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PRAYER MEETINGS

1877–1883

The first minutes of the elders in 1877 contain numerous references to prayer meetings.  They resolved to have a combined prayer meeting on the third Sunday of every month at 10.15 a.m., for themselves and the deacons and the members of the ladies’ visiting committee. Two of them were to organise ‘A Private Prayer Union’ and the elders also made arrangements ‘for the week of Universal prayer usually held about the commencement of the year’. At the same meeting they discussed how to improve the Sunday morning prayer meeting, open to everyone.

Enthusiasm for this grew to the point where it (the open meeting) was well supported, and then waned to the point where it was discontinued, because eight years later someone recollected ‘the former practice of the Church to hold a short Prayer Meeting before the morning service’. It was arranged that an elder would lead one every Sunday morning, initially at 10.15 but almost immediately put back to 10.30 (this for an 11 o’clock service).

As summer 1878 approached they decided to start the weekday evening prayer meeting at 7:30 p.m. during the summer months (which day is not clear) and, in the autumn of that year they changed it to Thursday at 7 p.m. In September 1881, at the request of the pastor, it was moved to Wednesday.

When there was some small item of business that did not justify calling a special meeting of members, it was intimated that the business would be dealt with before or after the regular weekday prayer meeting - with any non-members asked to come late or leave early.  This appears to have been done in 1883, when yet again the regular offerings were falling short of expenditure. When the deacons received the financial report for the first three months of 1883, with a deficit of £11, they decided ‘that the Financial Statement for 1882 be read after the Prayer Meeting on Wednesday the 21st instant, and that intimation of this be made from the pulpit next Sunday’.  

Joseph Kemp

There are numerous references to the prayer meetings started by Joseph Kemp. Two reports on the 7 a.m. (sometimes 6 a.m.) meeting are worth setting out here - one contemporary and the other looking back after thirty years.

What can I report about our Prayer Meetings? Did ever any one see such meetings? They used to begin at seven o'clock on Sunday mornings, but that was felt to be far too late in the day for the great business that had to be transacted before the Throne of the Heavenly Grace! The meetings now begin at six o'clock and go on for almost seven days a week, with occasional intervals to attend to business, household duties, and bodily sustenance! Some of you who are strangers may smile - many of us did - but we don't now. It is that continuous, persevering, God-honouring weekly campaign of prayer that has moved the mighty hand of God to pour upon this favoured people the blessings of His grace in such rich abundance; and if ever you should be asked the secret of this church's great spiritual prosperity, you can tell them of the prayer meetings, and especially of the gatherings of God's people - forty to sixty strong - in the Upper Vestry every Sunday morning at six or seven o'clock - summer and winter, wet day and fine - to pray. Yes, that is the secret - the secret of our church's success and prosperity.’
 

I cannot close without referring to the 7 a.m. prayer meeting - it ought to have come first. Mr. Kemp loved the Mercy-seat, and exhorted and encouraged the folks at Charlotte Chapel to meet him there; and the prayers of God's people prevailed to bring the power from on High and fresh supplies of grace. There was no time for wandering round the earth in prayer; we were on the King's business; no long pauses. The prayer meetings were lively in those days. I have heard five or six praying at once and a chorus being sung quietly and sweetly: no discord or want of harmony felt at all by those who were attuned to the Spirit of God. Sometimes a cloud seemed to overshadow the meeting, and prayer would be very difficult. Then some soul would get victory over some besetting sin : ‘Victory for me! through the blood of Christ my Saviour; Victory for me! through the precious blood’; or some such chorus would ring out, and all would be free again with a glorious liberty.

The first week of the year was spent in prayer – in 1910, Joseph Kemp said ‘as usual’ – each night, Monday to Saturday, commencing at 8 p.m., with a short talk from the Pastor.

Feeling the need for a special season of prayer, a late prayer meeting was held on a Sunday evening in April 1915, with about sixty or seventy meeting in the Ladies’ Room for an hour and a half. Felt to be a precursor of blessing.

Monday Evening Prayer Meeting

When Joseph Kemp came to the Chapel in 1902, Monday was normally a free day in the diary for most people, although he himself was always in the vestry on Mondays from 6 to 8 p.m., to see enquirers or candidates for baptism or membership. The deacons met on the first Monday of the month and Monday was utilised for the anniversary socials of the church and its various auxiliaries. The half-yearly business meetings were also held on Monday evenings and in the summer (July, August and September) there was an open-air meeting at 8 p.m. every Monday. It was blank, as expected, in the diary for October 1907, but the Record for November 1907 advertised a prayer every Monday at 8 p.m., and there is not a word of explanation why.  The first mention of it is in the Record for July 1909: ‘The Monday night prayer meeting is deepening in interest and increasing in numbers.  Our members and others are invited to send in requests for prayer which will he presented at the meeting’.  Later that year the editor commented that it was difficult to maintain interest in in-door of meetings during the summer, ‘but the Monday prayer meeting was well attended and also the Bible lecture on Thursday evening’.

The Monday evening prayer meeting was a feature of Chapel life for the next ninety years, and changing it to Tuesday in 1993(?4) required much diplomacy – ‘Dr. Scroggie always maintained that he could not function without a Prayer Meeting on Monday to follow up the preaching on Sunday’, etc.

‘The attendance at the Monday night prayer-meeting, which is the recognised weekly prayer-meeting of the Church, has not been nearly so large as could have been wished. This may have been partly due to the number of special missions going on in the city during the month.’
 An article four months later, pleading for better attendance, seems to have been lifted from another periodical and not to be written specifically for the Chapel.

Well supported in Synod Hall in 1911–12 – centre of blessing and power.

First Monday of month devoted to Missionary news and prayer.

Several times in 1913, there are references to a late Prayer Meeting, beginning at 9 p.m. on Sunday evenings, for two hours or more, attended by about a hundred intercessors.
 This is also in the Revival accounts, and there may be other references in the main text to it in between.

On the outbreak of the Great War in August 1914, both Monday evening and Thursday evening (normally Bible Study) devoted entirely to intercession for the nation. Well attended. Deepened in interest and power - wish more attended.

-------------------------

June 2006. The weekly Tuesday evening meeting was changed to every second Wednesday, alternating with the fellowship groups in homes. On that decision being taken, one of the elder submitted the following paper to the elders for discussion:

A Vision for Corporate Prayer In Charlotte Chapel

Where we are now:
Although there are no hard statistics, it seems clear that attendance at the mid-week prayer meeting has been in decline for a number of years.  However, the reasons for this are unclear.  It is possible that the low attendance at prayer meetings is a symptom of serious and widespread lack of commitment or of a profound spiritual malaise in the fellowship but there are several other possibilities.  I believe we need to be wary of uninformed judgements here particularly since there are indications that the problem is not that people are unwilling to pray together.  For example, some who are not usually present at the mid-week prayer meeting are deeply committed to corporate prayer in other contexts such as fellowship groups, prayer triplets and/or the Friday morning meeting. We need to consider the possibility that the unpopularity of our prayer meetings is at least in part due to the way we have run them and not simply to the spiritual condition of the fellowship.
Currently, we often spend far too little time in actual prayer and too much on other things (e.g. songs, offering, information).  While these things have their place, a ‘prayer meeting’ by definition should be focussed on corporate prayer.  The situation has improved a little in the monthly Mission prayer meeting but, even here, too little time is left for us to intercede meaningfully and at depth for our large and growing mission family,
We seem seldom to have or to present a clear vision for what we are aiming for when we gather for prayer. Our stated mission is ‘to impact our world as a distinctive community of believers transformed by the power and message of Chris’, but we need to present clear and specific strategic goals on which to focus prayer when we come together.
Unfortunately, the decision to move the prayer meeting to Wednesday (with what is perceived as lack of consultation) has alienated some who are faithful pray-ers on Tuesdays and will prevent some from being able to attend (due to other commendable commitments).
Where should we be going?
I will assume in this paper that we are agreed that corporate prayer in some form should form part of our life together (though that can be discussed).  The model currently proposed combines prayer in fellowship groups with a wider gathering in the alternate weeks.  This allows us to build on the solid base of what is already happening in fellowship groups.  Involvement of fellowship groups in welcoming and serving coffee at the combined prayer meetings should ensure that at least some who are usually absent would attend at least occasionally.  Similarly, the possible attendance of YPMers is very positive.  However, unless we make radical changes to the way the meetings are actually structured and led these benefits are unlikely to be sustained.
My fairly obvious maxim is that if we want to see more people attending the prayer meeting we have to make it worthwhile.  I am not suggesting a consumer driven approach (giving people what they want and would enjoy).  However, I am convinced (on the basis of past experience elsewhere) that people will begin to attend if we provide engaging and exciting prayer meetings where we encounter the living God in prayer, wrestle in prayer at times, learn to hear together from Him
 and pray and act in faith
.  I have to say that our present meetings do not generally have that kind of ethos or dynamic.
Some proposals
I will not expand at length on the proposals listed here but I am happy to discuss them and the rationale behind them if required.  Given the fact that decline has occurred over many years, I think it may be unrealistic to expect an instant solution: we need to re-build the fellowship’s vision for and confidence the prayer meeting (or whatever we choose to call it).  In a changing church culture (and even more rapidly changing secular culture around us) we will have to maintain flexibility and progress will have to be reviewed and, no doubt, course corrections made but my proposals include the following:

· Communication/consultation with the fellowship as a whole to explain the changes and the reasons behind them.
· ‘Market research’ in the form of a brief (probably A5) questionnaire to help us identify why people do not attend and what might change their minds.
· Structure the meetings to ensure that no more than 30 minutes is given to the communication of information (e.g. topical or urgent).
· Divide into smaller groups for a significant part of the meeting (accommodation is limited) to give more opportunity to more people to pray out loud. Groups could be given differing topic areas to cover.
· Select and train leaders of these small groups so that groups pray with direction and in some depth for a particular prayer item before moving on to the next item.
· Develop and train a team able to lead the prayer meeting
· Involve YPM as leaders of small groups or to lead the meeting (many of these young people have much to teach the wider congregation!)
· A process of educating (or re-educating) the fellowship in what corporate prayer is and to challenge ‘silent’ attenders to accept the responsibility to one another that corporate prayer requires
· Develop a programme of focus areas for the initial phase of each meeting (in addition to relevant topical issues, why not focus prayer from time to time on teachers, business people, those in healthcare etc much as we currently focus on our mission family)
· Improve mechanisms for reporting back answers to prayer so as to increase our faith and thanksgiving

· Consider changing the name to indicate that we are not simply trying to maintain the status quo – perhaps ‘Prayer Gathering’ would be appropriate
· Conscious attempt on our part as elders (and other leaders) to develop and grow in our own experience of corporate prayer and become more effective role models to the fellowship.
My guess would be that we are unlikely to see significant progress unless someone is given specific responsibility for corporate prayer.  In our current structure that would almost certainly require that an elder be responsible, probably with a deacon.  Together they would build a team of leaders with the vision and gifting to implement these changes.
However, perhaps our greatest need is to echo the disciples’ cry ‘Lord, teach us to pray’.
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