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Baptists are not generally known as exponents of the inner life, tending to be 

more known for their evangelistic, missionary and social justice work.  But there has 

been in the lives of some important Baptists a consistent stream of prayer and devotion 

to sustain the outward movements.  This article attempts to illustrate that stream of 

devotion and provide some resources, which may be used in worship, educational and 

retreat settings to help people draw closer to God.   

Anabaptists in Sixteenth Century Europe 

 The extent of the influence of European Anabaptists upon English Baptists has 

been the subject of argument for years amongst historians.    But it is clear that all 

Baptists sprang from the soil of social ferment during the sixteenth and seventh 

centuries in Europe, and held several key beliefs in common.  I believe modern 

American Baptists may claim amongst their spiritual ancestors the courageous men and 

women known as Anabaptists who often expressed their faith at the risk of their lives.  

In reading the works and the prayers of their leaders I was struck by their intense, 

personal devotion to Christ and by the way that they treasured the inner witness of 

God’s voice.   They described this inner witness as the Word of God itself, reminding 

us of the importance of listening for the voice of God in personal and community 

experience. 

 

 Here is a prayer for unity by the German Anabaptist, Caspar Schwenckfeld  

(1489 – 1561)
1
.   This juncture in our denominational history with its divisions over 

issues of human sexuality would be an excellent time to re-appropriate this prayer
2
: 

 

O thou eternal, merciful God, thou art a God of peace, love and concord, and 

not of dissension …   Yet in thy wise judgement, thou didst permit the world to 

become divided and separated in order that, through this diversity, it may be put 

to shame in its presumed wisdom, and return to thee, the lover of concord.  The 

world has forsaken thee who alone art able to create and maintain unity.  It has 

fallen from thee upon its own wisdom, particularly in matters pertaining to thy 

divine truth and the salvation of the soul.  We poor sinners, whom thou hast 

graciously granted to know this, beseech and implore thee to gather together, 

through thy Holy Spirit what has been scattered.  Unite and make whole what 

has been divided.  Grant us also that we may return to thy unity, to seek thy one, 

eternal truth, shunning all division; that we may become one in mind, will, 

knowledge, heart and understanding, directed to Jesus Christ, our Lord; that we 

may praise and laud thee in concord with one voice  …  Amen. 

 

The faith of Anabaptists in suffering and persecution is captured in this 

following hymn written by Annelein of Freiberg, who was imprisoned for her faith at 

17 years of age and drowned and burned in 1529.  Nothing else is known about this 

young woman.  Anyone who has suffered for being a Christian will understand 

something of her words. 

 

 O God, keep my heart and mouth 

 Watch over me, Lord, always 
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 Do not let me part from you 

 Whether in anguish, fear or need 

 Keep me pure in joy. 

 

 My eternal Lord and father 

 I am your poor, unworthy child 

 Teach me and make me know 

 So that I can observe your ways 

 That is my truest desire 

 

 To walk in your strength in death 

 Through tribulation, martyrdom, fear and need 

 Keep me in your strength 

 That I may never again be separated 

 From your love, O God 

 

 Be comforted, you Christians 

 And always be joyous through Jesus Christ 

 He gives us love and faith 

 God comforts through his holy word 

 And we must trust in it
3
 

John Bunyan (1628 –1688) 

One of the great dreamers and visionaries amongst English Baptists in the 

seventeenth century was John Bunyan, the preacher and author who lived in Bedford, 

just north of London.    He vehemently criticized George Fox and the Quakers for their 

belief in the Inner Light.  But as a dreamer and a visionary himself he seemed  

unconsciously attracted to the inner freedom proclaimed by the Quakers. 
4
    During one 

of his “sad and doleful states” Bunyan heard a Voice: 

“Being now ready to sink with fear, suddenly there was as if there had rushed in 

at the window, the noise of Wind upon me, but very pleasant, and as if I had heard a 

Voice speaking, Didst ever refuse to be justified by the blood of Christ?  And withal my 

whole life of profession past, was in a moment opened to me, wherein I was made so to 

see that designedly I had not; so my heart answered groaningly No.  Then fell with 

power that Word of God upon me, See that ye refuse not him that speaketh,  Hebrews 

12:25.  This made a strange seizure upon my spirit; it brought light with it, and 

commanded a silence in my heart …  that sudden rushing Wind was as if an angel had 

come upon me.”
5
 

This Voice with accompanying visions was a frequent visitor to Bunyan’s soul.
6
  

He relied upon his intuitive sense of the presence of God.  Henri Talon perceptively 

concludes “that Bunyan was possessed of the spirit and natural disposition of the 

mystic, but these could not expand because his religious convictions stultified their 

growth”.
7
   One of the challenges for contemporary Christians is to trust their own inner 

voice and vision in the face of reactionary messages from many pulpits. 

Bunyan is best known for Pilgrim’s Progress, which is narrated in the form of a 

dream and recounts the journey of Christian and Christiana to the celestial city of God.   
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As Geoffrey Nuttall  has pointed out, the heart of Pilgrim’s Progress  is Bunyan’s own 

union with Christ.
8
    And in the story the presence of Christ is most often known 

through the lives of those whom the hero and heroine meet.
9
   Bunyan expressed his 

own mysticism through the intense experience of Christ in the lives of ordinary men 

and women encountered on the Christian journey.   It is a great shame that this 

Christian spiritual classic is so little known among Baptists today. 

Benjamin Keach (1640 – 1704) 

Benjamin Keach, strict Calvinist and pastor of a Particular Baptist Congregation 

in Southwark, London, reflected in a poem The Glorious Lover the strain of Puritan 

devotion which had its roots in the medieval, mystical interpretations of the Song of 

Songs.  Here is an excerpt wherein Christ adorns the soul: 

 

 Then gloriously by him she was array’d 

 With robes imbroid’red, very richly laid 

 With Gold and Diamonds, that she did seem 

 Like an adorned Heav’nly Seraphim. 

 One vesture was especially most rare 

 Without a seam, much like what he did wear; 

 It is the Wedding Robe, both clean and white, 

 Whose lustre far exceeds the Morning Light; 

 And other garments also, which she wore, 

 Curiously wrought with silk, and spangl’d d’ore 

 With stars of Gold, of Pearl, of precious Stone, 

 Enough to dazzle all to look upon: 

 Which be’ng made up of every precious Grace, 

 Did cause a splendent Beauty in her Face, 

 That whilst he did behold her, could descry 

 His Father’s Image clearly in her Eye, 

 Which did so please him, that he now admires, 

 And after this her beauty much desires.
10

 

 

 This form of passionate poetry seems far removed from the Puritanical 

tradition that many of us today would characterize as negative and judgmental.    But 

Keach was sounding a theme commonly heard amongst the Puritans of his day.  The 

Song of Songs was one of the most popular texts for sermons in the mid- seventeenth 

century.  How many sermons are heard today about the passionate love of Christ for the 

Church using the imagery of the bride and bridegroom found in the Song of Songs and 

repeated in the parables of Jesus?  Precious few, I suspect, yet these texts are fertile soil 

for spiritual growth. 

Anne Steele (1716 – 1778) 

 Anne Steele was the eldest daughter of William Steele, a timber 

merchant and contractor to the navy, who was lay pastor for sixty years in the Baptist 

Church at Broughton, Hampshire, England.    Her state of health was not good owing to 

an injury in childhood, but she published several volumes of poems and hymns during 
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her lifetime.   She was the first woman hymn writer of note and her hymns were widely 

used in England and America.  Trinity Church, Boston, published its own hymnbook in 

1808 and out of its 152 hymns 59 were by Anne Steele.   Her hymns were marked by a 

pronounced note of introspection.  “Divine Contemplation
11

 is an exquisite prayer to 

God to be taken up in spiritual ecstasy in the midst of life’s sufferings: 

 

 O for the wings of faith and love, 

 To bear my thoughts and hopes above 

  These little scenes of care! 

 Above these gloomy mists which rise, 

 And pain my heart and cloud my eyes, 

 To see the dawn of heavenly day,  

  and breathe celestial air… 

 

 Dear Lord, and shall I ever be 

 So far from bliss, so far from thee, 

  An exile from the sky? 

 O break these chains, my wishes fire, 

 And upward bid my heart aspire; 

 Without thy aid I cannot rise,  

  O give me wings to fly.  

Charles Haddon Spurgeon  (1834 – 1892) 

At the age of seventeen, after an intense conversion experience, Spurgeon went to 

London where he became minister of a small, demoralized Baptist congregation.  His 

passionate sermons led to a rapid increase in the congregation and to the building of the 

largest chapel in Britain capable of holding six thousand worshippers.  He encouraged 

the discipline of personal, daily prayer by writing a book of daily readings and prayers 

for every day of the year, both morning and evening.  Here are two of his prayers: 

 

 Lord, end my winter, and let my spring begin.  I cannot with all my longings 

raise my soul out of her death and dullness, but all things are possible with 

thee.  I need celestial influences, the clear shinings of thy love, the beams of 

thy grace, the light of thy countenance; these are the Pleaides to me.  I suffer 

much from sin and temptation, these are my wintry signs, my terrible Orion.  

Lord, work wonders in me and for me. 

 

 Sweet Jesus, thou art the present portion of thy people, favor us this year 

with such a sense of thy preciousness, that from its first to its last day we 

may rejoice and be glad in thee.  Let January open with joy in the Lord, and 

December close with gladness in Jesus.
12

 

 

Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918) 

Walter Rauschenbusch, father of the Social Gospel, died in July 1918, as World War I 

was coming to a bloody close.  During the spring of that year in Rochester, New York, 
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he wrote “My life has been physically very lonely
13

 and often beset by the 

consciousness of conservative antagonism.  I have been upheld by the comforts of God.  

Jesus has been to me the inexhaustible source of fresh impulse, life and courage.  My 

life would be an empty shell if my personal religion were left out of it.”  About the 

same time he wrote a poem, The Little Gate to God
14

, wherein he describes prayer as 

the gateway to God’s presence in the soul.  There are echoes of John of the Cross and 

Teresa of Avila in the poem… 
  

 In the castle of my soul 

 Is a little postern gate, 

 Whereat, when I enter, 

 I am in the presence of God. 

 In a moment, in the turning of a thought, 

 I am where God is… 

 

 The world of men is made of jangling noises. 

 With God it is a great silence. 

 But that silence is a melody 

 Sweet as the contentment of love, 

Thrilling as a touch of flame … 

 

When I enter into God 

All life has a meaning. 

Without asking I know; 

My desires are even now fulfilled. 

My fever is gone 

In the great quiet of God. 

 My troubles are like pebbles on the road, 

 My joys are like the everlasting hills. 

 So it is when I step through the gate of prayer 

 From time into eternity. 

 

This is as beautiful a poem on prayer as I have seen anywhere.  Rauschenbusch 

demonstrated  the balance of the inner and outer Christian life which is sorely needed in 

our time.  He knew that contemplation and activism kiss in the presence of God through 

prayer.  He wrote one of the best books of prayers in any tradition in his Prayers of the 

Social Awakening (1910).  He prayed For Ministers “we need new light and a new 

message.  We need the ancient spirit of prophecy and the leaping fire and joy of a new 

conviction, and thou alone canst give it.”    

Martin Luther King Jr. (1929 – 1968) 

This great civil rights leader and prophet also drew strength from prayer.  Marches and 

rallies began with a prayer meeting in the black tradition.  This is how he describes his 

preparation for his first speech at such a gathering: 
 

I went to my study and closed the door ...  I had only twenty minutes to prepare 

the most decisive speech of my life …  I became possessed by fear.  Each week 
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I needed at least fifteen hours to prepare my Sunday sermon … I was now 

overcome, obsessed by a feeling of inadequacy…  With nothing left but a faith 

in a power whose matchless strength stands over against the frailties and 

inadequacies of human nature, I turned to God in prayer.  My words were brief 

and simple, asking God to restore my balance and to be with me in a time when 

I needed his guidance more than ever. 

 

When the Bell Street and Mount Olive Baptist Churches were destroyed by fire, and 

Ralph Abernathy’s home was bombed, King broke down in a prayer meeting: 

 

 “Lord, I hope no one will die as a result of our struggle for freedom in 

Montgomery … but if anyone has to die, let it be me”
15

 

 

“Unexpectedly, this episode brought me great relief”, he wrote.  He experienced great 

support from the people at these prayer meetings in the early days of the movement, 

and from Ralph Abernathy, his prayer partner.   

 

 The “I Have A Dream” speech is really a visionary prayer.  By envisaging how 

things are different in the Kingdom of God, King challenges the listener to live up to 

the vision.   It puts flesh and bones on the prayer Jesus taught his disciples: “Thy 

kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven”. 

 

 I have a dream … that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true 

meaning of its creed … that all men are created equal … I have a dream that one 

day, even the state of Mississippi .. will be transformed into an oasis of freedom 

and justice … I have a dream that one day, down in Alabama, … little black 

boys and black girls will be able to join hands with little white boys and white 

girls as sisters and brothers.  I have a dream today!  … With this faith we will be 

able to work together, to pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail 

together, to stand up for freedom together, knowing that we will be free one 

day.
16

 

Conclusion 

These Baptist spiritual treasures sound themes that have echoed in Christian spirituality 

throughout the centuries:  themes like God the lover, the absence of God, the dark night 

of the soul, the inner light and voice, visions of justice, the restorative power of silence 

and the balance of prayer and action.   These themes speak to many contemporary 

Americans as they search for a spirituality that can make sense of their daily struggles. 
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