry 
is spoken or silent. Thank you. 

If you want to get involved further 
there are always jobs to be done, 
whether these are regular — such 
as making the tea; periodic — for 
example working parties to tidy up 
or run events; or more enduring 

— usually taking up a role for a 
three-year term. You can do as 
much or as little as you like but 
whatever route you take you are 
very welcome in our community.

We hope that you have found this 
brief introduction useful and look 
forward to getting to know you 
better.

“Be patterns, be examples in 
all countries, places, islands, 
nations, wherever you come, 
that your carriage and life may 
preach among all sorts of 
people, and to them; then you 
will come to walk cheerfully 
over the world, answering that 
of God in every one.”
George Fox, 1656

Living a Quaker life

Quakerism is not about turning 
up once a week on a Sunday 
for an hour or two, it is more 
of a life choice. It is not about 
nodding at the testimonies, it is 
about trying to live our lives by 
them. This can seem daunting 
or even impossible at the start, 
but friends often find their lives 
gradually changing over time.

Of course, we all fall short of 
achieving perfection but we 
are there to help each other to 

do better. Some may do this 
quietly; others may choose 
more radical activism through 
demonstrations, passive 
resistance, or dedicating their 
time or their entire life to a 
cause. We may not understand 
some of the actions of other 
friends but if the actions are 
sincere and in line with the 
testimonies then we will ‘hold 
them in the Light’ (see above).

“You don’t get converted into a Quaker; you 
gradually come to realise that you are one.”
Geoffrey Durham, 2010
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Esher Quaker Meeting 

Esher Adult Education Centre,  
The School House, 19 Esher Green, 
Esher, KT10 8AA

what3words: bring.many.actors

Kingston Quaker Meeting

Kingston Quaker Centre,  
Fairfield East, Kingston upon 
Thames, KT1 2PT

what3words: space.occupy.fresh

Richmond Quaker Meeting

1 Retreat Road, Richmond,  
TW9 1NN

what3words: truth.quit.tides

Wandsworth Quaker Meeting

59 Wandsworth High Street, 
London, SW18 2PT

what3words: island.folds.state

Wimbledon Quaker Meeting

40 Spencer Hill Road,  
London, SW19 4EL

what3words: curving.intervals.retail


