The Quiet Time

The standard-bearer of the conservative evangelical is the practice of a daily quiet time, often requiring the earlier setting of an alarm clock. A married couple were even applauded publicly during a service at All Souls for waking at 2:00 a.m. for their quiet time, otherwise unable to meet together in their busy lives. Furthermore, having a quiet time at All Souls can be necessary in order to be listened or ministered to, so becoming a stick with which to beat people. It divides the church between the good majority who struggle with their quiet times, and those who religiously swear by their merits, and 'subliminally ridicule' that majority: 'You have God, the Bible, prayer, and great teaching - how can you be struggling? Get your quiet time in order'. Those downtrodden, struggling with lack of self-worth and without the implied success stories are thus pushed away, while the often cold-hearted elite remain aloof, deceived that God is pleased with them, and that their religious legalism is producing results. Even if a quiet time were a prescription for all ills, any struggle with it would likely be a symptom of a deeper issue than a cause. Love, grace, and care, are pre-requisite to beneficial quiet times.


Bishop Ridley, a likely ancestor of mine, who played a part in the Reformation, was a slave to his quiet time right up to the end of his days. There has been an association between evangelicalism and a daily quiet time since long before people were generally able to read or there were plentiful copies of the Bible in English (people were able to lead effective Christian lives before then!), consistent with a priority in relationship with God on the power and inspiration of the mind. Over the years the numbers and fortunes of Bible-believers has ebbed and flowed in several cycles, but the generally healthy, positive, and beneficial consequences of meditating and praying over the Bible has remained constant. But I do not think on its own a quality quiet time regime deals at all with pastoral problems or negative experiences even at a moderate level, let alone such major issues as bereavement, illness, or unemployment. A quiet time is generally healthy and positive in the same way as nutritious eating, proper sleeping, significant exercising, and judicious resting and does in some way help in preparing for life situations. However it is in itself very far from fully meeting one's needs, resolving difficulties or difficult decisions, or healing illness or injury. There is a perception that ‘having a quiet time’ is specifically defined as being alone and focussed on the Bible, whereas actually there are many ways of keeping in touch with Scripture, e.g. through conversation, video or tape recordings, studying and writing, reading commentaries or Christian books, meditating or perhaps just graceful living and being who one is. People’s understanding and practice of the quiet time would benefit much if it was approached in a less regimented or legalistic way.


Is something magical going on when a Christian opens the Bible and starts reading? Yes and No. First of all one must not deny the Spirit and if one were to pray about the passage before reading it then one might get a different response or benefit, than if one had not prayed. Biblical understanding must at least be tempered by the Spirit and therefore be revealed understanding, Grace upon Grace. The Bible is (in my view deliberately) not black and white in the meaning of many verses, but one can be sure that any enlightenment should not contradict scripture taken as a whole and it is in this sense that the Bible is supreme. Other inputs to relationship with God such as intelligence, experience, church, relationship etc. should be tested as to whether they contradict scripture, but not under-valued. However, there is a much wider range and disparity of individual understanding that is valid within the Biblical framework than many people would have you believe. Indeed, for example, the Spirit can use the Bible to illuminate to speak personally to people in very different ways or call them to very different ministries. In any case, one should not feed the mind to an extent that knowledge gained is not lived out before it is added to and becomes out of balance with the heart. Further than that one must be careful not to over-interpret the benefit one appears to receiving. Even those who follow the routine of quiet time slavishly admit there is no corollary at all between the quality of the quiet time and the day that follows. I read the whole Bible over two and a half years, sometimes regularly and sometimes intermittently, but in no way did the pattern of my reading translate directly into corresponding life experiences. But in a small way I would tend to believe that regularly reading just one or two verses may have a helpful effect, such as in trying to get off to sleep or to re-empathise one-self with one's Christian perspective. Most people who are quote 'successful' evangelical Christians would be as 'successful' if they temporarily gave up or reduced their commitment to the quiet time routine, just as most of those who struggle in their Christian life would struggle even if they managed to have a 'healthy' quiet time every day. The benefit of a quiet time is greater for a young Christian and it can subsequently become ‘dry’ if not conducted within relationship and as part of a whole balanced life. The negative side is that unhealthy characteristics such as tiredness, aloofness, or excessive pride can develop in those who subscribe to the quiet-time regime, which may lead them to being judgmental, unloving, or unable to empathise with those who fail to do so. It may also be counter-relational to discover what God is saying in personal Bible reading without anyone to share it with and provide accountability. Bible Study outside the context of relationship does lack something.
