
Arthur O. Roberts

Arthur O. Roberts and his wife, Fern, live at Friendsview Retirement 
Community, Newberg, Oregon. Arthur was the founding editor of Fruit 
of the Vine along with T. Eugene Coffin. He is professor-at-large at 
George Fox University in Newberg,where he began teaching in 1953. His 
ministry among Friends has been as pastor, professor, poet, historian, 
philosopher, and lecturer. As an author, his most recent title published 
by Barclay Press is The Bonus Years (2015).

Arthur has been a frequent contributor to Fruit of the Vine and the 
devotionals this week were originally published in the summer of 1996. 
Their message is worth repeating.
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Sunday
May 15

Silence Fosters Awe 
before the Almighty

BIBLE READING: Zechariah 2:1-5, 10-13

For this devotional series the theme is silence. Verse 13 of the 
Bible reading is our text: “Be still before the Lord, all mankind, 
because he has roused himself from his holy dwelling.” A lam-
entable aspect of our materialistic culture is a diminishment 
of awe before the Lord. Sometimes it takes a nearby tragedy or 
storm to make us stand, hand over mouth, awe-stricken before 
the Lord God Almighty.

The biblical word about silence before the Lord draws 
upon the third of Zechariah’s eight visions of hope for Judah 
during its captivity. This vision pictures a people peacefully 
settled in the “holy land” (the only place in the Bible that 
term appears). The Zionism depicted here is inclusive, not 
exclusive. Jews are to be what Abraham envisioned, a people 
whose faith enables others to find God’s blessing for themselves. 
The vision portrays God’s presence in the midst of Jerusalem, 
with all nations reconciled and at peace. No need to survey 
Jerusalem’s boundaries, the young man in Zechariah’s vision 
is told, for the Lord will be “the wall of fire around it [and] 
its glory within.” Here is something to shout about, certainly— 
security plus joyous splendor. When the Holy One appears 
on the stage of the heart, just as when he entered history at 
Bethlehem, silence is an appropriate human response.

Picture curtains being pulled just before a major drama 
or symphony begins. How expectantly the audience waits! 
This is how silence should be: a holy hush as the King of glory 
strides on stage. In the words of the text: “Be still before the 
Lord, all mankind, because he has roused himself from his holy 
dwelling.”

SONG: How Great Thou Art
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Let a quiet hush precede your 

praise to the Almighty.
—Arthur O. Roberts
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Monday
May 16

Silence Indicates 
Submission to God

BIBLE READING: Luke 20:21-26

Submission to God is first to accept judgment for our sins and 
then to acknowledge God’s grace that restores us to the divine 
image. When Jesus caught the Pharisees in duplicity, as noted 
in our New Testament reading, they were reduced to silence. 
Before the power of Jesus’ insight they were speechless. These 
interrogators were not interested in truth but in control. They 
tried to use Jesus for their own political purposes. They treated 
him as a thing to advance their own agenda, rather than a per-
son to be treated with true respect. Flatterers, they used speech 
to entrap rather than to communicate.

Jesus caught them at it. He saw through the scheming. 
God’s judgment came down through his penetrating words. 
God always sees through our scheming, our duplicity (saying 
one thing, meaning another), our attempts to manipulate, to be 
clever. God’s judgment falls upon us when we use speech as a 
bludgeon against other people rather than as a bridge to reach 
them.

Early Quakers understood the moral aspects of speech, 
accepting the biblical admonition, “Let your ‘Yes’ be ‘Yes,’ and 
your ‘No’ be ‘No’; anything beyond this comes from the evil 
one” (Matthew 5:37). In an age in which duplicity has become a 
fine art, Quaker simplicity of speech is a much-needed witness 
to truth, an appropriate response of awe before the Almighty.

Guilt is appropriately acknowledged first by silent sub-
mission to divine judgment, then by appropriate restitution. 
The good news of the gospel is not only forgiveness but also a 
Spirit-gifted power to walk in righteousness. “Let all flesh be 
silent,” says the Lord. Do not usurp divine sovereignty.

SONG: Now I Belong to Jesus
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Let the Lord check your speech 

for integrity.
—Arthur O. Roberts
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Tuesday
May 17

Silence Provides a 
Posture for Worship

BIBLE READING: Luke 24:13-32

Jesus is our pioneer leader now, not Moses. Singly and together 
Christ leads us through the wilderness of sinful wanderings 
and to the Promised Land. Our deliverance is celebrated in his 
name. Table grace acknowledges Christ as the present Lord. 
Christ is present in the vocations we choose and in our homes. 
Christ is the head and we are the body, the church. This is our 
primary circle of belonging, encompassing circles of family, 
work, culture, and governance.

On the Emmaus Road Christ made himself known to 
the disciples in the breaking of the bread. How should we re-
spond but with reverence, adoration, and worship? This we 
Christians know, but we become careless, preoccupied with 
mundane things. We take for granted the divine appearing, and 
worship becomes a routine social event. The Quaker movement 
arose to recover holy hush as an expected experience for wor-
shipers. We emphasize silence in worship. Whether alone or 
with others we wait for Christ to stride onto the stage of our 
hearts to share with us dramatic kingdom news.

So, I use speech to exhort about silence. I’m like a sign to 
be ignored once one gets his bearings. The disciples asked each 
other, “Were not our hearts burning within us while he talked 
with us on the road and opened the Scriptures to us?” Can we 
ask that question of each other now?

We can let Christ surprise us at the dinner table or church 
potluck, at work or school, taking a walk or talking with neigh-
bors. Such is the order of the burning heart.

SONG: Christ, Whose Glory Fills the Skies
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Celebrate your Emmaus walk 

with the Messiah.

—Arthur O. Roberts
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Wednesday
May 18

Silence Provides Freedom 
from Noise and Distraction

BIBLE READING: Mark 9:2-8

Silence offers a retreat from artificial sound. We require some 
environmental serenity to achieve spiritual sensitivity, but traf-
fic and machinery noise mark our culture. They often become 
oppressive not only to our physical and emotional health, but 
to our spirits as well. An incessant chatter of advertising hype 
and radio and television programming adds to aural clutter.

Music, supposed to soothe the soul, is often distorted into 
a noisy and manipulative marketing tool. Without deprecating 
music’s aesthetic and spiritual value, we must concede that 
people sometimes use music to avoid hearing and heeding the 
Lord. We can drown out deep soul cries by wretched music—
and good music. Even chorus singing can be seductive. Aes-
thetically pleased but spiritually bereft, we can feel religious 
while our ears remain closed to what God wants us to be and 
to do. Persons inexperienced at solitude are vulnerable to such 
seduction, especially youth. In a world overstuffed with noise, 
persuasive speech, even sermons and prayers, can bounce back 
from our ears—becoming clanging cymbals, signifying nothing.

Sometimes only silence can bring us to our mount of 
transfiguration, there to be alone with Jesus, there to discern 
the true meaning of things and events. Silence clears the mind 
of confusion. Silence lets us face God without pretense. In  
silence our bumbling is exposed and corrected. In silence we 
prepare to meet life’s hard demands, to bear the cross of Christ, 
if necessary, to the death. When in silence we experience God’s 
glory, all is well.

SONG: Blessed Quietness
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Find a special outside place 

today to listen to the Lord.

—Arthur O. Roberts
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Thursday
May 19

Silence Signifies 
Respect for Others

BIBLE READING: John 8:1-12

Richard Foster advocates occasional short retreats—three or 
four hours long—to gain perspective. “Like Jesus,” he writes, 
“we must go away from people so that we can be truly present 
when we are with people….the fruit of solitude is increased 
sensitivity and compassion for others” (Celebration of Disci-
pline, Harper, 1978, pp. 94-95).

Standing before the mirror of God we see ourselves as 
we are. Then we are able to see others as they are. Then we are 
better able to bring persons to reconciliation and peace. Where 
there is strife, wrote George Fox, “first learn the ministry of 
condemnation in yourselves…that the ministry in the Spirit be 
known, which preaches Peace by Jesus Christ, where there is no 
strife.” In another passage the Quaker minister wrote, “Silence 
all flesh and see your ways be clean. As you grow therein, the 
Way of Peace will be more prized by you and the perfect bond 
you will come to know. All who are here established shall stand 
in strength, when others fall on the right hand and on the left” 
(Epistle, Jones ed.).

Thus baptized with the Holy Spirit we can more readily 
accept other people, without feeling threatened by their sins, 
envious of their successes, or arrogant about their failures. We 
can more easily love others unconditionally, without yielding 
to temptations to retaliate, or vindicate ourselves.

SONG: O Master, Let Me Walk with Thee
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Ask God to show you where you 

have been harsh instead of loving.

—Arthur O. Roberts
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Friday
May 20

Silence Renews 
Wonder at the World

BIBLE READING: Psalm 8

With sound damped, eyes can see more clearly, hands and 
bodies can touch more meaningfully. Food and aromas can be 
savored more fully. In stillness grass and trees and flowers, the 
sea and the land, birds and animals more fully manifest their 
presence in our shared world. Physical silence forces us to 
remove the barriers of noise and face God unwalled by chatter 
and machineried sounds. Said David long ago:

“Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory 
and the majesty and the splendor, for everything in heaven 
and earth is yours. Yours, O Lord, is the kingdom; you are 
exalted a head over all” (1 Chronicles 29:11).
In the Arctic, while doing research for the book, Tomorrow 

Is Growing Old: Stories of the Quakers in Alaska, I experienced 
for the first time since my rural childhood, nearly complete en-
vironmental silence. In the world of Eskimo Quakers, used to 
great stretches of silence, I discovered how noisy we outlanders 
can be! Snow offers an acoustical blanket. Out on the winter 
trail there were often long silences, broken only occasionally 
by natural or artificial sounds. Even the sounds of speech were 
well-framed by silence. Barry Lopez interprets the significance 
of Arctic silence eloquently:

The silent arrival of caribou in an otherwise empty land-
scape….The long wait at the seal hole for prey to surface. 
Waiting for a lead to close. The Eskimo have a word for this 
kind of long waiting, prepared for a sudden event: quinuitug. 
Deep patience (Arctic Dreams, Scribners, 1986, p. 176).
We appreciate deep patience, don’t we? Silence is the dis-

cipline that helps us achieve it.

SONG: For the Beauty of the Earth
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Would today be a good time to 

take a long praying walk?
—Arthur O. Roberts
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Saturday
May 21

Silence Prepares for 
Effective Social Witness

BIBLE READING: Exodus 3:1-12

Moses remained in desert stillness until God appeared on holy 
ground and commissioned him a liberator of his people. A New 
Jersey tailor in the 1740s, John Woolman had cultivated habits 
of the heart that included Bible reading and silent waiting.

On the holy ground of Woolman’s burning heart, the Lord 
commissioned this youth a prophet to speak judgment against 
social wrongs, particularly violence to animals, economic in-
justices that led to drunkenness, and human slavery. In his 
Journal, Woolman wrote, “I…was early convinced in my mind 
that true religion consists in an inward life, wherein the heart 
doth love and reverence God the Creator and learn to exercise 
true justice and goodness.”

Because Woolman heeded the Spirit, he quietly convinced 
fellow Quakers and then other Christians to stop slave holding. 
His humble and persistent witness quickened the conscience of 
the church, so it could truly leaven society to correct injustices. 
Woolman’s power came through silent waiting before the Lord.

Accept silence before the Lord as a necessity for effec-
tive Christian witness in the world. Christianity is a quiet 
revolution. Like flowers and grain, truth and love grow when 
nourished. Find in silence a freedom from distractive noise. 
Discipline yourself to turn loneliness into tranquillity. Discover 
within yourself a holy space for listening and obeying the word 
of the Lord. “Be still before the Lord, all mankind, because he 
has roused himself from his holy dwelling” (Zechariah 2:13). 
Are you ready to listen to the Lord of Glory?

SONG: Where Cross the Crowded Ways of Life
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Is there some special ministry or 

service to which the Lord is calling you?

—Arthur O. Roberts


