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Of the myriad approaches to worship in contemporary Christianity, five categories emerge as the most common: liturgical, traditional evangelical, contemporary, blended, and emerging. A book like this published before the latter part of the twentieth century would have included only the first two categories. The last three have developed out of traditional evangelical perspectives on worship. They largely constitute late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century responses to the received traditions of evangelical worship—responses that arose out of the desire to adapt Christian worship to contemporary American culture. Each of these five broad movements is rooted in a distinct historical context. Each represents a concrete tradition or a response to a tradition. Understanding some of the essential developments in the forms of Christian worship throughout church history illumines one's understanding of these five perspectives.
 

Earliest Christian Worship

Christian worship in the first and second centuries was relatively simple. As Larry Hurtado shows in his excellent summary of the research on the origins of Christian worship, the earliest Christian assemblies looked to pagan onlookers more like philosophical associations than religious fellowships.1 This is because they were much more like Jewish synagogues than like the pagan mystery religions. Thus, for example, early Christian baptism was simple, very much unlike the “colorful” initiation rituals of the mystery religions, which were “elaborate” and “exotic,” with “priests in full garb,sacred objects brought forth to view, incense, music or orchestrated loud noises, sonorous phrases recited, and special gestures such as disrobing and reclothing the initiate.”2 As Hurtado remarks, one of the aims of the mystery cults was “to attract crowds and thereby recruit devotees or at least promote the renown of their god.”3
 

By contrast, early Christian worship appeared to pagan spectators as “rather ‘low tech,”’ “simple,” and “less impressive” than most pagan worship.4 Against the backdrop of the pagan mystery religions, earliest Christian worship, like Jewish synagogue worship, stood out in stark contrast, making Christian worship unique.5 Earliest Christianity “had no sacred places, no shrines, no imposing temple structures, no cultic images of God or Christ to focus and stimulate devotion, no impressive public processions, no priesthood or sacrificial rites.”6 Thus converts had to “forfeit a lot” of what the wider religious milieu had to offer when they joined Christian congregations.7
 

Changes in Christian Worship

Gradual change ensued in Christian worship over the second and third centuries. However, the fourth century, with the changes in the legality of Christianity under Emperor Constantine, witnessed mammoth shifts in Christian liturgy. Early twentieth-century liturgiologists such as Gregory Dix posited the uniformity of early Christian liturgy. They saw the changes of the fourth century as the flowering of Christian worship from the liturgical seeds that had been sown in the apostolic period.8
 

A more recent scholarly consensus is emerging, represented by scholars such as Paul F. Bradshaw and Maxwell E. Johnson.9 According to this perspective, earlier scholars' views of the primitive origins of the full-blown Eastern and Western liturgies of late antiquity and the Middle Ages result from the mistaken premise of a third-century origin of the Apostolic Tradition. Scholars traditionally thought that Hippolytus of Rome authored this work around AD 215.10 Yet there is an emerging consensus that the Apostolic Tradition is a combination of third-century sources and later redactions, much of it originating in the fifth century and even later.11 A later origin for the Apostolic Tradition calls into question the conventional view, which saw the high liturgies of both East and West in late antiquity and the Middle Ages as having much earlier origins.
 

As Notre Dame liturgiologist Paul F. Bradshaw argues, there was a gradual evolution of the liturgy over the second and third centuries. However, a thorough transformation of Christian worship from the earliest worship that Hurtado describes into the full-blown classic liturgy occurred only with the changes that accompanied the rule of Constantine in the fourth century.12 Earlier scholars such as Dix saw liturgical forms after Constantine as constituting the “classic expression” of Christian worship.13 They viewed the liturgy as developing gradually from “its inchoate roots” in the New Testament, being refined in the second and third centuries, and then “bursting forth into full bloom” in the fourth century.14 As Bradshaw remarks, while there is some truth to this, because of the gradual earlier evolution that did occur, it is “wildly overstated.”15
 

Most of the liturgical change in the fourth century resulted from pagan influences on the church, both secular and religious. Pagan society had less impact on Christian worship and practice prior to the fourth century, owing to the resolve of the early Christians to mark themselves off as distinct from the pagan world around them.
 

Calvin R. Stapert shows, for example, how the church fathers uniformly opposed most pagan music in both form and content. Clement of Alexandria, for instance, eschewed pagan music, the “old song,” which he described as “licentious, voluptuous, frenzied, frantic, inebriating, titillating, scurrilous, turbulent, immodest, and meretricious.”16 Instead, he argued, the church should set itself apart from the world's music, singing the “new song,” which Clement believed reflects the “melodious order” and “harmonious arrangement” of the universe and is “sober, pure, decorous, modest, temperate, grave, and soothing.”17 Clement wished to “banish [pagan music] far away, and let our songs be hymns to God.… For temperate harmonies are to be admitted.”18
 

The Jesuit scholar Josef A. Jungmann argues that Christians prior to the fourth century vigorously resisted assimilation into pagan society, even to the point of a church father like Tertullian refusing to allow couples who were marrying to wear wedding wreaths because of their pagan associations. Yet soon there developed a tension, as the church began more and more to take on accretions from pagan culture. This is illustrated by the fact that Chrysostom eventually allowed pagan wedding wreaths, investing them with a new Christian meaning.19
 

Indeed, as Bradshaw emphasizes, there arose a tension in Christian worship and practice—especially in the fourth century—about what it meant to be set apart from the world in terms of the relation of church practice and pagan culture. There was a tension between “the desire to make a clear distinction between pagan and Christian practices and ideas” and “the desire to use the images and vocabulary of paganism.” Increasingly, the church was “willing, even eager, to adopt elements from pagan worship in its liturgies at the very same period when it was apparently still viewing pagan religion as a rival against which it had to mount a defence.”20 Jungmann says that the gradual accretion of pagan secular and religious practices into Christian worship “is really surprising, for we know how strictly the Church insisted on avoiding any admixture” with pagan practices.21
 

Influences from pagan society came to bear on things such as the creation of the church year as well as the introduction of religious images, vestments, and liturgical objects (e.g., candles and incense) into the Christian liturgy.22 An example of this movement is the increasing tendency for Christian initiation practices to imitate those of the pagan mystery cults. Baptismal services “became highly elaborate, much more dramatic—one might even say theatrical—in character.”23 Baptismal homilies began to speak of these ceremonies as “awe-inspiring” and “hair-raising” to characterize their sensationalism.24 One sees a similar shift in the celebration of the Eucharist, which became more formalized, incorporating elements such as “ceremonial actions, vesture, processions, and music to an extent previously unknown.”25 However, aside from certain statements in the Apostolic Tradition, there is little evidence for the pre-fourth-century practice of these things.26
 

Scholars increasingly see the Constantinian era as ushering in important changes that were not the flowering of an earlier, uniform apostolic tradition but the disintegration of an earlier, simpler set of traditions that varied somewhat among churches and regions.27 Yet all scholars agree that the developments of the fourth century set the stage for the classic liturgy of the church that would hold sway in the East and the West throughout late antiquity and the Middle Ages.
 

Liturgical Development in the Middle Ages

The liturgy of the medieval church is essentially a development of the basic liturgical patterns of fourth-century Christianity, though with increasing complexity in both written liturgies and the use of ceremony. The East and West worshiped according to different rites. Most Eastern Orthodox churches utilized the Byzantine Rite, which had two forms: the liturgy of St. Basil and its shorter form, the liturgy of St. Chrysostom.28 The most widely used rite in the West was the Roman Rite. Local rites such as the Gallican (France), Ambrosian (Milan), Mozarabic (Spain), and Celtic (Ireland and Northern Britain) were common in the West during the early Middle Ages.29 However, these rites soon gave way to the more widespread Roman Rite, which became the dominant Western liturgy in the medieval period. By AD 1000, the broad outlines of the Roman Rite were basically set and would not witness any major changes until the Reformation of the sixteenth century.30
 

Monasticism increasingly influenced the development of medieval liturgy, especially daily public prayer. Yet this influenced primarily the clergy. Early in the Middle Ages, “the daily office ceased to function in the daily routine of ordinary people.… Prayer had become a professional responsibility, done for the people by monks and clerics.”31 Thus, the daily office (prayers) of the monasteries became a regular part of the worship of parish churches. The daily office comprised eight offices at stated times of the day: vespers, compline, matins, lauds, prime, terce, sext, and none.32 The daily office consisted of the chanting of the psalter and the singing of canticles (songs) and hymns, as well as readings from the Old and New Testaments, the church fathers, and the lives of the saints; prayers; read responses; and the recitation of the Apostles' Creed.33 Plainsong (Gregorian chant) was “the perfect vehicle for a dispassionate and meditative recital. Psalms might be sung responsorally or with antiphons (a select verse) at the beginning and end.”34
 

The primary way most laypeople experienced worship in the Middle Ages was in the Mass on Sundays and feast days. As James F. White says, “What probably concerned them least was the texts from which the priest read,” though these liturgical texts—”Mass books” in which every portion of the service was written out to be read by the clergy (in the Western church, in Latin)—became increasingly complex and standardized.35 The Mass became increasingly remote from the average layperson. The Mass was said in Latin, not in the people's language, and the altar began to be moved to the east wall of church buildings, so that the priest could offer up the Mass in a way that was remote from the people. Priests who before had faced the congregation from behind the altar now celebrated the Eucharist with their backs to them. As White says, “From the twelfth century on, the chief action [the people] could glimpse through the rood-screen that separated the nave from the chancel was the elevation when the priest raised the consecrated host above his head. Seeing this moment came to be the high point of the mass and people were known to shout ‘Heave it higher, sir priest’ if they could not see and adore.”36
 

With this sacerdotal approach to worship, ceremony became more and more complex and multisensory. In some ways, the rise of ceremonial and sensate worship related to the fact that the service was not in the language of the people. As Michael S. Driscoll observes of the medieval liturgy, “It would be false to think that one had to understand Latin in order to know what was being transacted in the liturgy.” The liturgy's “language” was not just verbal; it involved “posture, gesture, music, visual aspects, and a number of other elements to which the conscious person would be susceptible. Thus semiotics and ritual studies help to assess how the rites actually worked, while the histories of the visual and auditory arts assist in broadening our understanding.”37 This is why Reformation-era defenders of icons and other liturgical images called them “books for the unlearned.”38 Thus, medieval worship centered on the sensate and ceremonial, not the verbal and intellectual.
 

Despite important differences between the worship of the Western and Eastern churches in the Middle Ages, both comprised the same basic elements and would seem very similar to those from outside those communions. This broad liturgical synthesis held sway from the fourth and fifth centuries until the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century.
 

Worship and the Reformation

The Reformers responded to the received liturgy in a few basic ways. Lutherans and Anglicans, while moving away from much of the sacerdotalism of the medieval church, retained the basic form of the Western liturgy.39 Most Lutherans and Anglicans also held to much of the traditional ceremonial of the liturgy, including the use of images, clerical vestments, and liturgical objects such as candles and incense. However, even these churches would have large elements within them—influenced by movements such as the Puritans in the Church of England and the Pietists in the Lutheran Church—that would strip away much of the ceremonial while retaining the basic verbal form and cadence of the traditional liturgy.40
 

The other two broad wings of the Reformation—the Reformed and Anabaptist movements—revolted strongly against the liturgical forms they inherited from the medieval church. One might say that the radical reformation of worship that occurred in the sixteenth century arose entirely from the Reformed wing of the Magisterial Reformation. The worship practice of the Anabaptists of the Radical Reformation bore the influence of their early mentor Huldrych Zwingli, with whom they broke over questions such as believer's baptism, liberty of conscience, and the separation of church and state.41
 

The Reformed churches on the continent took much of their worship theology from Calvin and Bucer on the one hand or Zwingli on the other. The Puritans were largely a product of low church Anglicans whose exile during the reign of Queen Mary in the sixteenth century strengthened their Reformed commitments.42 Among these were, for example, John Knox, the founder of what we now know as Presbyterianism.43 Many Puritans eventually left the Church of England in separatist and nonconformist movements in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These dissenters divided into paedobaptist (Independents or Congregationalists) and anti-paedobaptist (Baptist) wings. However, all these groups flowed from the broader Calvinist-Zwinglian Reformed movement. Thus they carried with them the Reformed concerns about reforming the worship of the church, though of course some of these Reformers were more radical than others.44
 

As Horton Davies has shown in The Worship of the English Puritans, the basic difference between the Reformed movements on one hand and the Lutheran and Anglican movements on the other is the difference between the normative principle of worship and the regulative principle of worship. Davies argues that it is a “grave misunderstanding” to think that “the liturgical reforms of Luther and Calvin agree only in their condemnation of the abuses of the later mediaeval Church” or that “the differences in their respective conceptions of worship and in the essential genius of their Orders of service, reflect their contrasting temperaments”—Luther being conservative and Calvin being logical.45
 

Luther and Calvin agreed on key principles respecting the medieval liturgy. They both condemned late-medieval teaching on the Mass as a sacrifice of Christ, as well as the notion that the Lord's Supper should be celebrated only in one kind.46 They both wanted to strike a blow at the whole sacerdotal or priestly system of the medieval church. Thus they believed the people should be involved in singing, for example. This demanded that the worship be in the language of the people, not in Latin. Both Luther and Calvin wanted to return preaching to a central place in Christian worship. They wanted the Word of God (its concepts—not just its public reading) to be at the center of every aspect of worship. Both Reformers wished to restore the worship of the ancient church. Thus, Luther and Calvin agreed on what they saw as abuses of the medieval church.47
 

Despite their areas of agreement, Luther and Calvin differed in the following way: Luther believed that anything is permitted in worship as long as Scripture does not condemn it. Calvin believed that nothing is permitted in worship if Scripture does not commend it, by precept or example. The mainstream Anglican position as articulated by Thomas Cranmer in the Book of Common Prayer was more akin to Luther's position, whereas the Puritans challenged this approach with one that was more in line with that of Calvin and the continental Reformed movement.48
 

The upshot of this is that the main streams of the Lutheran and Anglican movements retained the written liturgy and much of the ceremony of the historic Western liturgy—and the liturgical renewal movements of the nineteenth century reaffirmed this tradition.49 The Reformed and Free Church traditions jettisoned the received liturgical tradition, including ceremony, images, liturgical vestments and objects, prayer books, and so forth. The left wing of the Reformed movement (Anabaptists, Baptists, and some Congregationalists and Presbyterians) also eschewed any clerical dress (such as academic gowns that would distinguish clergy from laity), written prayers of any sort, and the liturgical recitation of creeds.50 The essence of these Reformed and Free Church worship movements is captured by the title of Carlos M. N. Eire's book War Against the Idols: The Reformation of Worship from Erasmus to Calvin.51
 

More radical sects in the sixteenth-century Radical Reformation and in seventeenth-century England veered even further from the medieval synthesis, emphasizing free worship in a more charismatic sense or sitting in silence, waiting for the Spirit to move.52 More influential eighteenth- and nineteenth-century evangelical-pietist movements such as John Wesley's Methodists were essentially emblematic of the moderate Puritan strain of the Reformed and Free Church traditions.53
 

The Post-Reformation Worship Spectrum

Given this historical sketch, one might look at worship in the following way, with the groups on the right being more liturgically “conservative” and those on the left being more liturgically “liberal.” This basic spectrum has held steady from the Reformation era to our own day.
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In the nineteenth century, groups such as the Shakers exemplified the radical end of the worship spectrum, emphasizing the ecstatic and mystical in worship, engaging in dance and speaking in tongues. Yet sects such as these were in the tiny minority, and the Reformation churches, as well as the Catholic and Orthodox, viewed them as heterodox. The nineteenth century was also characterized by what many have called frontier worship or revivalist worship, which adds more emotion and informality to Free Church and Reformed types of worship.54 Some scholars see this as a by-product of the democratization of American Christianity.55 There was always diversity in the amount of fervency or emotion in preaching and congregational response in the Free Church and Reformed wings of Protestantism. Yet this increased with the revival movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Revivalism provided a fertile soil for the development of radical movements such as the Shakers.
 

In the twentieth century, the Pentecostal-charismatic movements embodied the radical end of the worship spectrum. As the century progressed, these movements, which emphasized the emotional, ecstatic, and mystical elements of spirituality, began to assert themselves into the mainstream of evangelicalism.
 

Contemporary evangelical worship emerged from the Pentecostal-charismatic end of the post-Reformation worship spectrum. For example, the vast majority of publishers of the contemporary praise-and-worship genre from the last two decades of the twentieth century had charismatic roots. These included such publishers as Maranatha, Vineyard (associated with the Vineyard churches), and Integrity/Hosanna. Thus, the radical end of the spectrum, embodied in the Pentecostal-charismatic strain of evangelicalism, became mainstream in the contemporary worship movement, influencing large segments of evangelicalism beyond Pentecostals and charismatics. However, many traditional Pentecostals, while maintaining an emphasis on the emotional, ecstatic, and mystical elements of spirituality in their worship, resisted the innovations of the contemporary worship movement, which they viewed as worldly, and maintained their practice of singing traditional hymns and gospel songs.
 

The Free Church and Reformed movements in the twentieth century, influenced in varying degrees by revivalism, and thus on a spectrum from less “formal” to more “formal,” represented the traditional evangelical approach in the middle. The Anglican, Lutheran, Catholic, and Orthodox churches exemplified liturgical worship. However, many in the Free Church and Reformed wings of Protestantism moved in a strongly liturgical direction during the liturgical renewal movements of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.56
 

Five Views on Christian Worship

Putting together a volume focusing on the contemporary debate over how the church should worship is a difficult task. The most challenging realization is that such a book cannot discuss every historical or contemporary approach. Thus, various worship expressions must unfortunately be categorized into a few basic perspectives. For example, several liturgical chapters could have been written—Anglican, Lutheran, Catholic, Orthodox. Yet in a one-volume work, we could have only one. The Lutheran contributor of the “Liturgical Worship” chapter in this volume will thus give voice to the broader liturgical traditions of Christian worship. Yet his traditional Lutheran position—and thus his differences with some other liturgical approaches—is unmistakable.
 

As another example, the book could have included chapters on the black church experience or that of the Pentecostal and charismatic movements. Yet this would involve a radical oversimplification of these complex historical expressions. Which experience of African-American worship would be represented—the stately worship of an old-line, urban African Methodist Episcopal church that features the liturgical and emotional side-by-side; the stark simplicity of a rural southern Missionary Baptist church that sings slow, a capella hymns that are lined out by a traditional song leader; the upbeat services of a Church of God in Christ that employ the contemporary sounds of black gospel music; or a young, emerging inner-city congregation that utilizes the latest hip-hop sounds? And what of Pentecostal and charismatic Christians? It would be impossible to give this wing of evangelicalism voice in one chapter, because many Pentecostals view any use of pop music in Christian worship as worldly, while others use the latest contemporary forms. It quickly became apparent that both the worship of black Americans and that of Pentecostal-charismatics have their own versions of the “traditional-contemporary” continuum.
 

Likewise, in the traditional evangelical churches, some will be more formal and others will be less formal. Some will be more revivalistic and others will be less revivalistic. A few in this group—such as the Churches of Christ, Primitive Baptists, many Anabaptist groups, and some Presbyterian bodies—do not use instrumental music in their worship services. Yet these differences, for the purposes of a book about the modern worship debate, are not as important as the similarities of evangelicals who want to hold to traditional evangelical worship, broadly speaking, and are concerned about contemporary forms.
 

The same holds true for the “Contemporary Worship” chapter. No doubt there are churches practicing contemporary musical forms that would look very different from the picture this book paints. This book does not attempt to cover all the various subgenres of contemporary worship, which could be as varied as stations on any FM radio dial. Rather, it seeks to focus on the broad stream of contemporary worship that is influencing evangelicalism the most.
 

In editing this volume, it has been my intent to give the contributors as much freedom as possible to represent their approaches to Christian worship in the way they think is most effective. Thus, part of the enjoyment of reading these chapters results from the diversity of approaches each of the contributors takes in defending his perspective.
 

The contributors' perspectives basically correspond to the different points along the above spectrum of Christian worship. Timothy Quill represents the liturgical wing of Christian worship. While he represents the traditional Lutheran approach to liturgy, his chapter gives voice to the broader liturgical approach in the modern worship debate. Quill believes that the historic liturgy, profoundly shaped by a sacramental vision of the Christian faith, is the only kind of worship that will allow Christ to be “present in Word and sacrament” and in them give out “His gifts of forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation.”
 

Ligon Duncan represents the traditional evangelical approach to worship. While he comes from a Reformed-Presbyterian tradition, he has sought to discuss the commonalities between the traditional approaches of groups as diverse as Anabaptists, Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and even some Methodists and low-church Anglicans.57 While there are many differences between these groups—such as the degree of emotion, the degree to which some of these groups have been influenced by revivalism, or the degree of formality—Duncan focuses on the similarities that unify traditional evangelicals in the modern worship debate and distinguish them from other perspectives.
 

Dan Wilt represents the contemporary worship approach, which he argues makes the expression and experience of contemporary music a central element of Christian worship. Indeed, music constitutes the “worship component” of a Christian gathering. Wilt's approach does not eliminate hymns from worship. Rather, it combines them with contemporary praise choruses, using the “instrumentation of contemporary, radio-play music.” Wilt presents a contemporary worship that identifies itself with contemporary pop culture, enabling everyday people to sing simple lyrics that express fresh spiritual impressions “for the moment”—”energetic emotions … hot tears and hearty laughter, exuberant singing and rambunctious dance … [and] wildly expressed passion” that arise from “a sense of God's loving immanence.”
 

Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever describe a blended worship that combines traditional and contemporary elements in a nuanced way that is deeply rooted in Reformational and Free Church categories and tradition. Their approach represents the attempts of many within both conservative evangelical and mainline Protestant churches who are attempting to incorporate certain contemporary features into their worship while remaining tethered to their historic traditions and worship practices.
 

Dan Kimball presents the ever-evolving emerging church movement, which seeks to share the gospel within the context of postmodern culture. Kimball presents another sort of “blended” worship that hopes to provide people in a postmodern age with culturally relevant worship forms that resonate with what people are accustomed to in their culture. Yet he wishes to incorporate a variety of Christian liturgical and mystical traditions into worship. This results in a radically diverse worship experience that is at once highly aesthetic and multisensory, cutting-edge in its mixture of contemporary musical genres, and ready to incorporate and reinterpret traditional liturgical forms for postmodern people.
 

Tension and Challenge

In his above-cited book The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship, Paul F. Bradshaw sets forth a thesis that gets to the heart of the issues raised in this book. He argues that the changes that occurred in worship in the fourth century, by and large, constituted the disintegration rather than the flowering of early Christian worship. He views the changes as “symptoms of a Church that was already losing the battle for the hearts and minds of its followers and was desperately attempting to remedy the situation by whatever means lay to hand.”58 Christians no longer “risk[ed] social ostracism” for joining the church, and the bar for membership became lower and lower. “Consequently, rather than being an outward expression of an inner conversion that had already taken place, the rites now became instead the means of producing a powerful emotional and psychological impression upon the candidates in hopes of bringing about their conversion.”59 A profound difficulty with incorporating “pagan symbols and language” into Christian worship was the resultant “uncritical adoption” of “alien devotional practices” like relics, liturgical clothing, the Eucharistic bread's having magical power, and so forth.60
 

Church leaders during this period were “caught between two opposing forces.” First, they desired to “remain counter-cultural, to draw a sharp dividing line between what was pagan and what was Christian.” They feared the dilution of distinctively Christian beliefs and the confusion that the adoption of practices resembling those of other religions might cause. Yet they became increasingly concerned about communicating with pagan culture “in its own terms.” Thus, they began to feel pressured to “inculturate the Church's liturgy in the context in which it was situated, to clothe its worship in the language and symbols that converts and potential converts would more easily understand, and by this means to lead them to full and right participation in the Christian mysteries.”61
 

In the end, Bradshaw argues, the second force prevailed. The church felt it was the only way to handle the increasing number of nominal members who did not have the theological understanding or depth of Christian discipleship of earlier generations of Christians who had lived in more difficult circumstances and were distinct from their pagan cultural surroundings. This move, Bradshaw contends, not only constituted an “admission of defeat in the process of the full conversion of all its followers,” but it also “led to the disappearance or transformation of many worship practices that had safeguarded and given expression to important aspects of the primitive Christian faith, which were consequently lost to later generations of believers.”62
 

Bradshaw's thesis gets to the heart of the debate within this volume. Each of these contributors is struggling at some level with the tension between the need to remain faithful to the gospel and the Christian tradition while at the same time faithfully communicating that Evangel in a changing and complex cultural milieu that presents mammoth challenges to the continued witness of the Christian church. One cannot help but see parallels between Bradshaw's account above and our own situation in the twenty-first-century church. Bearing witness to the transformational gospel of Christ in the world while maintaining faithfulness to the very countercultural, other-wordly qualities that make that gospel transformational is the profound challenge of the church, now as always. It is this challenge that the contributors to this book seek to address.
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One does not choose to join a liturgical1 church, and a church does not become or remain a liturgical church because of personal preference or taste. The Liturgy includes aesthetic elements such as music, art, architecture, vestments, and ceremony, but elements of style always come second. Worship forms are based on doctrine. Worship practice reflects and communicates the beliefs of the church. Liturgy articulates doctrine.
 

It is true that churches make decisions about how they will worship. This is an on-going process observed in the variety of forms among the great liturgical families of Christendom. There are differences between the Eastern and Western liturgies. In the West, one can observe differences between Roman Catholic liturgies before and after the Council of Trent (ended 1563) and again after the Second Vatican Council in the early 1960s. The Lutheran liturgy exists in a variety of forms: (1) Luther's Formula Missae and Deutsche Messe; (2) the many regional liturgies in Germany developed in the sixteenth-century; (3) the evangelical reforms of the mass that took place outside of Germany in Eastern Europe, the Baltics, Russia, and Scandinavia; and (4) the post-sixteenth-century Lutheran liturgies outside Europe in America, South America, Africa, Australia, and Asia. Finally, there are the various Reformed liturgies from Switzerland, France, England, and so forth.
 

The forms of the historic Liturgy have varied yet share a two-part common structure. The Service of the Word focuses on hearing Holy Scripture and preaching. The Service of Holy Communion focuses on eating the Lord's Supper. The Lord is present in Word and sacrament, and in them He gives out His gifts of forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation. Where His Word is, there is His Spirit, creating and sustaining faith and moving faith to respond in prayer and thanksgiving. Thus prayer, praise, and thanksgiving constantly express themselves throughout both parts of the Divine Service.
 

The variety of forms making up the historic Liturgy share a common biblical and theological understanding of how man acts in God's presence and, more importantly, how God has chosen to be present and how God acts toward those gathered in His name. God acts through His Word and sacrament. The historic Liturgy also retains this understanding, approach, and attitude (fostered through reverent ceremony) concerning how God has chosen to be present among His worshiping people, distributing the forgiveness of sins through the Word and Holy Sacraments.
 

Churches make decisions. In one sense, the Liturgy is an adiaphora.2 Holy Scripture does not command or prescribe the exact form and details (texts, music, and ceremonies). It does not follow, however, that liturgical matters are unimportant or arbitrary. The well-known maxim attributed to Prosper of Aquitaine (d. 463) can be helpful here: Lex orandi, lex credendi (the law of prayer/worship, the law of belief). The way you worship effects and determines what you believe. Islamic worship makes Muslims. Buddhist worship makes Buddhists. Roman Catholic worship makes Roman Catholics. Pentecostal worship makes Pentecostals. American neo-evangelical contemporary worship makes generic, Arminian, Protestant Christians. Lutheran liturgy makes Lutherans and keeps them Lutheran. But the opposite is also true in a different sense. One can reverse Prosper of Aquitaine's maxim to read, lex credendi, lex orandi: what you believe effects, determines, and shapes the way you worship. “Nothing can be liturgically correct that is not dogmatically correct.”3
 

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the movements of Pietism and Rationalism popularized the false notion that the early church was nonliturgical and preferred simple, informal, spontaneous styles of worship. Twentieth-century scholarship has demonstrated that this is simply false and historically inaccurate.4 The real reasons for the rejection of the historic liturgy were theological. Pietists minimized the external means of grace and replaced them with a direct experience of God through the heart. Rationalists placed the mind or reason above Holy Scriptures. Their rejection of the supernatural also led to a penchant for simplicity and intolerance of traditional forms in the Liturgy. When one rejects the doctrine of original sin, the deity of Christ, and the resurrection, there is no need to retain a liturgy shaped by a belief that the risen Lord's body and blood are present in the bread and wine, forgiving the sins of those who eat and drink with faith and condemning those who eat and drink without repentance and faith.
 

Lex credendi, lex orandi. What one believes establishes (or at least should establish) the way one worships. Church bodies that believe that the direct indwelling and experience of the Holy Spirit is to be sought independent of the Word and Holy Sacraments will be inclined to reject liturgical texts, music, and ceremony in favor of more ecstatic and emotional worship forms. The purpose of this chapter is to present some of the reasons why the Liturgy is important. Down through the centuries, the Liturgy has had its ups and downs. It has seen periods of neglect, deterioration, abuse, and misuse. It has also seen periods of restoration, reformation, and enrichment. It has been said that the Queen in rags is still the Queen. What is it about the Liturgy that is treasured and loved, that has sustained the church and reached the lost for the past two thousand years? The purpose of this chapter is to help one gain an appreciation of the reason why the Liturgy has endured and will continue to endure. In short, this chapter will articulate some of the reasons why the traditional Liturgy (that is, liturgical worship) is important.
 

The Liturgy Is Important for the Sake of the Gospel

To answer the question “Why is the Liturgy important?” it is necessary to begin with doctrinal questions. What does a church believe, teach, and confess about the Holy Trinity, original sin, Jesus Christ, justification, the nature of faith and grace, the Holy Ministry, good works, the nature of God's Word, Holy Baptism, Holy Communion, Holy Absolution, and such questions as “What must I do to be saved?” “How can I be certain I am saved?” “What has God done for my salvation?” and “Where and how is God present for me with His saving gifts today?” All of these questions are summarized in the important question “What is the gospel?” “Wherever the pure gospel comes, there the great liturgy of the true church revives. And wherever men seek genuine liturgy they cannot avoid facing the question, ‘What is the gospel?’”5 The Liturgy is important because the gospel is important.
 

I was extremely blessed as a child. Every Sunday my parents brought me to the Lord's house for the Holy Liturgy. As an infant I heard the pastor chant the Liturgy and the congregation respond in chant and song. This shaped my belief and piety, as did my catechism instruction. Liturgy is catechesis in action. However, by the time I got to college, if someone had asked me, “Why is the Liturgy important?” I doubt I could have given a thoughtful response. Like most people, I simply never gave it much thought.
 

Why not throw out the old Liturgy and import new songs and worship forms from the Baptists, Pentecostals, and other “evangelical,” nondenominational, revivalist groups? Why not sing their lively songs and listen to their heartfelt, emotional sermons? Why not throw out the fixed prayers and litanies in favor of informal, extemporaneous prayers? Why not give the Holy Spirit free course to fire us up with some “real praise”?
 

This is exactly what took place in many liturgical churches in America during the tumultuous decades of the 1960s and 1970s. In 1971 I left college with my guitar in hand to serve as youth director at a Lutheran Church. Along with the pastor, I was encouraged to create a new form of worship each week. New prayers, “dialogs,” creeds, and praise songs replaced the ancient and biblical Kyrie, Gloria, Creed, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, traditional hymnody, and so forth. Drums, electric guitars, and hand-clapping were all designed to produce a real “celebration.”
 

Why did I, like many others of the so-called baby boom generation, return to the Liturgy? Reflecting back, I realize that, through it all, I always sensed that something was not quite right—that there was a theological disconnect between Lutheran theology and doxology. Our new “experimental” forms of worship did not reflect what I was teaching in catechesis. After each Sunday's performance, nagging questions remained. What did we accomplish? Did the people really, truly grow closer to Jesus? How does one answer such questions? I could only attempt to measure the results on the basis of the level of enthusiasm we could generate. Did we generate a deeper passion and love for Jesus?
 

As I attempted to do these measurements in my mind, I always came up empty. I was on very wobbly ground. I knew something was not right, but I could not quite put my finger on it. “What did we accomplish?” This is a law question. The proper distinction between the law and gospel is essential for Lutheran theology, catechesis, preaching, and worship. The law is that doctrine in the Bible in which God tells us how we are to be (holy)6 and what we are to do and not to do. The gospel is that doctrine in the Bible in which God tells us the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ. It proclaims what God has done and still does for our salvation. If worship is primarily something we do, then we can never be certain we did enough. The law always accuses and condemns (lex semper accusit). It leads to a “mathematical,” measure-oriented way of evaluating how worship is done. Law questions ask, did people grow closer to Jesus? Stronger in their faith? This leads to additional questions. How close is close enough? How strong is strong enough?
 

There is also the assumption with this way of thinking that Jesus is to be found somewhere in the heart, and that the way to find Him is to feel His presence. Worship experiences based on feeling God's presence and being moved to commit one's entire heart and life to His will and law always come up short and easily lead to despair or to arrogance and hypocrisy. This is law worship.
 

Gospel worship works the other way. The liturgy is first of all what God is doing. In law worship, we bring our obedience and praise to God. In gospel worship, we bring our sin and sinfulness, and God brings His gifts to us. When one hears the word gospel, the mind should hear the word gift. One does not give a gift to oneself. Gifts cannot be earned, deserved, or paid for. If so, they would not be gifts but wages. It is in the nature of a gift simply to be received. “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph 2:8–9, ESV). The “Apology of the Augsburg Confession,” in its discussion of the doctrine of justification, beautifully explains this understanding of gospel worship:
 

Thus the service and worship of the Gospel is to receive good things from God, while the worship of the law is to offer and present our goods to God. We cannot offer anything to God unless we have first been reconciled and reborn. The greatest possible comfort comes from this doctrine that the highest worship in the Gospel is the desire to receive forgiveness of sins, grace and righteousness.7

 

It is in the very nature of the Divine Liturgy to be a liturgy of the gospel—gifts given and received in faith. Liturgical worship is not simply religious words and talk about God, salvation, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life. Rather, God is truly present in His Word and body and blood, forgiving sins, saving, sustaining, sanctifying, and strengthening our faith in Christ. One does not need to ask, “Am I close to Jesus?” Rather, faith knows for certain that Jesus is not just somehow close to us. His own words enter our ears and hearts, and the very body and blood of the Son of God are brought to our lips and mouths. There is no need to get closer than this. Often this greatly stirs our emotions. Sometimes it does not. The important thing is that our Lord's gifts are always certain, true, and given out to us. When we have wonderful, moving, emotional experiences, it is something for which to give God thanks. We can enjoy them and give thanks for them, but we do not put our faith in them. We put our faith in Christ and His Word, His promises, and His gifts.
 

Another way of saying the word gospel is to say Jesus Christ. The Liturgy is important because the Liturgy is the bearer of Christ into our midst, and He comes with grace to forgive His repentant children. The Liturgy is His Word, and where His Word is, there is He. The Liturgy consists of His true body and blood, miraculously present in the holy meal to forgive our sins, nourish our faith, comfort us, and sustain us until life everlasting.
 

The Liturgy is important, for it is here that the Holy Spirit is present, sustaining our faith. Where the Spirit slips away from the Word, confidence in the efficacious Word is replaced with internal, emotional experiences of the heart (enthusiasm)8 or with the bare mind (rationalism). The Augsburg Confession offers a precise explanation of the concrete connection between the justification of the sinner though faith and the Holy Spirit who works through the gospel and the sacraments. “To obtain such faith [i.e., that man is justified by grace alone through faith] God instituted the office of the ministry, that is, provided the Gospel and the sacraments. Through these, as through means, he, gives the Holy Spirit, who works faith, when and where he pleases in those who hear the Gospel.”9
 

The Liturgy Is Profoundly Biblical

Holy Scripture and the doctrine of justification shape the content and structure of the Liturgy. Therefore, it is Trinitarian, Chris-tological, sacramental, and eschatological in nature. Almost all of the text of the Liturgy is, word-for-word, directly from the Bible: Scripture Readings, Psalms, Introits, Graduals, Versicles and Responses, Canticles, Blessings, and so forth. Thus we are not hearing and speaking man's words, but the very Word of God, inspired by the Holy Spirit. The Liturgy is truly a divine, heavenly, inspired conversation between God and man. Where the Word is, there is the Holy Spirit (John 17:17; 16:12–15; 1 Cor 2:1–4). The two major places in the Liturgy that are not word-for-word quotations from the Bible are the sermon and hymns. Thus, pastors must take great care that every word they preach is faithful to the teachings of Christ and the apostles. It is for this reason that the Christian Church has taken seriously the apostolic mandate that pastors must be “apt teachers” (didaktikon). One cannot have a preacher in the pulpit speaking God's Word who lacks a thorough theological education. Similarly, hymns and prayers must be carefully examined for their biblical and theological verity. I will discuss liturgical hymnody later. At this point I will briefly comment on the nature of liturgical prayer.
 

In his 1523 “Order of Baptism,” Martin Luther advised those attending the baptismal liturgy, “See to it, therefore, that you are present in true faith, listen to God's Word, and earnestly pray along {mitbetest).”10 Hearing and praying always go together. Norman Nagel has offered the insightful question, “Is it the praying that does the words, or the words that do the praying?” He then explains,
 

The ear is the organ of faith. [Luther] is exhorting them at a baptism to be hearing the words of the Lord and to be mitbeten, praying with those words, so that really it is those words that do the praying. And so there is great freedom in our prayers in knowing that we don't have to get them up to a certain standard to be a good work—as if there is the Word of God, and now I had better crank up some praying, and that it is up to me to do. We do not do the praying. It is the words that have their way with us and so do the praying, as the Apostle says that the Spirit, when we don't know how to pray, does it as it were in us, for us (Rom 8:26–27). And his way of working in us is by way of the words that are alive with him in us, doing the praying.11

 

There is a great deal of freedom in liturgical prayers. We do not have to struggle to come up with words and figure out what God wants us to say today. When we say and sing the Lord's words, they have their way with us. This is not to suggest there is no place for so-called “informal,” “excorde,” or extemporaneous prayers.12 Extemporaneous prayers often accompany liturgical prayers in situations of personal pastoral care, in emergencies, and in private or family devotions. It is not a matter of one or the other. Both have their place. However, if one's prayer life is limited to personally composed prayers, it is susceptible to subjective and selfish impulses. It is also limited (impoverished) by the imagination and horizons of the individual person. With liturgical prayers we pray with the whole church (past, present, future) and thus expand our prayer life. Furthermore, liturgical prayer shapes the structure, language, content, and theology of private prayer.
 

A good example of this is the way the ancient collect form intentionally and unintentionally shapes or structures our personal prayers. The ancient collect form follows a four-part structure: (1) Address to God the Father; (2) Rationale: a statement(s) about God's nature or work that He has revealed in Holy Scripture and serves as the basis for the petition; (3) Petition on the basis of the name and nature of God; (4) Trinitarian termination.13 The Collect of the Day for the Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost is a beautiful example of the liturgical prayer form:
 

(Address) Almighty and Everlasting God, (Rationale) always more ready to hear than we to pray and always ready to give more than we either desire or deserve, (Petition) pour down on us the abundance of your mercy, forgiving us the things of which our conscience is afraid and giving us the good things we are not worthy to ask (termination) through the merits and mediation of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and forever.

 

The Liturgy Fosters Reverence

In addition to liturgical texts, the historic Liturgy also includes liturgical actions or ceremonies. Ceremony fosters reverence. Every generation has faced the problem of maintaining order and reverence in worship. St. Paul addressed numerous liturgical abuses in the church of Corinth (1 Cor 11–14). He concluded his lengthy discourse on worship with the admonition: “But everything must be done decently and in order” (1 Cor 14:40).14 In 597, Augustine of Canterbury wrote Gregory the Great inquiring why churches in Gaul followed different usages and rites from those of the churches in Rome.15 Pope Gregory replied,
 

You should carefully select for the English church whatever is most able to please almighty God, whether it come from Roman, Gallican or whatever church you may find it. Things ought not be loved because of the place from which they come, but because they are good in themselves. Therefore choose elements that are reverent, awe-inspiring, and orthodox from each region and arrange them as in a little book in accord with the mind of the English and so establish them as custom.16

 

The current debate amid the contemporary worship wars over appropriate decorum is not new. Every generation has had to deal with disorder, irreverence, and frivolity unbecoming of worshipers. The church does not gather over beer in a tavern, as spectators at the theater, or as cheering sport fans in a stadium. The church gathers in a heavenly throne room for an audience with the King.
 

A similar debate over worship rites and ceremonies took place at the time of the Reformation in the sixteenth century. The Evangelicals (i.e., Lutherans) made profound changes to the late medieval mass and liturgical practices in an effort to restore the Liturgy to its orthodox, gospel practice.17 The reformers were totally committed to retaining order, unity, and reverence in their churches. They retained liturgical forms such as the lectionary (yearly assigned readings), prayers, and vestments.18 As they explained, “We gladly keep the old traditions set up in the church because they are useful and promote tranquility.”19 Concerning the Mass, they stated, “Without boasting, it is manifest that the Mass is observed among us with greater devotion and more earnestness than among our opponents.”20 In the introduction to his 1523 revision of the Latin Mass (Formula Missae), Luther admits that he was hesitant and fearful of liturgical innovation on account of upsetting the weak in faith, “and even more so because the fickle and fastidious spirits who rush in like unclean swine without faith or reason, and who delight only in novelty and tire of it as quickly, when it has worn off.”21
 

Liturgical worship retains ceremony not only for the sake of reverence but also in order to teach the faith. “The chief purpose of all ceremonies is to teach the people what they need to know about Christ.”22 Ceremony, reverence, and teaching about Christ go together and share an intimate reciprocity. Few would argue that disorder, irreverence, frivolity, and novelty are appropriate for believers who take their God and spiritual things seriously.
 

In February 2005, the British Broadcasting Company reported on the secularization of society in Spain. According to the report, the church is losing its influence on society. The BBC correspondent interviewed a spectator at a Sunday soccer game. The reporter asked, “Did you go to mass today?” When the young man answered, “No,” the reporter continued, “Why did you come to a soccer game instead of church?” The man laughed and replied, “Well, it's more fun.”
 

On another Sunday, in April 1993, I attended worship in a new mission church in the city of Aktau on the edge of the Caspian Sea in Western Kazakhstan. The city was home to 180,000 Russians and Kazaks. The Soviets built it four decades ago as a restricted military city and closed it to all religion. Following the fall of the Soviet Union, a small indigenous church had been organized. It met in a local theater. Its style of worship and music was imported from American “evangelical” contemporary worship. The driver we hired during the visit was nominally Muslim and very interested in all things American. Having never seen a Christian worship service, he asked if he could attend the service with us. Midway through the service, he leaned over to me with his reaction. He smiled broadly and politely commented, “I believe.… I believe your God is a fun God.” He did not mean it as a compliment.
 

Soccer games and Disney World are fun. The Divine Service is a place beyond fun. The Liturgy is a serious, life-and-death reality. In the Divine Service, sinners come into the very presence of the holy Lord God. It is where Holy Absolution is pronounced, resulting in a repentant joy unlike the temporary, superficial “happiness” offered in secular entertainment. The church must be very careful about adopting the styles of contemporary culture. Worship is not about excitement, fun, and fantasy. Bungee jumping is exciting. Sitting in a pew, standing, kneeling, and bowing are not exciting but important—more important than anything else we do in life and anything our popular culture might offer. The word culture comes from cultus, the Latin word for worship. Divine Worship is a culture unlike any other, and is in fact a counterculture.
 

“I believe your God is a fun God.” The observation of the nominal Muslim who grew up in an atheistic, Soviet society that permitted no churches or mosques is both perceptive and incriminating of the secularization of Western worship. It is equally enlightening for many Western Christians to take the time to reflect on the worship practices of non-Christians. It is a great tragedy that Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists show more reverence to their false gods than many Christians display in the presence of the Holy and Blessed Triune God.
 

Worship consists of words and actions. The words of the Liturgy are printed in liturgical books, but there is no liturgy until they are spoken. Worship includes ritual and ceremony. In strict ecclesiastical usage, the word ritual refers to the prescribed form of words spoken in the liturgy (collects, Lord's Prayer, Creed, Sanctus, Words of Institution, Eucharistic Prayer, Benediction, etc.). Ceremony refers to the prescribed and formal actions and gestures such as bowing, kneeling, the sign of the cross, laying on of hands, the fraction, the elevation of the cup, processions, and so forth.23 Gestures and ceremony are nonverbal forms of communication that connect with verbal communication or ritual. In addition to action, the term ceremony is sometimes used in reference to material things used in the conduct of worship, such as the altar, font, sacred vessels, paraments, vestments, candles, religious art (paintings, icons, statues, crucifixes, symbols, ornaments), and even the church building itself (architecture, stained glass). Churches that observe the liturgical year have also understood time as one of the elements of ceremony. While liturgioloists distinguish ritual and ceremony, they often use the two terms interchangeably, and this sometimes leads to confusion. Nevertheless, in the strict sense of the word, ritual refers to words, and ceremony, to actions and things.
 

All common religious worship requires ritual and ceremony. Churches that “reject” ceremony are not so much opposed to ceremony itself, but to what they deem to be formal or “ritualistic” practices. They prefer so-called “informal” or spontaneous styles of worship over against traditional ecclesiastical forms. Although their forms and ceremonies are nontraditional, informal, or even spontaneous, they are nevertheless forms and ceremonies. In non-liturgical churches the traditional invitation to prayer, “oremus” (Let us pray), is replaced with “Please pray with me,” or “Shall we pray,” which soon become standard “liturgical” practice. Historic art forms such as the crucifixes, iconography, and statues are replaced with large neon crosses or doves. There is an emerging trend in some congregations to eliminate all expressions of religious art and symbolism. Here church buildings are nearly indistinguishable from secular auditoriums or the local dentist's office. Ceremony is retained, but at the cost of beauty, transcendence, mystery (properly understood), and reverence conducive to communicating and fostering piety in which faith looks to the certain, sure, sustaining, and comforting extra nos divine Word and sacramental acts. The sacraments are acts and thus require action, that is, ceremony. Liturgical ceremony has been valued for two millennia because it points to and communicates rich and profound theological truth. It reflects both divine transcendence and God's presence among us in and through Word, water, bread, and wine.
 

As with all elements of rite, ceremonial aspects are subject to abuse. Corrupted religious actions that communicate false doctrine need to be eliminated or purified. Proper ceremony does not exist independent of ritual and catechesis. The primary criterion for judging all ceremony is the gospel, the doctrine of justification by grace alone through faith in Christ Jesus. However, ritual and ceremony may become overgrown and require careful pruning. One does not simply hack away and thus kill the plant. We do not solve the problem of bad hymnody by eliminating all music from worship. The solution to overly long, dull preaching is not the elimination of the sermon.
 

There are many reasons why liturgical ceremonies have been valued and retained down through the centuries. While Holy Scripture does not explicitly prescribe ceremonies, they have faithfully given expression to the pure doctrine and faith revealed by Christ, the prophets, and apostles. Liturgical ceremonies foster reverence among those who come into the presence of Almighty God. They foster the humility befitting sinners who dare come before the Holy One. Thus kneeling is a natural posture for the confession of sins. Ceremonies foster thanksgiving that accompanies the giving out of God's grace and forgiveness. Ceremonies enhance the beauty of the Divine Liturgy. Ceremonies inspire. Ceremonies teach. Ceremonies connect the local worshiping community with the entire church—past, present, and future. Ceremony is not cherished simply because it is old. It is not dead repristination; it is a living, life-giving activity in which people receive divine gifts and respond with heart, soul, and body with reverence, humility, thanksgiving, and joy. In the scramble for new, contemporary worship styles, it is important to keep in mind that nothing is more relevant than that which is relevant for every generation.
 

Traditional ceremonies transmit to the worshiper the understanding of worship that goes back to Old and New Testament practice. Does the Bible prescribe the exact ritual and ceremony to be used by the church today? Yes and no. On the one hand, the ritual or text is prescribed. The Liturgy centers on the reading of God's Word and preaching. This includes the singing and praying of the inspired psalms. The Lord's Supper and Holy Baptism are acts mandated by the Church's Lord and thus ceremonies. On the other hand, the Bible does not prescribe to the church today the exact order of, for example, worship, the church year, instructions on how to make vestments, or how to build churches.
 

Nevertheless, an examination of Old Testament ceremonial worship forms prescribed in detail by the Lord reveals principles of worship that remain appropriate for the church today. Old Testament worship included ceremonial elements—altar, candles, incense, liturgical calendar, vestments, gestures, bowing. Many liturgical churches—most notably the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox—have retained the ceremonial use of incense (can't get much more “high church” than incense!). Incense was prescribed by God for use in the temple. It was while Zechariah was burning incense in the temple that God's angel announced to him that he would be the father of John the Baptist, the forerunner of Christ (Luke 1:9–11). With the coming of Christ, the glory of the Lord who dwelt in the holy of holies took up a new dwelling place in the body of Jesus (John 1:14). The wise men worshiped the baby Jesus with gifts of incense (Matt 2:11). The eternal, heavenly liturgy depicted in the book of Revelation includes reference to incense (Rev 5:8; 8:3–4). The Lord does not require that churches use incense today. Nor does He forbid its use. The Old Testament temple is gone. It has been fulfilled in the ultimate, complete, one-time sacrifice of Christ Jesus (Heb 10:11–12). Theologically, liturgically, and ceremonially the New Testament shares both a continuity and discontinuity with the Old Testament. Not two theologies, but one theology of prophecy and fulfillment centered in Christ. In both the Old and New Testaments, all theology is Christology, all liturgical theology and doxology is Christology.
 

Bowing is a nearly universal liturgical practice. Some bow the head, some deeply bow both head and shoulder, and some genuflect. Pastors and priests bow each time they approach the altar. The laity bow toward the altar when they enter the church and sing the Gloria Patri (“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit …”) as they approach the altar to receive the body and blood of our Lord. Bowing is a universal sign of respect. As is true of many ceremonial gestures, bowing also reflects the fact that we are created with both soul and body.
 

Body and soul belong together and both belong to God. They are not separated so long as we live on earth. They are united to make a “soul,” a person, and what affects the one affects the other. The body is the instrument of the soul in both directions, that of expression and impression. For example, when one smiles, it expresses friendliness and at the same time makes one feel friendly. The soul expresses itself through the body and the body is the instrument through which the soul is informed and moved. Even if religion is primarily a thing of the heart and will, it is at the same time also a thing of the body. “Therefore,” Paul says, “… present your bodies as a living sacrifice” (Rom 12:1).24

 

One of the most common words for worship in the Greek New Testament is proskunē which means “to worship,” “do obeisance to,” “prostrate oneself,” “do reverence to.” In the overwhelming majority of cases, the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old Testament)25 used the word proskunē when translating Old Testament Hebrew words for bow down and worship.26 References to ceremonial bowing fill Scripture from beginning to end. “Come, let us worship and bow down” (Ps 95:6). “At the name of Jesus every knee will bow—of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth” (Phil 2:10). In Revelation the narrative is repeatedly interrupted with the heavenly liturgy. Time after time the heavenly throne room explodes with songs of praise and ends with the worshipers literally falling down in full prostration and worship (4:10; 5:15; 7:11; 19:4). Such is the response when God's redeemed creatures come into His presence.
 

There are times when the heart is easily moved to reverence and adoration. At other times the mind and heart are preoccupied and distracted. There are days when one simply does not feel like worshiping God. At such times bowing is even more important, because the very physical act of reverence gently moves the reluctant heart and mind to adoration. Some might judge such bowing to be ritualistic habit. Sometimes habits are done thoughtlessly. But good habits usually produce good results. It is certainly possible to carry on a conversation without shaking hands and extending a smile. Nevertheless, the use of these social ceremonies does have a profound and positive effect. The Liturgy is a heavenly conversation between God and man. The words are the important thing, but attending ceremony likewise has a salutary effect.
 

To bow before the altar is to show respect to the Incarnation, to reverence Jesus, who comes to us with His body and blood in His Holy Supper. Martin Luther articulated the connection between word and ceremony in a sermon illustration of a man attending the Divine Service.
 

While the words [of the Creed] “And was made man” were being sung in the church, he (coarse and brutal lout) remained standing, neither genuflecting nor removing his hat. He showed no reverence, but just stood there like a clod. All the others dropped to their knees when the Nicene Creed was prayed and chanted devoutly. Then the devil stepped up to him and hit him so hard it made his head spin. He cursed him gruesomely and said: “May hell consume you, you senseless beast! If God had become an angel like me and the congregation sang: ‘God was made an angel,’ I would bend not only my knees but my whole body to the ground. Yes, I would crawl ten arms' lengths down into the ground. And you vile human creature, you stand there like a stick or a stone. You hear that God did not become an angel but a man like you, and you just stand there like a stick of wood.” Whether this story is true or not, it is nevertheless in accordance with the faith (Rom 12:6). With this illustrative story the holy fathers wished to admonish youth to revere the indescribably great miracle of the Incarnation. They wanted us to open our eyes wide and ponder these words well.27

 

Two other common liturgical ceremonies worthy of particular mention are the making of the sign of the cross and the crucifix. The custom of making the sign of the cross is older than depicting Christ on the cross. The practice of crossing oneself goes back to the ancient church. Tertullian (b. ca. 150) and Augustine (453–430) wrote about its usage among pious laypeople. In early baptismal rites, the sign of the cross was made upon the forehead and breast of the candidate being baptized into the name of the Holy Trinity (Matt 28:19). Baptized Christians sign themselves with the holy cross as a reminder that in baptism they were made members of the body of Christ and belong to Him (1 Cor 12:13–27; Gal 3:26–27). It is a reminder that at their baptism they were baptized into Christ's death and buried and raised with Him (Rom 6:3ff.). The sign of the cross is a daily reminder that they are justified and sanctified children of God (1 Cor 6:11). In the Small Catechism, Martin Luther encourages the retention of this ancient practice at the beginning of one's private prayers. He writes, “In the morning when you rise (In the evening when you go to bed) you shall bless yourself with the holy cross and say, ‘In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.’” In the Large Catechism, Luther recommended that parents should instruct their children to cross themselves for the purpose of recalling their divine Protector in moments of danger, terror, and temptation.
 

Christians whose piety does not include the sign of the cross sometimes incorrectly judge this ceremony to be a vain ritual or silly superstition. However, for many Christians it is a serious and meaningful sacred act. It is no less serious and meaningful than the act of a Protestant/evangelical football player pointing to heaven after scoring a touchdown in order to make a public witness to his faith. Christians make the sign of the cross at baptisms, during private prayers, during the public Divine Liturgy,28 in times of danger and temptation, and yes, some sign themselves as they step up to home plate in baseball stadiums. This should not be derided as a superstitious, good-luck gesture. Like pointing to heaven, the sign of the cross is also a physical and visual profession of faith. In fact, it is more explicit in that there is no question that this is a Christian confession (deists, Mormons, and Muslims can also point heavenward). The cross is the symbol of the Christian church, and making the sign of the cross “is more than a profession of faith; it is a prayer in action of thanksgiving or for blessing to God the Father, in the Holy Spirit, through our one and only Mediator, Jesus Christ.”29 As with bowing, the sign of the cross is a ceremony (especially when accompanying the speaking of the divine Name) that involves the entire person, body and soul, in prayer and devotion.
 

In 1 Corinthians 2:2, St. Paul wrote, “For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” Crucifixes and crosses adorn many churches. Many pastors wear pectoral crosses and crucifixes. Lay people often wear them to give witness to their faith. They hang crosses on the walls in their homes as an ever present devotional reminder of Christ's sacrifice and forgiveness. The crucifix is not Roman Catholic. It is not Eastern Orthodox. It is not Lutheran. It belongs to the whole church; its use is almost universal. I have heard people say that their churches use the empty cross because they believe in the resurrected Jesus. I have never quite understood this logic. In the strict sense, it is not the empty cross but the empty tomb that points to the resurrection.30
The cross would have been empty whether or not Jesus had risen from the dead. Rome left behind hundreds of empty crosses. Both cross and crucifix are vivid, powerful expressions of the suffering and death of Jesus Christ for the salvation of the world. The presence of the body of Christ on the cross, however, emphasizes the incarnation of Christ and His atoning sacrifice.
 

The Liturgy Has Repetition

The Liturgy is important because it has repetition. It has been said that the Liturgy is boring. It is like water flowing over a waterfall and boring into a rock. Eventually the water has its way with the seemingly impenetrable rock. Repetition ingrains the Word of God deep into our minds and hearts. Thus, the Word of God is there in times of crisis, persecution, sudden tragedy, and old age to comfort us with what is familiar and sure. Times of tragedy and trial do not require novelty. Reciting the Lord's Prayer or the Apostles' and Nicene Creeds in the Liturgy sometimes seems tiresome. Yet when the pastor gathers with the troubled, sick, and dying, their confident recitation of liturgical prayers brings comfort and often tears. Estranged spouses pray together, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” A dying Christian whose body is ravaged with cancer receives the Lord's Supper and confesses with his pastor and family, “I acknowledge one baptism for the remission of sins, and I look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to come.”
 

The historic Liturgy has both repetition and variation. Within the unchanging structure there is plenty of room for a variety of hymns, Introits, Psalms, Graduals, prayers, sermons, and other components. As in all areas of human life, creativity needs boundaries. Routine in life frees the creative process of the mind. Most people require the discipline of a morning routine. Getting dressed, showering, and shaving in the morning are best done with routine, which allows one to wake up and to prepare creatively for the coming day. You do not have to think about what comes next, where to find your toothbrush, or where to get a cup of coffee. The morning repetition and routine free the entire family for creative thought and conversation regarding the day's activities.
 

Painters are confined by the borders of the canvas. One cannot paint very well if one is plopping paint all over the room. One need not look very far to find examples of incredible creativity expressed within the framework of traditional liturgical worship. Sergei Rach-maninov's Opus 31 setting for the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom and J. S. Bach's cantatas in Leipzig demonstrate the wide latitude available for creativity within the bounds of liturgical forms. There is great room for freedom in musical, ritual, and ceremonial expression within the confines of the classic liturgical structure. The same Liturgy is used in both a small country church and grand cathedral. The same Liturgy is used during solemn penitential seasons and joyous festivals. By its very nature, the traditional Liturgy possesses a character that is very flexible and adaptable to different places and seasons of the church year.
 

The Liturgy Has Been Tested by Generations

The Liturgy and liturgical hymnody of the church have been tested by generations for their value and doctrinal purity. Generation after generation has been fed and sustained on the Liturgy. Is our generation so different and so unique? Are we so much wiser and do we know better than those who have gone before? The theological content has also been tested by those who have gone before us. The Creeds (Apostles', Nicene, and Athanasian) were forged during the patristic era to defend the faith against the onslaught of numerous Christological and anti-Trinitarian heresies. The sixteenth-century evangelicals undertook the massive task of reforming the Liturgy from numerous abuses introduced during the Middle Ages. The church must constantly examine hymnody for its theological purity, dropping or editing hymns containing false doctrine or lacking clarity. We must continually scrutinize every aspect of the Liturgy (text, music, ceremony) according to sound theological, linguistic, poetic, and musical criteria. We must retain that which has stood the test of time and demonstrated the ability to give spiritual nourishment to people of different times and cultures.
 

The Liturgy Serves as a Common
 Confession and Fosters Unity

The Liturgy ties us to the whole church (past, present, future) and visibly demonstrates the unity of the church “catholic.” We not only confess the same creeds and doctrine, but we also extol and express the correct teaching in correct doxology or worship. The Liturgy fosters unity among those who share the same theological confession. If you walk into another Lutheran congregation, the liturgy tells you immediately that this is also your church. It is the same with the Roman Catholic, Anglican, or Orthodox Church. One feels at home. One is able to participate, even when in a foreign country and unfamiliar with the local language.
 

A common liturgy unifies and strengthens the bond between congregations who share the same confession. They sing common hymns, pray common prayers, even share common ceremonies (e.g., the sign of the cross, kneeling, bowing, robes, crosses, and crucifixes). This is true even though such externals are not rigidly fixed and forced on everyone. Some Lutherans make the sign of the cross upon themselves from left to right, some from right to left, and some not at all. Some pastors and congregations chant the Liturgy, and some do not (or cannot). Some Lutheran pastors wear a black robe (Talar) with white tab (Beffchen), some a white alb, some a black cassock and white surplice, some a chasuble. But all wear a robe to cover the man and as a symbol of the Office of the Holy Ministry. No one is distracted by the expensive, flashy attire of the preacher, or conversely, by his poor taste and sloppy dress. All of that is covered up. The man proclaiming the divine Word and giving out the life-giving sacraments looks unlike anyone you will see anyplace else. The pastoral vestment is a symbol that the minister stands in the place of Christ. Thus, in liturgical churches the pastor wears a robe, not a suit and tie or causal wear. Pastors are not businessmen, politicians, or laypersons, but gifts from Christ to His bride the church (Eph 4:8–11). Local, regional, and ethnic customs vary, yet the common Liturgy remains vitally important, especially in America as we live in an age of doctrinal indifference and the careless or intentional blurring of denominational and theological differences.
 

The Liturgy Protects the Congregation from
the Pastor and the Pastor from the Congregation

The Liturgy protects the congregation from the bondage, weakness, and shortcomings of the individual pastor. Pastors come and go. If a particular pastor is lazy, not very personable, a poor preacher, or even a false teacher, the Liturgy continues to deliver the gifts. The Liturgy also protects the pastor from congregational members who may insist that he adopt worship practices and hymnody from denominations whose theological beliefs contradict the theological confession of the church. Furthermore, the liturgical church year and lectionary (assigned Scripture readings for each Sunday and festival) prevent the pastor from always preaching on his pet topics and personal agendas. Over the course of every year the congregation will hear all the major teachings of Holy Scripture.
 

The Liturgy Uses the Church Year and Lectionary

The liturgical church year orders our worship and entire life around Jesus Christ and His person and saving deeds. The lectionary assures us that the church will proclaim the entire counsel of God and all the saving deeds of Christ. It serves the teaching task of the church, yet it is more than a mere educational issue. The lectionary is built on Christ's life, work, and nature, and on the belief that the risen Lord Jesus is truly present among His people in Word, body, and blood. If you want a bigger faith, then get a bigger Jesus. The church year gives you a big Jesus. Over the course of each year, the people hear and celebrate His entire life and saving works: His miraculous birth, baptism, public ministry, miracles, teachings, transfiguration, suffering, death, resurrection, ascension, heavenly enthronement, and second coming. The liturgical church year celebrates what He did and still does for His church. Every Sunday the very words of Jesus are spoken from the lectern and pulpit. The size of one's faith is determined by the size of one's Jesus. The liturgical church gives one lots and lots of Jesus. The church year shapes a truly biblical theology of worship. Liturgical worship provides “the plan for the church year which the proclamation has to follow. It hinders the preacher from limiting himself to his own favorite texts.”31 Congregations get the entire biblical message. More importantly, they get lots and lots of Jesus.
 

The Liturgy Instructs the Laity

As seen above, the liturgical church year and lectionary order the instruction in a way that is centered on Christ and the history of salvation and includes all the essential doctrines of the church. Instruction takes place on many levels in the liturgy, yet it is more than a mere lecture or classroom activity. For example, you might lecture your children, “You must respect God, worship Him, and adore Him. You must fear, love, and trust in Him above all things.” But what do parents teach their children who see their parents bowing their heads in prayer and kneeling in church at the altar or at their bedside? Kneeling is ceremony. Ceremony teaches, and the “chief purpose of all ceremonies is to teach the people what they need to know about Christ.”32
 

The Liturgy Provides Order and Form

Just as all common human activities need order and form, so does worship. We are saved by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. We are not saved by ceremonies, liturgical forms, seasons, vestments, icons, crucifixes, incense, bowing, chanting, and crossing ourselves. Faith does not rest on such externals. Faith rests on Christ and the gospel (which also happen to be external to us). Faith looks to Christ. We have freedom of conscience with regard to man-made ceremonies. However, this does not mean we are free from the external Word of God and the external sacraments instituted by Christ Himself: Preaching repentance and forgiveness, pronouncing Holy Absolution, Holy Baptism, and the Lord's Supper. The external Word of God becomes internal when it goes into our ears. Where the Word is, there is Christ. In the sacraments of Holy Baptism and Holy Communion, the external water, bread, and wine are connected with God's Word and command. Through these the Word made Flesh becomes internal. The way to get Christ inside is to look outside of ourselves. The purpose of man-made externals is to help focus the mind and heart with reverence and awe upon the external Word and sacraments.
 

Our individual freedom of faith is balanced with love for one another. We do not worship alone. We are not solitary monks. Christian worship is communal; therefore love demands that we set aside our personal freedom out of love for one another. “‘Everything is permissible,’ but not everything is helpful. ‘Everything is permissible,’ but not everything builds up. No one should seek his own good, but the good of the other person” (1 Cor 10:23–24). “Whenever you come together, each one has a psalm, a teaching, a revelation, another language, or an interpretation. All things must be done for edification” (1 Cor 14:26). Some things never change. In Paul's day and ours, everyone has a personal opinion about what is needed in worship—for others and for our own “felt” or real needs. Paul concludes his discourse on worship, “But everything must be done decently and in order” (1 Cor 14:40). In one sense one can say that there is no such thing as “informal” worship. All worship practices have some form. Liturgical churches follow the traditional or classic two-fold pattern that flows from the Word and sacramental acts. What many people call informal worship is nothing more than the classic revival worship that developed on the United States frontier in the nineteenth century.33
 

There is a need for form and order in worship. It is not a matter of personal preference but is done for the good of the entire church. Neither laity nor clergy are to insist on personal preference. The pastor is the “steward of the mysteries [gospel]” and likewise does not act alone but on the basis of what has been passed down and in view of what his bishop or fellow pastors have agreed upon.34 The liturgy is always in the process of change, yet changes should not be made arbitrarily, carelessly, or suddenly by individual pastors. The need for order does not demand absolute uniformity from region to region, church to church, or even congregation to congregation. Nevertheless, it is for the sake of good order, peace, and unity that church bodies share a common hymnbook that contains common liturgies, hymns, and ceremonies.
 

The Liturgy Is Shaped by Christ's Presence

In Matthew 28, the last words of the risen Lord Jesus to His disciples on the mountain in Galilee before sending them into the world were, “I am with you always, to the end of the age.”35
Ubi Christus, ibi ecclesia (Where Christ is, there is the church).36 “The existence of the church is the most profound riddle of history.”37 Where Christ is, there is the church. The crucial question for the church and her mission and worship is, therefore, “Where and how is this unseen Christ to be found?” The Augsburg Confession answers this clearly and succinctly: The [church] “is the assembly of believers [Latin: holy ones] among whom the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel.”38 Where Word and sacraments are going on, there one finds Christ really and personally present. Where Holy Baptism is going on, there Christ is present. Baptism leads to the Lord's Supper. Where the Lord's Supper is going on, there is Christ. Where the Liturgy of Word and sacrament is, there is Christ and there is the Church. The historic Liturgy is shaped by this belief, as is the apostolic mission to bring Christ and His church to all nations.
 

“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:29 ESV). When the risen Lord Jesus spoke these words to Thomas, He was also speaking to and about us today. Thus, in the Apostles' Creed, the worshipers confess: “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Holy Christian Church.” Faith in Jesus Christ is not based on articulate philosophical polemics or present-day miracles but on the foolishness of the preaching of the gospel (1 Cor 1:18–31). Faith comes by hearing. The continual existence of the church is a matter of faith, not sight. Since the ascension of our Lord, we live in a time of hearing, not seeing. “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Holy Christian Church.” The church is not seen but believed. It is an article of faith. Faith comes through the ears, not the eyes. Where the powerful Word of the Gospel is proclaimed, the Spirit works faith in us and we confess, “I believe in Jesus Christ” and “I believe in the Holy Christian Church.” Where Christ is, there is the church. “The reason his Church gathers together in worship each week is because Jesus comes.”39
 

The historic Liturgy is shaped by this profound understanding of how and where Christ is present today, namely, through the “means of grace,” that is, the Word and sacrament of the altar. Thus the structure of the ancient Liturgy consists of the Service of the Word and the Service of Holy Communion. The pattern is seen already in Acts 2:42: “They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching, to fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayers.” The Service of the Word centers on the teachings of the apostles; the Service of Holy Communion consists of fellowship (Koinonia) or the breaking of bread.40 The prayers include those prayed at the Eucharist as well as the “Prayer of the Church” (1 Tim 2:1–2).
 

Structure of the Historic Liturgy41

The Preparation42
Trinitarian Invocation
Confession and Absolution
 

Service of the Word

Introit (Entrance Psalm)
Kyrie
Gloria in Excelsis

 

Salutation and Response
Collect of the Day
Old Testament Reading
Gradual (Psalm)
Epistle Reading
Verse and Alleluia
Holy Gospel
Creed
Sermon
Prayer of the Church
 

Service of Holy Communion

Preface
Sanctus
 [Eucharistic Prayer] 
Lord's Prayer
Words of Institution (Consecration)
Peace
Agnus Dei (Lamb of God)
Communion
 [Nunc Dimittis] 
Final Prayer
Dismissal or Blessing
 



 

The Liturgy is not a concatenation of randomly selected liturgical elements that can be shuffled about like a deck of cards—nor are the various parts of the Liturgy set immovably in cement. There is, however, a logical order to the many parts of the liturgy. Each part confesses, reflects, and bestows Jesus Christ in its unique way or permits the worshipers to respond to the gifts given and received with immediate and appropriate thanksgiving and praise. No individual part stands in isolation from the service as a whole. All the parts work and move together toward the two chief points of the Divine Service: (1) hearing the Word of God and the very words of the present Jesus Christ at the proclamation of the Holy Gospel; (2) fellowship with the present Christ through the reception of His body and blood in the Lord's Supper. The reason the church gathers together for the Liturgy each Sunday is because Jesus comes. A detailed examination of the entire Liturgy is beyond the scope of this chapter. However, several parts will be analyzed to show how they (along with the rest of the Liturgy) reflect Christ's presence and the bestowal of His mercy and forgiveness to His baptized children.
 

The Presence of Christ in Liturgical Texts

Invocation

Where God's name is, there is He. “Where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am there among them” (Matt 18:20). So we have this promise from Jesus Himself (see also Exod 3:13–15; 1 Kings 8:27,30). The Invocation is not a magic formula used to conjure up God to do our bidding. The Invocation is calling upon God's name. The Invocation presupposes God's presence and His promise to bless us. We dare come into His presence because we are His children through our baptism into His holy name, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We call upon His name at the beginning of His Divine Service. We are here because He has called us. Because He has promised to be in our midst where two or three are gathered together. We do not name God. He has revealed Himself and His name to us. To know Jesus is to know the Father. From the Father and the Son proceeds the Holy Spirit.
 

Confession and Absolution

Since the sixteenth century, most Lutheran liturgies have added corporate confession and absolution as a rite of preparation before the Chief Divine Service of Word and sacrament. Prior to this, confession and absolution were normally individual acts between the penitent and his pastor. Both individual and corporate confession presuppose the presence of Christ. This is particularly apparent in the rite for “Individual Confession and Absolution.” Following the confession of sins by the penitent, the pastor asks, “Do you believe that the word of Christ's forgiveness I speak to you is from the Lord Himself?” The penitent answers, “Yes, I do.” The pastor then lays his hand on the penitent and forgives his sins.43 In the Large Catechism, Martin Luther's “Brief Exhortation to Confession” also points to the necessity that absolution is God's Word and God's work, even though spoken by His called servant. “By divine ordinance Christ Himself has entrusted absolution to his Christian church and commanded us to absolve one another from sins.44 So if there is a heart that feels its sin and desires consolation, it has here a sure refuge when it hears in God's Word that through a man God looses and absolves him from his sins.”45
 

Thus, in the public Divine Service, the pastor says, “In the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Where His name is, there is He. This is the way we enter the Divine Liturgy. This is the way we dare boldly to approach the altar and throne of God where He is present as a “consuming fire” (Heb 12:29), surrounded by an awesome multitude of heavenly hosts. A common Lutheran confession and absolution reads as follows:
 

O Almighty God, merciful Father, I, a poor, miserable sinner, confess to you all my sins and iniquities with which I have ever offended you and justly deserve your punishment now and forever. But I am heartily sorry for them and sincerely repent of them, and I pray you of your boundless mercy and for the sake of the holy, innocent, bitter sufferings and death of your beloved Son, Jesus Christ, to be gracious and merciful to me, a poor sinful being.

 

Upon this your confession, I, as a called and ordained servant of the Word, announce the grace of God to all of you, and in the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.46

 

The importance of beginning worship with a clear Invocation of the Triune God and with the Confession and Holy Absolution is well articulated by James A. Wetzstein:
 

One might expect that those who make sanctified choices on weekends [to attend church] would be rewarded with a warm welcome and praise from those who lead them in the life that they are so faithfully achieving. Indeed, mission practitioners tell us that we do well to give a warm greeting to all the assembled as a sign of the hospitality of God's people in God's house—a reward for good behavior, so to speak. But such greetings—what a colleague refers to with self-incriminating contempt as “the Holy Howdy”—are conspicuous by their absence from most published forms in the Lutheran Church. Instead, these who seek to do well are confronted first by the direct naming of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and then by the brusque allegation of their own sinfulness. Is this the way we win friends and influence people? Not likely. But it is the way a people are made. One recalls the demand against Moses to remove his shoes. The question to Elijah, “What are you doing?” The absolute terror of Isaiah, “Woe to me! I am ruined!” God has been named and so is present among his people. God's holy presence for people living in a stumbling but self-important world is always an indictment. Like a child whose mother walks unexpectedly into the kitchen, our hands are caught in the proverbial cookie jar. We are “busted!” And so the morning's liturgical story is prepared for by rubbing our nose in our failure. The brief order of confession and absolution functions as a summary of all that is to follow: presence of God; confrontation; then gifts of blessing and forgiveness. Absolution always follows confession.47

 

The Kyrie

The word Kyrie comes from the Greek, kurie eleēson (Lord, have mercy). Down through the centuries, the lively Kyrie has demonstrated the ability to hop all about the liturgy. The short form “Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy,” is but a fragment of an earlier and longer usage. In the East, the Liturgy of Intercession was used prior to the services in the fourth century. Supplications for the needs of the church and all men were followed by the congregational response, “Lord, have mercy.” From there it found its way into the West where eventually the litany dropped out of the Divine Service, but the short three-fold prayer was retained. The short Kyrie is also found in Matins and Vespers prior to the concluding prayers. It has even found its way into the so-called Leisen hymns in which each stanza ends with the phrase “Kyrie Eleis.”
 

The expression “Lord, have mercy” is found in the Bible as a plea to Jesus for help in a time of need: from the blind man (Matt 9:27), the ten lepers (Luke 17:13), the Canaanite woman (Matt 15:22), and others. In the pagan, Greek-speaking world, citizens would cry, “Lord, have mercy” as the king entered the city. Exactly how the expression went from the Bible or the “secular” world into the Liturgy is not known. However it may have come into the Liturgy, the theological point is nevertheless clear. In the Divine Service, the risen and enthroned King of kings, the Lord Jesus Christ, enters Zion with His gifts. The Kyrie is an acclamation to the Lord, who is present among us. We cry to Him as ancient people cried to their earthly kings, yet even more so, because the Lord Jesus is the King of kings. And we cry out as people cried out to the God-man Jesus when He came among them. We talk to Him because He is here. He comes to us with His Word and body and blood. The three-fold Kyrie anticipates the presence of Christ, who speaks to us in the reading of the Holy Gospel as the three-fold Agnus Dei anticipates the reception of Christ's body and blood in Holy Communion. Luther made this connection by musically connecting the Kyrie with the Agnus Dei. Johann Sebastian Bach recognized this connection in his Mass in F major. Behind the choral Kyrie he weaves Luther's Christe du Lamm Gottes (Christ, Thou Lamb of God) with instruments in counterpoint.
 

Gloria in Excelsis (“Glory in the Highest”)

The Gloria in Excelsis goes back to the early church. It is found in the Apostolic Constitutions (c. 380) and is mentioned by Athanasius (d. 373). It was natural for the early church to sing this hymn as it gathered to worship the Savior of the world who comes to His people with His life-giving body and blood. The Gloria, which is sung in the Liturgy, is much longer than that sung by the angels on Christmas day (Luke 2:14). Over the centuries the hymn was expanded to a “jubilant anthem of redemption,” a solemn “outburst of joy and praise to the Holy Trinity.” It begins with praise to the Father Almighty. It moves to a glorious confession of the divinity of Christ, the only-begotten Son, the Lamb of God, and concludes with a final outburst of praise and worship to Christ and the Holy Spirit.48
 

One major criticism of the so-called contemporary Christian music being adopted by many churches today is the anthropocentric nature of the texts and music. There is a great deal of praise going on about how awesome God is, but the emphasis remains on what I am doing (my praise) rather than on what God has done and continues to do in Christ. The Gloria in Excelsis is the angels' song of praise, which has now been made the church's song of praise. “Its outburst of joy and praise to the Holy Trinity lifts the worshipers from thoughts of self to contemplation of the Divine and from consciousness of human need to glorification of God's majesty, power and holiness.”49 The full text of the Gloria reads as follows:
 

Glory be to God on high and on earth peace, good will toward men. We praise you, we bless you, we worship you, we glorify you, we give you thanks for your great glory. O Lord God, heavenly King, God the Father Almighty. O Lord, the only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ; O Lord God, Lamb of God, Son of the Father, who takes away the sin of the world, have mercy; who takes away the sin of the world, receive our prayer; who sits on the right hand of God the Father, have mercy. For you only are holy; you only are the Lord; you only, O Christ, with the Holy Spirit, are most high in the glory of God the Father. Amen.

 

The opening address is to God the Father Almighty. Granted, like the so-called “praise music,” the Gloria begins “We praise Thee,” but not before the pastor first intones the opening words sung by the angelic choir to the shepherds on the night of Jesus' birth, “Glory be to God on high, and on earth peace and good will toward men” (see Luke 2:14). There would be no presence of Christ to worship without the Incarnation. The Incarnation without the cross would leave us lost in our sins and with nothing to sing about. “For most people, Christmas comes but once a year. But the Gloria in Excelsis suggests otherwise. Every Divine Service is a celebration of Christmas! The Word made flesh dwells incarnate among us, enfleshed in the preached Word and sacraments.”50
 

The world did not hear this song or see the newborn baby. The congregation of humble shepherds went and saw the thing the Lord made known to them, and then they returned glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen. They also “reported the message they were told about this child” (Luke 2:17). Without faith the world neither sees nor understands the miracle that takes place in the Divine Service. Here the humble, believing congregation hears the same message the shepherds heard. And we sing with the angels a heavenly song that glorifies God for what He has done and continues to do. He gives peace to men on earth through the death and resurrection of His only begotten Son.
 

Why do we still sing the song of the angels today? Because it is not only the angels' song. It is also our song. It is the church's song—the entire church's song. It is the response of praise from all those on earth who have received God's peace through faith in His Son Jesus Christ. As the shepherds went from hearing the angels sing to seeing the baby lying in a manger, so in the Divine Service, we begin by hearing and singing the song of the angels when we sing the Gloria in Excelsis. Then we go to the “manger” of bread and wine, and with the eyes of faith we too see the Savior of the world. Forgiven, spiritually refreshed, and strengthened in faith, we then return to our vocations, glorifying and praising God until the day we join our Lord, the angels, and all the company of heaven before the throne of God forever.
 

Salutation and Response

The Salutation and Response marked the beginning of the service in the ancient liturgies and was a profoundly thick acknowledgement that the Lord is among us. The pastor greets the congregation, “The Lord be [is] with you,” and the people respond “and with your spirit.” With this salutation and response began the liturgy of the Word in which the Lord is present among us with His living, Spirit-filled Word. The Salutation and Response also introduced the liturgy of Holy Communion in which we are fed with His very body and blood. In many liturgies, the closing Benediction in which the congregation is blessed by God Himself is also introduced with the Salutation and Response.
 

The greeting “The Lord be with you” is found in Scripture. In Judges 6:12, the angel of the Lord greeted Gideon with, “The Lord is with you.” In Ruth 2:4, Boaz greeted the reapers in his field, “The Lord be with you.” In Luke 1:28, the angel greeted Mary, “The Lord is with you.” It should be noted, however, that in Scripture we do not find the response “and with your spirit,” connected with this biblical greeting.51 It is not known exactly when or how this greeting and response came into the Liturgy from general usage. What is known, however, is that it came in very early. The earliest surviving text appears as part of the full tripartite dialogue in the eucharistic liturgy of Apostolic Tradition which dates from around AD 215 and possibly as early as 165.52 The full text reads:
 

The Lord be with you.
And with your spirit.
Up with your hearts.
We have (them) with the Lord.
Let us give thanks to the Lord.
It is fitting and right.

 

In the East the pastor says, “Peace be with you.” In the West, the pastor says, “The Lord be with you.” They say the same thing in different ways. The peace is from the Lord. Only where the Lord is present is such peace given. Both greetings carry all the rich theological freight of John 20 where the risen Lord Jesus is truly present and greets His disciples with the words, “Peace be with you.” He gives them the Holy Spirit and sends them out to forgive sins in Jesus' name. “Blessed are those who do not see and yet believe.” We do not see, but where Christ's word of forgiveness is proclaimed and His sacraments administered, there is the Holy Spirit creating and sustaining faith to “see” Him and receive His peace and forgiveness. It has been said that if we want to see God at work, “we need to gouge out ours eyes and put them in our ears.” Forgiveness of sin goes into the ear.
 

The ancient liturgical response et cum spiritu tuo (and with your spirit) is built on the understanding that worship is a gift of the Holy Spirit. God's people have understood this response to say that the Holy Spirit is with the spirit of their pastor as he imparts the gifts of God “not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, explaining spiritual things to spiritual people” (1 Cor 2:13). Without the Holy Spirit, neither the pastor nor the people are able to pray. “In the same way the Spirit also joins to help in our weakness, because we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with unspoken groanings” (Rom 8:26).
 

As a uniquely pastoral liturgical greeting, it expresses the rich theological content of John 20:19–23, where the risen Lord Jesus appears to His apostle on the evening of the resurrection and says, ‘“Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me, I also send you.’ After saying this, He breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’” In this account are all the elements of the Office of the Holy Ministry and the Divine Service. The presence of the risen Lord, the establishment of the office with the promise of the Holy Spirit when pastors do what has been given them to do, namely, preach law and gospel, forgive and retain sins. Without the Holy Spirit, the prayers the pastor prays and the sermon he preaches are in vain. As the apostle Paul wrote, “My speech and my proclamation were not with persuasive words of wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and power, so that your faith might not be based on men's wisdom but on God's power” (1 Cor 2:4–5).53
 

The ancient salutation and response continue to be used by liturgical churches around the world in nearly every language. “The Lord be with you. And with your spirit.” “Dominus vobiscum. Et cum spiritu tuo.” “Der Herr sei mit euch. Und mit deinem Geist.” [image: Image] This scripturally based, theologically laden, ancient greeting from the pastor is still deemed appropriate by millions of Christians around the world. Oddly, many Americans are more at home with a grinning pastor greeting the people with a “holy howdy.” Lex credendi, lex orandi. Lex orandi, lex credendi.
 

The Word: The Readings and Sermon

Preaching takes place in the Liturgy, and it is not some separate activity disconnected from it. Since the Reformation, the Lutheran Church has been guided by the principle: “No liturgy without a sermon.”54 Preaching takes place in the Liturgy, the full Liturgy of Word and sacrament. Of course, preaching also takes place in non-sacramental services such as Matins and Vespers. However, the sermon is never independent of or disconnected from the celebration of the Eucharist. It flows from the Lord's Supper on the previous Sunday and anticipates Christ's presence in body and blood on the next Lord's Day. The nature of the sermon in nonsacramental liturgies is developed from the nature of the full Liturgy of Word and sacrament.
 

The sermon is an essential and integral element among other elements in the Liturgy (hymn, prayers, confession, acclamation, etc.). Since the sermon is a part of the Liturgy, the nature, purpose, and form of the sermon are determined by the Liturgy itself, that is, the theology of worship. In liturgical theology, worship includes five important characteristics. It is: (1) evangelical (the doctrine of justification is the criterion), (2) Christological and incarnational, (3) sacramental, (4) apostolic, and (5) eternal/eschatological.55 Thus the sermon is also evangelical, Christological, incarnational, sacramental, apostolic, and points to that which is eternal (the eschatological “already/not yet”).
 

The Liturgy and the sermon are evangelical—gospel or giftcentered. The Liturgy and sermon are where the Lord gives out His gifts, which are received through faith with thanksgiving. Thus one must properly distinguish between law and gospel. Liturgy and sermon include both law and gospel, repentance and forgiveness, but they do not exist for repentance, but for Holy Absolution—that forgiveness of sins might be given out.
 

It is an understatement that the proper understanding of the doctrine of justification (that man is justified by grace alone through faith in Christ) will have a profound impact on the manner in which a pastor preaches. This pertains to both the content and form of the sermon. Justification is not a theological theory but is something that actually happens. It is the basic event in the church. Justification takes place in the sermon, in the means of grace through God's two-fold acting in law and gospel. When the preacher grasps this, the content, shape, and delivery of the sermon become impelling, powerful, contemporary, and relevant in a very real sense. “When one proceeds … from the insight that justification is an act of God, something that actually takes place in every divine service where the means of grace are distributed, then one understands that justification is not a confessional theory, but a catholic event and that the decisive question is … who or what is preached to the Christian congregation as the only source of rescue in God's final judgment.”56
 

Evangelical preaching is law and gospel preaching, but not in the sense of a lecture on law and gospel. Nor is the sermon a lecture on apologetics in which the preacher expounds his opinion and learning. Rather, the sermon is “Thus saith the Lord.” “Repent and believe in Jesus Christ.” At the end of each Scripture reading the pastor says, “This is the Word of the Lord,” and the congregation responds, “Thanks be to God.” The congregation should be able to say the same thing after the sermon. The written and preached Word are efficacious, the viva vox evangelium, the viva vox Christi (the living voice of the gospel/Christ). “A sermon which does not proclaim law and gospel in God's name is an unliturgical sermon. The liturgy presupposes the very presence of God as self-evident.”57 We are gathered to hear His voice, not hear about His voice as if God were far away in heaven.
 

The Liturgy, along with the church year and lectionary, supplies the content and theme of the sermon, that is, what does God have to say to us today? Unlike the sermons of the Enthusiasts, a truly prophetic sermon follows the pericope. Liturgical preaching is not mere historical lecture or ethical discourse. It is proclaiming—heralding—the glad tidings in the context of the celebration of the Liturgy. The preacher who believes that the words he speaks are the Word of God and the words of Christ will shape his sentences and speak in a way no one else on earth has the right or authority to speak. And he will pay attention to his verbs: “Today, God will show us in His Word how …” “We heard Jesus tell us this morning in the Holy Gospel that …” “Today Jesus tells us …”
 

In the sermon, the pastor applies the divinely inspired revelation from the Holy Scripture to the congregation. He does not merely apply moral and ethical principles; he preaches God's law and gospel—which kills and gives life. Jann E. Boyd Fullenwieder reflects on the impact of this type of preaching in today's culture:
 

We preach to call people to the trinitarian bath to be initiated into the countercultural body of Christ and daily to live deeply into the meaning of the identity they have received in the bath. Such preaching means preaching people upside down, shaken up, inside out of their current lives, and rehearsing the peace of God now present in the world that knows no peace. There is nothing entertaining, pleasant, dispassionate, spectatorial, or democratic about this kind of confrontation, anymore than there is about discovering you are the center of the action in a shock-trauma unit.… Perhaps it is time for North American assemblies to admit to ourselves that preaching is more like awakening in a shock-trauma unit than it is like being lulled in a swinging cradle.58

 

Second, the Liturgy and sermon are Christological and incarnational. We preach Jesus Christ crucified (1 Cor 2:2). The Christ we preach had a human name. Jesus was a true man who died and rose for our salvation. He was also the Christ, the promised Messiah, unlike any other. He was true God—the only begotten Son of the Father and anointed with the Holy Spirit. Sermons proclaim the Trinity as revealed by the Son. “Where Christ is not preached there is no Holy Spirit to create, call, and gather the Christian church.”59
 

“We preach.” The preacher uses words, seemingly weak and foolish words. God used the foolish things of preaching to save those who believed. Not miraculous signs that the Jews demanded, or wisdom that the Greeks wanted (1 Cor 1:21–22). God chose the lowly things of the world (1 Cor 1:28): flesh, the incarnation, the words or messages about Christ crucified, water, bread, and wine. This leads to the “means of grace.” It is in the lowly means of grace that God has chosen to reveal Himself and to bestow the forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation.
 

Third, the Liturgy and sermon are sacramental. The Liturgy consists of Word and sacrament. Not just words and not just a sacrament. In fact, there are no words that are not sacramental and there is no sacrament without the Word. The Jesus Christ of whom the preacher speaks is the Jesus who has chosen to be present in grace sacramentally through water, bread, and wine. The sacrament is the gospel and the preaching of the gospel is always sacramental. Or to put it another way,
 

With this understanding of the Sacrament the relationship between Word and sacrament is no longer a problem. They go together. The sacrament is the verbum visibile (visible word); the Word is the sacramentum audibile, the audible and heard sacrament. The spoken and heard word of itself is a thing of nature, sound waves that come from the voice box and are received by the ear. And yet we hear “in, with, and under” these sound waves, the Word of the eternal God Himself. The natural word becomes the Word of God, is the Word of God. The Gospel comes to us in this twofold way, as Word and as sacrament.60

 

The reason the church gathers together in worship each week is because Jesus comes. Jesus won the forgiveness of sins on the cross, but He distributes it today through the means of the Word and sacraments. Martin Luther articulated this in his well-known statement:
 

We treat the forgiveness of sins in two ways. First, how it is achieved and won. Second, how it is distributed and given to us. Christ has achieved it on the cross, it is true. But he has not distributed or given it on the cross. He has not won it in the supper or sacrament. There he has distributed and given it through the Word, as also in the gospel, where it is preached. He has won it once for all on the cross. But the distribution takes place continuously, before and after, from the beginning to the end of the world.… If now I seek the forgiveness of sins, I do not run to the cross, for I will not find it there … but I will find in the sacrament or the Gospel the word which distributes, presents, offers, and gives to me that forgiveness which was won on the cross.61

 

The Readings from Holy Scripture mark the center of the Liturgy of the Word with the Holy Gospel as the high point. The congregation stands to listen to the Holy Gospel. This is not a dogmatic distinction. All Scripture is given by inspiration (2 Tim 3:16). It is all God's Word. But in the gospel we hear the very words of the Word made flesh, the very words of Jesus. “Long ago God spoke to the fathers by the prophets at different times and in different ways. In these last days, He has spoken to us by His Son” (Heb 1:1–2). This is not a dogmatic distinction but a liturgical distinction. When the president of the United States enters the room for an official proclamation, the people show their respect by standing. In the Liturgy, the congregation sits for the Old Testament and Epistle readings but stands for the gospel because Christ is present speaking to us. We are not listening to mere history, but the viva vox christi.
 

The preacher does not merely talk about Jesus and what He did to accomplish salvation. He speaks for Jesus Christ, who commands and authorizes him to preach repentance and the forgiveness of sins (Luke 24:47; John 20:22–24). He speaks in Jesus' name and speaks Jesus' words. Where Jesus' name is, there is He. Where Jesus' Word is, there is He. The sermon points to, anticipates, and “explains” the Lord's Supper. Most variety occurs in the Service of the Word. The Service of Holy Communion contains little variety. “But taking seriously the sermon does not exclude taking seriously the sacrament! Both belong together and perhaps the preaching of the gospel lives precisely from the celebration of the sacrament of the altar, which accompanies it. For without the legitimate celebration of the Supper, the sermon becomes a subjective religious speech, whether or not we know it or intend it.”62
 

Fourth, the Liturgy and sermon are apostolic and prophetic. The liturgy is inseparable from the proper understanding of the Office of the Holy Ministry. In the liturgy gifts are given out by God's ordained “gift-men.” Articles IV and V of the Augsburg Confession always go together. Article IV on justification speaks of a righteousness, forgiveness of sins, and eternal life that are ours by grace through faith in Christ. Article V continues, “To obtain such faith God instituted the office of the ministry (Predigamt, preaching office), that is, provided the Gospel and the sacraments.” Justification, faith, the Office of the Holy Ministry, and the means of grace are inseparable. The pastor is a servant of Christ and a manager of God's mysteries (1 Cor 4:1), not a CEO, business administrator, entertainer, or authoritarian bureaucrat. True liturgy and preaching are faithful to our Lord's institution of the apostolic ministry and to the apostolic Word of Holy Scriptures.
 

Christ is present in Word and Sacrament, giving out Himself and His gifts. Therefore, the work of the pastor/preacher is inseparable from the prophetic office of Christ. The sermon exercises the prophetic office of Christ. Through preaching comes the Word of Christ, and this Word brings forth faith. The Word creates and sustains faith when it preaches the object of faith, Jesus Christ—that is, who He is and what He did, continues to do, and will do. To step into the pulpit with the understanding that one is to speak His Word and that this Word bestows what it says is an awesome thing. “The power of the Word is real power, its effects are real effects. The power of the Word penetrates to the very heart of man, converts, regenerates and completely changes him inwardly.”
63 “You have been born again—not of perishable seed but of imperishable—through the living and enduring word of God” (1 Pet 1:23).
 

In The Mighty Word: Power and Purpose of Preaching, Alton F. Wedel offers a perceptive look at the state of contemporary preaching. “Is it strange that every generation has a company of preachers who trade off the Mighty Word for clever antics, clown suits, costumes of the Passion characters?”64 He notes, “The problem is the content, not the medium. The foolishness is in the cross [ 1 Cor 1:21–22]—to the Jews a stumbling block, to the Greeks foolishness, and to the Americans folderol.”65
 

But the preacher is commissioned to preach the Mighty Word. He has no license to expect that when his mouth is opened as the oracle of heaven and he begins somber intonation of the magic phrases from the upper story of the universe crowds will throng the temple gates. Nor is there any reason rooted in the history of his faith to think that when he mounts the pulpit, stripped of his humanity and decked in deity, his sonorous tones will gather the nations at the judgment seat or the mercy seat. He is called to speak the Word … that God forgives, and that in his forgiveness we can live.… He will repeat it every day in every way, the same old stuff, even if the people weary of it as the people wearied of the manna in the wilderness.66

 

Preaching the “same old stuff,” however, does not condone boring, tedious, theologically shallow sermons. Preaching the “same old stuff” in an impelling manner is a difficult task. It involves rigorous exegetical study in the context of lifelong oratio, meditatio, and tentatio (prayer, meditation on the text, spiritual attacks and suffering for the Gospel). It involves training and practice in the art of public speaking. The church has long valued the proper use of the art of rhetoric in the proclamation of the Word. Augustine used it in his catechetical sermons. For Augustine, the measure of catechesis was persuasion, and “persuasion meant informing minds, forming hearts, and transforming lives. It meant, in a word, conversion.”67 But Augustine also recognized the “dark sides” of rhetoric. William Harmless has observed that the rhetorical tradition
 

can easily become self-absorbed—as it did in Augustine's time—and lapse into a frivolous aestheticism.… [Augustine had] to worry about educated dilettantes more attuned to style than truth. The danger today lies elsewhere. A catechesis honed by rhetoric could easily follow the drift of some popular art forms and descend into mere entertainment. It could reduce teaching to mere showmanship, theology to glitz, and the gospel to what sells on prime time. In an era in which thinking, whether political or religious, threatens to be reduced to television sound-bites, this drift should not be underestimated.68

 

A similar observation and warning were given nearly three decades ago in a sermon preached by Martin Franzmann—New Testament exegete and one of the great hymn writers of the last century.
 

We have developed a diseased passion for the “new and improved,” for the “new and exciting” (will no one rid us of these pestilent adjectives?).… We are told, moreover, that modern man is no longer in search of a gracious God; that he is not looking for forgiveness. His disease is not guilt, but a sense of lostness, insignificance, futility. He feels, not unforgiven, but unwanted. Conceding for a moment that there is such a thing as “modern man” (the modern men I know are all kissing cousins to the men I meet in Genesis or Homer), the question is, obviously, not whether he wants forgiveness, but whether he needs it. Does he need it? He seems to have all the symptoms of unforgiven men.69

 

Fifth, the Liturgy and preaching have an eternal and eschatological nature. The prophetic office included foretelling. There is also a prophetic character to the Office of the Holy Ministry. However, pastors do not play soothsayer like the false prophets of our day. Pastors play major league foretelling when they preach escha-tologically. Such preaching points to and reveals eternal life, judgment, heaven, and hell—and not just as the “not yet,” but also as the “now” experienced sacramentally. People who are regularly participating in the Lord's Supper, the eschatological feast until He comes, are less likely to be attracted to the latest millennialist predictions or health-and-wealth religious schemes. Preaching needs to extol the benefits of knowing God through His incarnate Son and earthly food—bread and wine.
 

Bo Giertz has observed, “Liturgy is eternal. In heaven the confession of sin ceases. The Kyrie becomes silent and the Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) transforms itself into the praise of the Lamb who has purchased us with His blood.70 But the whole heaven is filled with one exuberant Gloria, Hallelujah, and Benedicamus.”71 In heaven the sermon ceases. No need for the sermon because there will be no need for faith. Thus, the sermon is of profound missionary importance. For those in the Office of the Holy Ministry, the preaching task is a great honor and privilege. Only God knows how long He will allow a pastor to preach. Every time the pastor steps into the pulpit, it might be for the last time.
 

The Liturgy and sermon share an intimate reciprocity. On the one hand, the Liturgy determines the nature of the sermon. On the other hand, “The sermon works the life which liturgical forms must fill out. Where the conscience is awakened by the sermon, the confession of sin becomes a serious matter and the Kyrie sounds with a new fervency.”72 Holy Absolution is received with profound gladness. The Gloria, Sanctus, and hymnody are sung with renewed joy.
 

“The nature of the sermon is developed from the nature of the Liturgy.”73 It shapes both content and form. Revivalist worship and preaching (which rejects baptismal regeneration) lead to conversion and baptism. Liturgical worship and preaching flow from baptism; hence it begins with the Trinitarian Invocation, confession of sins, and Holy Absolution (which is nothing else than to live daily in one's baptism). The sermon unfolds the meaning of the baptismal life where by daily contrition and repentance the old Adam in us is drowned and dies with all sin and evil lusts, where a new man daily comes forth and arises, cleansed and righteous, to live forever in God's presence.74 Liturgical preaching flows from baptism and leads to the Lord's Supper. The Liturgy “gives the plan for the Church year which the proclamation has to follow. It hinders the preacher from limiting himself merely to his own favorite texts.”75 Congregations get the entire biblical message. More importantly, they get lots and lots of Jesus.76
 

The Sanctus

The Christian church has always understood the Divine Service as heaven on earth, or where heaven and earth come together. The ascended Lord Jesus is present in His body and blood. In the Sanctus heaven and earth join together in praise.
 

[image: image]
 

Therefore the first half of the text of the Sanctus is built on Isaiah 6:3, which was sung by the seraphim during Isaiah's ordination into the prophetic office before the Lord's heavenly throne. The hymn then moves to earth as we sing with the people who welcomed Jesus when He triumphantly entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday to give His life for the salvation of the world. In Matthew 21:9 we are told they sang Psalm 118: “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” In the Divine Liturgy, the risen Lord Jesus comes into Zion today with His very body and blood, and we welcome Him with the Benedictus qui venit (Blessed is he who comes). The Sanctus (Latin: holy) derives its name from the first words of the heavenly hymn in Isaiah 6:3 and reads as follows:
 

Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of Sabaoth.77
Heaven and earth are full of your glory.
Hosanna,78 hosanna, hosanna in the highest.
Blessed is he, blessed is he, blessed is he
Who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna in the highest.

 

The Sanctus has been documented in Christian worship since the time of the Liturgy of St. Serapion (d. 360).79 However, it probably originated in North Africa around AD 200. “The frequent use of Isaiah 6:2–3 in Jewish ritual, particularly in the Kedushah (Sanctification) of the daily synagogue service, may have influenced this addition to the Christian liturgy.”80 It is unfortunate that many contemporary services omit the Sanctus when all previous generations have found the hymn to be theologically rich and spiritually edifying.
 

As the Gloria in Excelsis is the great hymn of praise at the entrance into the Service of the Word, so the Sanctus is sung at the entrance into the Service of Holy Communion. In both cases, the church is singing a hymn originally sung by the angels who dwell forever before God's heavenly throne. Both hymns communicate the divine-human nature of Christ by employing the divine-human texts of Holy Scripture to prepare God's people for the miraculous heaven-on-earth reception of Christ's body and blood in the earthly elements of bread and wine.
 

The Words of Institution (Consecration)

The Words of Institution are a conflation of the four accounts of the Lord's Supper in Matthew 26, Mark 14, Luke 21, and 1 Corinthians 11. In many liturgies they are embedded within a prayer commonly referred to as the Eucharistic Prayer. In the Lutheran tradition, the words are often set apart from the prayer to accent their nature as proclamation.
 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, on the night when he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and gave it to the disciples and said: Take eat; this is my body, which is given for you. This do in remembrance of me. In the same way also he took the cup after supper, and when he had given thanks, he gave it to them, saying: Drink of it, all of you; this is my blood of the new testament, which is shed for you for the forgiveness of sins. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.

 

The Words of Institution or Verba Christi (Words of Christ) or simply the Verba are both proclamation and consecration. The consecratory nature of the Verba is concisely articulated in the “Formula of Concord.”
 

For the truthful and almighty words of Jesus Christ which he spoke in the first institution were not only efficacious in the first Supper but they still retain their validity and efficacious power in all places where the Supper is observed according to Christ's institution and where his words are used, and the body and blood of Christ are truly present, distributed, and received by the virtue and potency of the same words which Christ spoke in the first Supper.

 

The reason the church gathers for worship is because Christ is present. There was no Lord's day without the Lord's Supper in the early church. The church gathers for worship because Christ is present. All churches believe Christ is present in some manner. Everyone believes in a real presence. No one confesses to believe in a real absence. All depends upon what is meant by the word real. Luther and the Lutheran Confessions stand with our Lord's clear words, “This is my body; this is my blood.” Any attempt to use human logic and philosophy to explain how Jesus' words could not mean what they say are rejected. The Reformed Church places philosophical limitations on the nature of the ascended Christ (finitum non capax infiniti), reducing the Supper to a real spiritual presence, and in so doing, diminishes the doctrine of the Incarnation. Liberal theology, which rejects the historic, bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ, has no real presence. Feminist and womanist “theologies” change the nature of God and Christ and are therefore incapable of any presence in the catholic, ecumenical, or Christian sense. Lex credendi, lex orandi.
 

The Verba Christi stand at the heart and center of all discussion of the presence of Christ in worship. Entire books have been written on this one point. The purpose of this chapter is to show that the entire Liturgy is shaped by the real presence of the body and blood of our crucified and risen Lord Jesus. He gives out His gifts through Word (absolution, sermon, benediction, etc.) and Sacrament. The individual parts of the Liturgy are shaped by this—Kyrie, Gloria, Salutation and Response, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, and so forth. Throughout the service, as the gifts are given, there is immediate and continuous opportunity for the congregation to respond together in faith, thanksgiving, and praise in hymns, psalms, Gloria Patri, and acclamations. After the Scripture readings, the congregation responds, “Thanks be to God.” Following the Preface the congregation responds with the great Sanctus. Following the Verba Christi, the people respond (a) by coming forth and kneeling, (b) by eating and drinking (which is the most important thing!), and (c) by saying “Amen” to the words of distribution, “Take, eat; this is the very body of Christ, given for you,” and “Take, drink; this is the true blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.” Following the reception of Holy Communion comes the post-Communion collect of thanksgiving.
 

Then God's people go home for the liturgy after the Liturgy. God has served us; now we serve others. The Divine Service is followed by human service. The Liturgy ends with the Aaronic Benediction or Blessing (Num 6:24–26). “The service began with the Invocation of the triune name of God and ends with the threefold bestowal of his name. ‘So they [priests] will put my name on the Israelites, and I will bless them’”81 (see Num 6:27). The Blessing is no mere pious wish; it is an actual blessing upon us.
 

In Christ, God blesses and keeps us. In Christ, he causes his face to shine upon us, and in Christ he is gracious to us. In Christ, has he turned his face toward us in favor and grants us peace.… ‘Why bother?’ you may ask. ‘I've been forgiven in absolution, I've had the Word preached to me, I've had the Lord's Supper. What more could I possibly need?’ Such a silly question. You don't say that about dessert, do you? I've eaten all I can, but then the dessert tray comes around. Surely there's room for a little bit more. And there's always more with God when it comes to blessing.82

 

The Introduction to the Lutheran Worship hymnal says it beautifully and succinctly: “Finally, his blessing moves us out into our calling, where his gifts have their fruition.”83
 

Liturgical Music Confesses Christ and the Gospel

Liturgical churches sing liturgical hymns because they confess Christ and the gospel within the changing variety of the church year and different parts of the liturgy. By singing hymns, the congregation confesses, teaches, and preaches to one another. Thus the words and content of hymns are important—extremely important. Our personal views, interpretations, feelings, and musical preferences are not of primary importance. A good hymn is a shared confession, a biblical confession and shared response of praise and thanksgiving to common gifts received. “If all our records were destroyed, from our hymnals alone the future historian might learn, at least approximately, the religious, intellectual, and doctrinal history of our Church.”84 What will future historians find when they examine much of the hymnody and praise music being sung in today's churches?
 

The doctrinal beliefs of most churches are usually carefully confessed in the creeds, confessional writings, dogmatic statements, and other theological writings. They are important. However, to find out what is actually believed and confessed, one should look at the hymnody.
 

Put your ear to the church's mouth—not your nose to her books—and there she will tell you what she truly believes, not just what she claims to believe. It is no coincidence, therefore, that virtually all communions within Christendom have their own distinctive hymnody. This mirrors their theology. Nearly every schism within the Church catholic has translated its falsehoods into rhythm and meter. Heresy cannot live long without hymnody.85

 

Neither can orthodoxy.
 

In the fourth century, the Christian church found itself engaged in a deadly struggle with the Arian heresy, which denied the deity of Christ. A major tool in Arius's (d. 336) “church” growth strategy was the composition of popular hymns. The Nicene Creed (adopted by approximately three hundred bishops at the ecumenical council held in Nicea in 325) was an important step in combating this heresy. However, it would be orthodox, Trinitarian hymns that reached the laity.
 

More than anyone else, it was Bishop Ambrose of Milan whose courageous stand against Arianism included a corpus of remarkable hymnody still sung in churches to this day. Ambrose was born in AD 340, fifteen years after the Counsel of Nicea and four years after the death of Arius. Despite Arius's death, Arianism threatened to engulf the Christian church. History knows Ambrose as the father of Western hymnody. “Ambrose's hymns were written for congregational use, for the strengthening of faith in a period of adversity. Immediately popular, Ambrose's hymns were soon imitated by others, creating a collection of over ninety ‘Ambrosian hymns.’”86
 

His hymns were popular but were anything but fluffy pop music. His texts remain classic theological expressions of the two natures of Christ, the Triune nature of God, and soteriology. What made his hymns popular was that they were theologically and linguistically sophisticated and dignified, yet they were accessible to the people.87 Ambrose's hymns were Trinitarian, biblical, didactic, poetic, and congregational. They possessed theological, liturgical, and pastoral integrity. They are not private or independent pieces of devotional activity. Rather, they are intimately connected to those elements that make up the life of the church: doctrine and creed, liturgy, sermon, life and discipline, and ecclesiastical warfare with heterodoxy.
 

Arius used popular hymns to attract people away from the true church. Now, the followers of Arius were complaining that the people were being led astray by the strains of Ambrose's hymns. “I certainly don't deny it,” responded Ambrose, “[it] is a lofty strain, and there is nothing more powerful than it. For what has more power than the confession of the Trinity which is daily extolled by the mouth of the whole people? All eagerly vie one with another in confessing the faith, and know how to praise in verse the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. So they all have become teachers, who scarcely could be disciples.”88
 

During the Middle Ages, congregational participation in the Liturgy, including liturgical chant and song, was nearly eliminated. It remained so until the Reformation in the sixteenth century. Again it was a time of political and theological turmoil and persecution. It was also another theologian who led the way in composing good liturgical hymns in the vernacular for congregational singing. Eleven centuries separate Luther from Ambrose, yet their understanding of what makes a good hymn are remarkably similar.
 

Luther's hymns were meant not to create a mood, but to convey a message. They were a confession of faith, not of personal feelings. This is why, in the manner of folk songs, they present their subject vividly and dramatically, but without the benefit of ornate language and other poetic refinements. They were written not to be read but to be sung by the whole congregation.

 

The language and vocabulary are therefore simple and direct. Like the ancient Hebrew poets he knew so well, Luther used few adjectives and formed brief pungent lines consisting almost exclusively of verbs and nouns.… The thought is condensed and concentrated.89

 

Unfortunately, the vigorous, objective, biblically and theologically rich congregational hymns of the sixteenth century were lost or discarded in many churches due to the influences of pietism and rationalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was not until the confessional movement in the nineteenth century that both the Liturgy and liturgical hymnody were once again restored in many congregations.
 

One of the leading figures of the confessional movement was Wilhelm Löhe (1808–1872). In his Drei Bücher von der Kirche (Three Books on the Church), Löhe appealed for liturgical recovery in the church as a defense of doctrine. He wrote: “The true faith is expressed not only in the sermon but is also prayed in the prayers and sung in the hymns. In this way the liturgy will serve the church as a new defense against its enemies.” Both in the nineteenth century and today in the twenty-first century, many liturgical churches have lost their familiarity with their own historic forms of worship—these forms must be retrieved. What Löhe had to say to churches in the nineteenth century is still salutary for churches today: “A habit must be developed again, and what has become unnatural must become natural through practice.”90
 

For Ambrose, Luther, Löhe, and countless others, the music used in worship, including congregational hymnody, is not for entertainment but proclamation. Hymns are educational. Hymns aid in memorization. But they do so in a manner quite different from a classroom lecture. They are doxological. It is true that some things can only really be known by praying them. One can study the precepts of Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism, but one does not really “know” the “religion” or god until one worships. Liturgical hymns proclaim Christ and the gospel and thus bear the Holy Spirit who creates and sustains true faith. Liturgy and hymnody are shaped by the inspired language and theology of Holy Scripture. Churches of every denomination should constantly examine the integrity of their hymn texts to see if their doctrinal beliefs are faithfully reflected in the hymns used, or if the hymns teach a different theology—a wobbly, unclear theology, or no theology at all.
 

Liturgical churches sing liturgical hymns. “There must therefore be a relationship between the hymn and the liturgy. The hymns ought to have the same goal as the liturgy and the liturgy as the hymns.”91 Liturgical hymns are “part of the liturgy, not merely adjuncts to the liturgy, extra devotion imported into the liturgy, or employed as support for the sermon.92 For a hymn to be liturgical, it must meet at least some of the following standards.93
 

(1) The liturgical hymn should be Trinitarian. All three persons of the Holy Trinity are explicitly referenced throughout the entire Liturgy: in the opening Invocation, Gloria in Excelsis, the Gloria Patri following Introit and Psalms, terminations to collects, Creed, Eucharistic Prayer, closing Blessings. As a general rule, the same holds true for hymns sung as part of the Liturgy. One common practice is for the final stanza to be a Trinitarian doxology of praise for the divine gifts revealed in the hymn text. A simple way to test the appropriateness of a hymn for Christian worship is to ask questions such as, “Could a deist, ‘new-ager,’ Mormon, Buddhist, or Hindu sing these words?”
 

(2) The liturgical hymn should be Christological or Christocentric. “The one who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John 14:9). “In these last days, He has spoken to us by His Son” (Heb 1:2). Did Jesus have to die for me to sing this hymn? Did Jesus have to rise bodily from the dead for me to sing this hymn?
 

(3) The liturgical hymn should be sacramental. This is not to say that all liturgical hymns have to be “Communion hymns.” However, all hymns used within the Liturgy ought to be incarnational in character and have an ultimate theological relationship to Holy Baptism and the Lord's Supper.
 

(4) Liturgical hymns should be clearly dominated by their texts, not their tunes. The tune must serve the text.
 

(5) “The liturgical hymn ought to be objective. That is, its thoughts must not comprise an excessively subjective analysis of personal experience. Instead of speaking in personal terms of feelings and experiences which not every Christian could duplicate, the liturgical hymn should speak for the church catholic. The liturgical hymn is objective in its praise of God. It uses words that should be on the lips of all Christians. It does not trace the maze of individual experience and indulge in the personal pronoun of the first person singular.”94
 

(6) The liturgical hymn should have due regard for the church year. Obviously, no one hymn can include every point of Christian doctrine or all the saving deeds undertaken by Jesus Christ for the salvation of the world. However, when texts are chosen on the basis of their place in the Liturgy and according to the season or festival of the church year, the congregation hears, confesses, and gives thanks for all that God has made known to man for his life and salvation.
 

Churches that are concerned that all the chief doctrines of Holy Scripture (and all that Christ has done and still does for our salvation) are taught and celebrated should carefully test the content of hymns sung over the course of the year. Again, not every hymn contains every article of faith, but a comprehensive evaluation of hymn texts over the course of the year will be very revealing. Such an examination might include some of the following diagnostic questions:95
 


	 Is it clear the text is addressed to or speaks to the triune God, or is the identity of the god being addressed left vague and unclear?

	 Does the text give evidence that our knowledge of God is revealed through His Word, or does it suggest that the triune God can be known apart from His Word?

	 Is the reality of sin and its deadly consequences adequately expressed, or is our utter helplessness ignored or downplayed?

	 Does the text express our total inability to believe in Christ or come to Him, or is some ability concerning our conversion attributed to us, perhaps suggesting that we are able to decide to follow Jesus?

	 Does the text present Jesus as the Savior who died for sinners, or is the picture of Jesus merely that of a companion, friend, or model?

	 Is the gospel presented in concrete imagery, drawing on the biblical witness, or is the gospel presented in abstract terms such as love, joy, or peace—without any concrete connection to the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ?

	 Does the text present good works as a response to the gospel, or are our works seen as ends in themselves with the impression given that by them we merit salvation?

	 Does the text confess the triune God's continued activity in His church through the Word and Sacraments, or is there no direction given as to how we are connected through the Word and Sacraments with God's gifts of forgiveness and life?

	 Is Christ proclaimed as having kept the law perfectly for us, or is He merely held up as an example that we should follow?

	 Is the gospel grounded in the incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus, or does it convey merely a vague sense of hope?

	 Does the text focus on God's saving acts, or is the focus on me: my desires, needs, and wants?

	 Does the text give thanksgiving and praise for what God has done for our redemption, or is the emphasis on what I am doing: the intensity of my praise, my adoration, my joy, my love?



Liturgical music includes both metric hymnody and chant. For two thousand years the Christian Church has recognized the spiritual value of liturgical chant. The chanting of the ancient biblical texts (psalms, versicles, canticles, and Scripture lessons), prayers, acclamations, greetings, and blessings has it roots in both the early New Testament church and before that in worship of the Old Testament congregation. The reasons for chanting were both utilitarian and spiritual. Singing the texts aids memorization. This was especially important in days prior to printed worship books and widespread literacy. Even in literate societies, “chanting makes recitation of the texts by a group more effective because the rhythm keeps the group together.… The verse structure of the psalms suggests they were probably sung to short melodic patterns repeated over and over with necessary variations. They may have been sung antiphonally by verse between groups of singers or between a group and soloist.”96 Instruments were also used. Music always accompanied the Old Testament sacrifices. To this day Orthodox churches still do not use instruments because the church fathers condemned the use of instruments in Christian worship as they were used by and associated with pagan worship. Only after the association with “secular,” pagan culture was no longer present did the West introduce instruments to serve the Word.
 

Chanting differentiates the word and music of the church from secular, nonreligious music. You know you are on holy ground, corem deo (in the presence of God), not at the theater/cinema, sports arena, shopping mall, or nightclub. Chanting fosters reverence. Chanting your order for a hamburger, fries, and coke into the speaker at a drive-through restaurant strikes everyone as out of place if not comedic. It is equally awkward kneeling before the altar at Holy Communion while a polka band sings the ancient Sanctus, “Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Sabaoth,” to the tune of “Roll Out the Barrel” (which, believe it or not, is done in some so-called liturgical churches). In short, chanting is different from other speech and music in that it moves the thoughts and hearts into a position of awe, reverence, and solemn worship.
 

The Liturgy Serves the Missionary Task of the Church

Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age (Matt 28:19–20).

 

Baptizing and teaching lead to the Lord's Supper and therefore the Liturgy. Lex orandi—lex credendi. The way one worships shapes the way one believes. Each generation must be formed and shaped anew in faith, belief, and piety. This is particularly true in missions, where one is bringing new converts into an established church or establishing a new church among nations that have yet to become followers of Christ. Mission activity that rejects the sacramental presence of Christ and His gift or that minimizes it (reducing the Sacrament to an occasional rite or mere ordinance) is greatly impoverished and weakened. New Christians must be brought into the presence of Christ. The Liturgy is mission. The baptismal Liturgy is a public confession of the church and of the newborn Christian. In the Divine Liturgy, the congregation publicly confesses the faith in creed, liturgy, and hymnody and with her “amen.” In many countries, the mere act of going to church is a witness—and often a very dangerous one to make. The Liturgy shapes new mission churches and new converts. It sustains and edifies. It serves as a common confession. It is praying the catechism.
 

Ralph Patrick offers six arguments in favor of retaining the Liturgy as “an essential element in Lutheran mission practice.”97 (1) The Liturgy is crosscultural. The Liturgy so aptly cradles the law and the gospel. The Spirit is not bound by the Liturgy to a culture, but works through the word it proclaims to every culture. Those who argue for adapting new liturgies to meet the needs of the culture need to study more carefully the missiological methods of saints Cyril and Methodius. (2) Because the Liturgy is Word and Sacrament in action, it converts people. (3) The Liturgy also educates, because it is a teaching tool. One learns by repetition. (4) The Liturgy is not too difficult for “outsiders” to understand. If illiterate, non-Western highlanders in Papua New Guinea, stepping directly out of the stone-age, can learn the Liturgy, then anyone can. Furthermore, God is not to blame as though somehow failing to do His job in the Divine Service if it fails to have the desired effect. Rather, we who have been entrusted with the holy things of God might better look to ourselves for possibly having failed to do ours, namely, to instruct and instill an understanding of and appreciation for these treasures among God's people. (5) The Liturgy firmly grounds new Christians. It brings them into the body of Christ, thus establishing in them a firm faith foundation. (6) The Liturgy provides identity. The very nature of mission work is that people are being brought out of one culture and into another.
 

The Liturgy Serves as the Basis of Pastoral Care

The regular, on-going, daily location in which pastoral care takes place is in the liturgical life of the church—at font, altar, pulpit, and confessional. Pastoral practice is, of course, not limited to what goes on in the Divine Service. It also includes pastoral care of the sick, catechesis, Bible class, preparation for marriage, “counseling,” Seelsorge (cure and care of souls), visitation of the sick, visitation of delinquents, evangelism, and so on. But all of these other activities flow to and from the Liturgy where Christ is present with His saving and healing Word, body, and blood. The Liturgy constitutes, shapes, and informs all other pastoral care.
 

Beginning toward the end of the nineteenth century and extending throughout the entire twentieth century, there has been a troublesome shift in the understanding and practice of pastoral care from a biblical and sacramental model to a therapeutic, counseling, or psychological model.98 The pastor, however, is not a social worker, psychologist, psychiatrist, or CEO. He is a forgiveness man who makes Christ present through Word and sacrament. The tools of the Christian pastor are the means of grace—Word and sacrament. The regular place in which Word and sacrament take place are in baptism at the font and in the Liturgy around altar and pulpit. All the other activities of the pastor flow from and back to these holy places. Evangelism, catechesis, Seelsorge, visitation to the sick and dying, visitation to those who have fallen away, church discipline, pastoral care to a couple before and after the wedding ceremony, and so forth, are all inseparably connected to the means of grace as carried out from pulpit, altar, and font.
 

As pastors began to adopt secular counseling models, confusion arose concerning the role of the pastor. This resulted in a diminished view and distrust of the liturgical rites, which are foundational to traditional pastoral care. “Ritual was seen as something magical, a relic of the past age dominated by priestcraft and superstition. Ritual was seen as antithetical to authentic self-expression.”99 Ironically, it would not be a theologian, but clinical psychologist, Paul Pruyser, who called for a reconsideration of the efficacy of ritual in pastoral care. In his article, “The Master Hand: Psychological Notes on Pastoral Blessing,” Pruyser observes that ministers seem to have a hard time with the benediction. Pruyser wonders why it is that many pastors pronounce the benediction without a sense that these words are not a pious wish but an efficacious proclamation of God's own presence. Further, he speculates that the diminished place of blessing in the liturgical service is paralleled by the fact that many clergy seem uncomfortable with any rites or blessing in situations of individual pastoral care. Pruyser concludes that Protestant clergy are ill at ease with blessing because they have lost both the doctrine of God's providential care and the understanding that the ministerial office has something more to offer than emotional support or psychological therapy.100
 

This tragic loss of self-identity leads to a loss of confidence in the divinely instituted means of grace and the ministerial acts. In an article titled, “‘So What Are You Doing Here?’ The Role of the Minister in Hospital Visitation, or a Theological Cure for the Crisis in Evangelical Pastoral Care,” Michael A. Milton begins with a true story that vividly captures the current crisis in pastoral care. The story concerns a new chaplain serving a large metropolitan hospital. On one of his first calls, he entered the room of a middle-aged patient. The minister introduced himself as the hospital chaplain. The grumpy patient sat up and replied,
 

Chaplain, tell me something.… This morning, the surgeon who will perform my surgery came in. He marked me all up on my chest where he plans to cut away at my breastbone to get at my heart. I knew why he was here. Then, in came a nurse. She hooked me up to these IVs. I knew why she was here. A little lady came in shortly before you arrived to fix me up with a bedpan, if I needed it. Now, I even know why she was here. But, Chaplain, the question I have of you and every other fellow like you in that dog collar is this: “What in the ____ are you doing here?” [The young pastor] stood there for a second that seemed like an eternity. Then, it came out almost automatically: “Actually, I am here because God sent me to see you.” He had not planned to say that and had no idea, really, what one, should say at such a time as that. Years later, the minister would confess that it was actually one of the most profound things he had ever said but it was uttered in abject fear and with no one else around to hear it except that perturbed patient.101

 

In the rites for the sick and dying, the Lutheran Agenda instructs the family to call the pastor. Why invite the pastor? What is it about pastoral care that is different from the spiritual care given by Christian family members and friends? In one sense, the Word of the gospel is God's efficacious and comforting word no matter who speaks it. Family and friends may or may not offer spiritual care. The pastor has no choice in the matter. By virtue of his office, he must give pastoral care. The doctor does his job. The nurse does her job. The pastor does his job. When a pastor walks into the room, in a sense, the entire sanctuary is towed along with him and transforms the lonely hospital room into a holy place. The isolation of the hospital room is filled with Christ and His church. What is unique about the pastor is that by virtue of his office, when he walks into the room, he walks in as one who breathes the eschatological air of the liturgy. He is the one whose home and office are in the sanctuary, where he regularly leads the Divine Liturgy, and where the Lord is present with His people every Lord's Day—the day of the resurrection and the eighth day of the new creation. There he leads the Divine Liturgy, absolves sins, speaks the words of the risen Lord, and administers Christ's body and blood. In a sense, the pastor is saying, “Breathe the air of the new creation that pulsates through the Word- and Spirit-filled holy place every Lord's Day when the baptized gather for the Divine Service.” In effect, he puts the Holy Spirit's oxygen mask to the face of the afflicted and says, “Now breathe this, and breathe deeply!”
 

In times of emotional and physical distress, Christian families and friends offer spiritual support, comfort, and prayer. Women by virtue of their feminine nature bring a unique empathy, understanding, and compassion to the situation, especially to other women and children. By virtue of their baptism, they are “little Christs” and royal priests. The distinctive nature of the pastor, however, as a servant of the Word and Sacrament, puts him into the unique position as a representative of Christ who comes to His people in the Liturgy. The Liturgy is always an eschatological event, preparing people for a blessed end and the final consummation. This does not mean that the pastor simply shows up to read some liturgical texts on Sunday or at the bedside. Certainly, pastoral care includes listening, silence, spiritual conversation, and extempore prayer. But the Liturgy is certain, true, and tested.
 

The Liturgy constitutes, shapes, and informs all other pastoral care. One concrete example must suffice in demonstrating the innumerable ways in which this is true. No greater healing can be found than that of the Blessed Sacrament, the medicine of immortality. Following the reception of the Lord's body and blood in the eucharistic banquet, the congregation sings the Nunc Dimittis. “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace according to your word, for my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared before the face of all people, a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of your people Israel.” Simeon held the incarnate Son of God in his arms. Now he could die in peace. At the Lord's Supper, we held in our hands and mouth the incarnate Son of God, the King of Peace whose kingdom is inaugurated among us and for us, not in judgment, but in peace. People who know the Liturgy know and love this song. In their minds and hearts it is tied inseparably to the eschatological banquet. Every time we go to the sacrament and sing the Nunc Dimittis, we are rehearsing the day when we will be freed to depart in peace like Simeon. “We go to the Sacrament as though going to our death, so that we might go to our death as though going to the Sacrament.”102
 

The Nunc Dimittis is also sung at the evening liturgy of Vespers and in the service of Compline before going to sleep. “Sleep is a type of death, as awaking is a type of the resurrection. ‘We go to our sleep as though going to our death, resting in the peace of Jesus, so that we may go to our death as though going to sleep.’”103 The brief order of Compline is wonderful for pastoral care in hospitals, especially the night before surgery or when called out in the evening in emergencies. The service concludes with the Nunc Dimittis, to which the following is appended at the end of Simeon's canticle: “Guide us waking, O Lord, and guard us sleeping that awake we may watch with Christ and asleep we may rest in peace.”
 

In addition to the Holy Scripture and the hymnbook, there are many excellent resources for pastoral care. However, pastors ought not to overlook the treasure of liturgical rites available in the church's Agenda of occasional services: Individual Confession and Absolution, Ministry to the Sick and Homebound, Commendation of the Dying, Burial of the Dead, and so forth. “The rites of pastoral care assume the centrality of the weekly gathering of God's people around Word and Sacrament in the Divine Service. The ordinary place of ongoing pastoral care is the liturgy itself. Josef Jungmann noted that ‘for centuries the liturgy actively celebrated, has been the most important form of pastoral care. All pastoral care radiates from the preaching of the Gospel and the administration of Christ's sacraments.’”104
 

Conclusion

There are many reasons the Liturgy, liturgical practice, and liturgical life are important. Certainly more reasons than have been addressed in this chapter could be enumerated. What I have attempted to show in this chapter is that the traditional Liturgy looks the way it does for theological reasons. The Liturgy therefore reflects a biblical, Trinitarian, Christological, sacramental, and eschatological character. I have written from the perspective of the Lutheran tradition. The Lutheran Liturgy is the historic Liturgy. What is often referred to in the singular as the Western Liturgy, Western Rite, or even the Roman Rite can be misleading, if not a misnomer. The Western Liturgy has always consisted of several liturgies or rites, only one of which was the Roman Rite.105 The same is true among the Eastern Rites.106 Yet they all share a common Word and Sacrament structure. They all share a common biblical and theological understanding of how man acts in God's presence, and more importantly, how God has chosen to be present and how He acts toward those gathered in His name. God acts through His Word and Sacrament. It is true that, down through the centuries, churches have made decisions about how they will worship, and they continue to do so today. Gregory the Great's advice remains profitable, “Choose elements that are reverent, aweinspiring, and orthodox.”
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Response by Ligon Duncan

I greatly appreciate Timothy Quill's desire to be thoroughly Trinitarian, Christocentric, theological, and biblical in his understanding of worship. Liturgical worship is based on doctrine; therefore, it is calculated and theological. There are, however, some weaknesses within his work. These points of contention lie largely—though not exhaustively—in the finer points of his position and less with his foundational principles.
 

Altars

Building your theology of worship on doctrine is commendable, but when the theology errs, the worship practice will inevitably be flawed as well. If Christ died once and for all on the cross for our sins, and there is now no longer any need for sacrifice (Heb. 10:1–18), why then should we have altars in our churches?
 

The use of an altar is confusing to the worshiper, because it fails rightly to proclaim the finished, unrepeatable sacrifice of Jesus Christ. I realize that it may seem petty to argue about furniture. However, as liturgical churches well know and herald, worship practice is to be theological, which means that worship should and does teach what we believe about God.
 

This point of discrepancy is no doubt connected to our differing views of the Lord's Supper. Lutherans believe in what is called consubstantiation—that the elements of the Lord's Supper, although remaining bread and wine, are also the Lord Jesus Himself in some way. I do not disagree that Jesus is present at the Lord's Supper, but I do disagree that He is somehow mystically in the elements themselves. The consensus of Reformed teaching on the way in which Christ is present in the Lord's Supper may be summarized as follows: There is absolutely no corporeal presence of Christ whatsoever in the Lord's Supper. The believer does not corporeally partake of Christ in the Supper. Christ is not elementally, spatially, or locally present in the Supper in any way. There is no change or conversion of the elements in the Supper. The believer does indeed receive Christ in the Supper, but not by the mouth—instead, by faith. Nor does Christ's humanity come down to the believer, but by the Spirit the believer is raised in heart to receive Christ in His ascended glory.
 

To put it in the language of the Westminster Confession of Faith, the spiritual presence of Christ in the Lord's Supper may be summarized as follows: the outward elements of the Lord's Supper (bread and wine) sustain such an analogy to Christ crucified that they may truly, but only sacramentally, be called by the name of the things they represent, that is, the body and blood of Christ; nevertheless in their substance and nature they are truly and only bread and wine (Westminster Confession 29.5).
 

Overly Ritualistic and Wrought with Complexity

Quill asserts that liturgy fosters reverence. Although that may very well be the case in some instances, I think it can easily be argued that liturgy can also create complacency and simply going through the motions in worship. There is an interesting dynamic that can occur in liturgical worship. The long-time, faithful person in the pew can begin to be so familiar with the liturgy that it becomes almost second nature. This can result in an ability to be completely involved in the worship service without ever engaging one's heart or head into worshiping the living God. This tends to breed familiarity, which results in irreverence more than reverence.
 

Antithetically, the novice who wanders into a liturgical service for the first time can feel lost, confused, and out of place because he or she cannot keep up or follow along. This complexity makes liturgical worship neither user-friendly to the novice nor even practical to the Christian hunkered down, trying to avoid persecution for worshiping God. These are just some of the practical concerns that attend liturgical worship.
 

The Size of Jesus

Quill writes, “The size of one's faith is determined by the size of one's Jesus.” I am not quite sure what he means by this statement. Perhaps he is asserting that the more we know of Jesus and the more we realize His greatness, the more we will trust and rely on Him. I suppose this may be true to a degree, but Christianity is not about great faith; it is about faith in a great God. Jesus is great and glorious irrespective of the size of my faith. Quill makes the aforementioned statement in connection with liturgical worship giving “lots and lots of Jesus.” Lots of Jesus is essential to worship, but I fail to see the validity of the statement that the size of my faith determines the size of my Jesus. I certainly hope not, because when my faith gets weak, small, and insignificant, I am going to need my Jesus to continue to be the great and glorious Savior that He truly is.
 

This discussion occurs in connection with liturgical worship ensuring that major biblical teachings are not overlooked, and preachers are kept from focusing on their favorite points of doctrine. Yet the same can be accomplished—more effectively, I might add—through consecutive, verse-by-verse expository preaching. Liturgical worship necessitates overlooking important sections of Scripture. Since all Scripture is profitable (2 Timothy 3:16, 17), I do not see how we can treat some parts as capable of being overlooked.
 

The liturgical plan for preaching is also too narrow-sighted. Liturgical worship focuses on a one-year preaching program, but consecutive, verse-by-verse expository preaching can focus much more long term. This can involve a five-, ten-, or fifteen-year program that better equips the people of God and still has the ability to visit regularly all key doctrines and events in the Bible.
 

Extemporaneous Prayer

Quill asserts that extemporaneous prayers are to be used only outside corporate worship. This is a puzzling remark. Of course, many prayers are shallow, anthropocentric, and unbiblical within the church, but why does Quill leave out the essential element of the Spirit's leading? Our services should be carefully constructed and well prepared, but this should not overlook the Spirit's freedom to lead. It can be more effective to have some prayers that are prepared beforehand and some that are more extemporaneous. It just does not seem to be a legitimate rule to assert that extemporaneous prayer can be done only outside the context of corporate worship.
 

What if, for instance, as you are preparing to lead worship, you learn of the death of a church member, or a bomb has gone off in the city? Do you go in prayer to God with your people, lacking pastoral sensitivity, and just read a prayer that is completely ignorant of recent and important developments in the life of your church? Of course not. We as pastors must use the means of grace that God has given us with pastoral sensitivity for the people we serve.
 

Conclusion

Overall, Quill certainly has a well-crafted chapter on liturgical worship. Again, I must say that I agree wholeheartedly with his desire to worship the living God in a way that reflects our understanding and beliefs. Although we do not see eye-to-eye on certain areas, we both love biblical, theological, Christocentric, Trinitarian worship of the living God.
 

Response by Dan Wilt

It is customary to compliment a writer on his or her hard work, research, and writing skill before one dispenses with formalities and launches into a tirade against the writer's ideas. In this case, however, I can honestly, and with great respect, afford both compliments and appreciation to Timothy Quill for a thorough and approachable text on the vital principles of orthodoxy that undergird the practice of liturgical worship forms.
 

I noted in my own chapter that I am quite the opposite of an opponent or adversarial jouster of the liturgical worship tradition of the church. I have always embraced the gravitas of our shared liturgical tradition in both form and content. In fact, in my own formation as a Christian, as a leader, and as one who is seeking to guide the contemporary church movements down a path that runs through the past into the future, liturgical worship has played a vital and pivotal role. I grew up in a liturgical worshiping community, and for that reason, I find much both to celebrate and to advocate in Quill's chapter. At the same time, a number of ideas finding their roots in issues of biblical worldview, cultural interface, biblical anthropology, soteriology, ecclesiology, Western church theology, and liturgiology rear their heads and seem to cry out to me, “Challenge this.” My affirmations and challenges will be expressed, I trust, in an irenic spirit of confidence without arrogance and humility without apology.
 

Affirmations

The most exciting and vital elements that stir me to applaud this chapter are the historic legacy of pattern and ritual, embodied in liturgical worship forms. These forms have immersed the faithful in the Scriptures across millennia, infused ongoing theological vitality in the church, and engaged us with a wide spectrum of sensory connection and symbolic action in worship. Liturgical worship is a sensory experience that recognizes the multiple intelligences and discipleship gateways inherent to the human person. Sight, touch, taste, sound, and smell all become vehicles through which God speaks into the whole person the Story of God and through which the whole person can commune with God and encounter His grace.
 

Like water dripping on stone, this ancient care to detail in ceremonially reclaiming the gospel, the human heart, the sacrality of time and space, and the privilege of worship is the gift liturgical worship has delivered to every generation since the earliest years of the church. Liturgy is indeed catechesis, the rule of belief is indeed guided by the rule of prayer and vice versa, and Word and sacrament are a means of grace (which we will discuss later). Praying with the whole church is essential. A Christocentric view of historical time is crucial. Salutation and response are communal. And the Eucharist rings with the timeless strength with which it always has in fostering living Christian worship.
 

Challenges

Having expressed my honest acclamations of both Quill's work and the concepts it embodies, I turn to the challenges I would bring to particular ideas. While I appreciate Quill's definition of liturgy (the work for the people, rather than of the, people), I believe it to be a subtle rationalization of the traditional clergy/laity split, which I believe casts an increasingly longer shadow over the biblical calling toward the “priesthood of all believers.” We have always needed effective pastoral care in the body of Christ, from the earliest apostolic fathers to the pastors, priests, and bishops of today. However, to say that the leader of the divine liturgy is the “steward of the mysteries” is a concept that seems to have, in practice, placed a layer of sacrosanct leadership between the average Christian and the God we worship.
 

Practically, I have always sensed gateways in some liturgical practice to the Gnostic idea of enlightened persons holding special keys of “spiritual knowledge and ritual,” to whom we come to engage in effective worship. I have also sensed gateways open in liturgical worship to the “Svengalism” that still influences various cultural expressions of the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches. Every movement has its excesses, and I would never want to declare the excess to be the norm by any means, especially given Quill's evident humility in his caring, pastoral approach to his work as a leader of liturgical worship.
 

I found Quill's piece to be very positive toward the traditional and timeless voice but distinctly negative toward the common and current voice of the people. To engage only with the “time-tested” is safe, for certain. Yet such a posture necessarily means that we may “miss the moment” in our efforts to avoid an impassioned, spontaneous change or even possible spiritual danger. To embrace the immanence of God is never to deny His transcendence, though we can become fixated on one or the other (either mentally pushing God up into His heavens in disconnection or emotionally pulling Him into the moment in irreverence). We must remember that even timeless traditions were evoked in a moment of epiphany; someone decided at a point in time that the love feast of the nascent Church would be better enrobed in ceremony, cup, and wafers for both posterity's and practicality's sake.
 

Though I myself exuberantly teach the vitality of church tradition to young Christian leaders, I further suggest that all that is, even in church tradition, should not necessarily be. Just as my parental patterns must be confronted by my child's reaction to the health of those patterns, so too the “sacramental expert” role (and accompanying ecclesiology) demands attention as to its ongoing health for the church. I embrace the skill set of the spiritual leader; I abhor language that smacks of the special agent who mystically guides the people of God, by study and ritual observance, into interaction with God. Worship expression should be in the hands of the people, just as the Scriptures should be. The mess that follows such public ownership should be welcomed and guided on its now less-controllable path.
 

My next challenge is a difficult one to suggest, because I am so very aware of the mystery and majesty of the sacramental worship environment I too embrace and treasure. I have attended mass and liturgical worship services at many different times, and in many places in my life (including St. Peter's in Rome). I am always deeply moved by the ceremony and celebration into which we enter. I take my children to mass on occasion to open their perspective as well (their favorite part is the sharing of the peace of Christ). Having said this, I find the heightened emphasis on the place of “Word and Sacrament” in worship to border on the magical—inanimate objects such as bread and wine delivering grace into our lives, animated by the blessing of the celebrant. The Word is animate, I would agree, at least on some level. Yet the rampant (and may I carefully suggest, “careless”) mingling of Word as Jesus, Word as Bible, Word as Spoken Scripture, Word as Preached Message, and Word as Sacramentally Heard Reading becomes too much for me.
 

Quill further centers grace on the means and vehicle of the divine liturgy, rather than on the Holy Spirit's direct work with the individual and community and on the response of the heart to that grace. If the means and vehicle of grace is the Spirit of God, I am in. To suggest that the physical bread and cup are the means of grace is untenable, at least to me. To say the blessed sacrament, uniting form and content, medium and message, is “the medicine of immortality” is unsettling, to say the least.
 

Regarding the subject of music, I have a strong sense that Quill does not see it as a “means of grace” with the worship efficacy of the other portions of the Divine Liturgy. To say that musical preferences are not important because they can polarize us according to taste is an adventure in missing the point. Musical preference is important, and we should not overlook it by stubbornly demanding that others simply embrace our traditional Western church music (i.e., the music we have come to like and think is helpful). Music, and especially beloved music, galvanizes the communal consciousness. In my estimation, the ideal family of faith embraces the reality that a variety of musical styles is vital to various members of the community. Such a family seeks to give voice to those passionate stirrings, often by creating, endorsing, or participating in other forms of worship expression.
 

A good friend who is a Greek Orthodox priest challenged me at one point on the “hyper-immanent” fixation of contemporary worship music and the subsequent loss of a sense of transcendence in worship. Then, at a gathering he attended with me that evening, he was stunned. Young people all around the room were honestly and authentically committing themselves to God through simple, God-centered songs of worship, in a spirit of great reverence combined with palpable intimacy. With disarming humility, he shared that he had never seen such passionately expressed devotion to Jesus, especially by young people. He was very moved by what he had previously demonized according to his perceptions. While results should never be measured on the basis of expressed enthusiasm, as Quill himself states, it is also true that the presence or lack of enthusiasm can be a strong indicator that something is, or is not, going on behind the scenes in the human heart.
 

This leads me to a point of tremendous frustration with the ongoing parodies and caricatures (most are either well-deserved or woven with at least a thread of truth, I might add) of contemporary worship expression. The sovereign and majestic God, and the dignified, austere, and intelligent traditional worship He apparently prefers to receive, intimates the idea of an impassible God (a God not swayed by emotion) who far more resembles the gods of the Greeks than He resembles the emotionally charged God of the Hebrews. Again, tradition, culture, and preference rear their heads, overshadowing clear, biblical content. Simple phrases of love expressed by God permeate the Scriptures. Simple phrases of love are called “terms of affection” in marriage and family, not “fluffy words” or “pop slop.”
 

Reverence is essential in worship (the challenge is heard), but passion expressed keeps the human soul from the emotional bond-ages of the age(s). The zealous emotional tilt of contemporary worship expression (again, parodied) is, I believe, contributing to the healing of a very broken and confused generation. “Sophistication and dignity” are worship verbiage worthy of attention—but not to the exclusion of phrases such as “passion and exuberance.”
 

Quill uses words such as “frivolity” and “irreverence” to poke at the contemporary worship activity of the church. I would even counter his ideas on the preferred propriety he suggests should mark all worship expression. I would suggest in contrast that laughter, joy, community, biblical insight, rich mission, and even true worship can be both shared and expressed over a beer in a tavern—if that is where the church happens to be! I would like to think that the riches of liturgical worship could be teased apart from some of the emotional stuffiness that can season the language of its advocates. Quiet ceremony and long-standing ritual are indeed beautiful and facilitate the worship the Father seeks. Yet this is true only if we are all having a vibrant connection with the God who gives us life that we are bringing to the ceremony.
 

I contend that life, above liturgy as Quill suggests, is the place where heaven and earth meet. Even where Christians and liturgy are not, even there God is meeting with people and showing them His grace. The church does not gather because Christ is present in the meal; the church gathers because Christ is in our hearts and our community, and He shares the meal of grace with us. The church is not the same thing as the advancing kingdom of God, and idealistic discussions of what is happening in and through the liturgy must give way to the reality of what is happening in the hearts of the human beings who have gathered.
 

To tell subversive stories (N. T. Wright) in a corrupted generation, we must enlist idioms and symbols that a generation understands, as Jesus did, and not simply demand they crack the code on our own traditional symbols. “New” and “exciting” are not bad words—they can be adjectives describing a fresh approach to doing good in the world. A thorough reading of classic Christian literature, including the Didache and the earliest writings of the Church, reveals that a passionate, emotional encounter with God is not something to be reviled, dismissed, or minimized, but rather embraced.
 

I would ask Quill if the Divine Liturgy he describes can emit the heart of God into the world, engage both the heart and mind of the unbeliever, and enlist the passion and current zeal of the church? Apparently, the worship ways of the early church were effective vehicles for this mighty task—a place where God, liturgy, and the heart of humankind could meet.
 

Response by Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever

Timothy Quill provides a thorough and reflective commendation of liturgical worship, with much to which we can say, “Yes and Amen.” To begin with, he rightly connects belief and worship. Far more than the expression of style or preference, forms of worship reflect and articulate doctrine, whether we realize it or not. Quill is right, therefore, to reverse Prosper of Aquitaine's maxim to read, Lex credendi, lex orandi, the law of belief is the law of worship. This recognition rightly leads him to place the gospel at the center of his discussion of the liturgy.
 

Throughout the chapter, Quill's emphasis on the gospel is refreshing and clear, and his concern to see the liturgy reflect and articulate the gospel seems similar to our own concern to see the gospel message reflected throughout the entirety of public worship. From the excellent list of evaluative questions for hymns, to the insistence that justification by faith alone in Christ characterize our preaching, to his careful connection of Word and sacraments, even to his justification of some practices from which we would refrain as a matter of conscience, the gracious work of Christ on the cross for sinners is the message that Quill is concerned to expound, promote, and exalt through liturgical worship. Would that all practitioners of liturgical forms were so zealous for the gospel of Jesus Christ!
 

Of course, the gospel is defined for Quill, as a Lutheran theologian, in terms of the law/gospel dichotomy. This has a very important implication for his understanding of both the gospel and the liturgy. Since law only and always tells us what we must do, and gospel only and always tells us what God has done, both the gospel and “gospel worship” in the liturgy are objective events in which God is present, giving His gifts to us. Useful as far as it goes, the Reformed tradition, of which we count ourselves a part as English-speaking Baptists, understands that the law does not “always accuse and condemn.” Rather, in Christ, it teaches the regenerate heart what it looks like to live a life that glorifies God, not as an attempt to earn His love, but in grateful and joyful response to His redeeming love. This is what is known as the “third use of the law.” What is more, we understand that, while the gospel is fundamentally a message of what God has done, it nevertheless comes with its own demands to repent and believe. While these are ultimately gifts of God's sovereign grace, they are at the same time subjective actions on our part. The born-again sinner actually repents and actually believes. God does not do it for him, even though his repentance and faith are gifts from God. This means that the gospel is both objective and subjective; a statement of God's gracious acts on my behalf and the imperative for me to respond to those acts accordingly.
 

As a good Lutheran, Quill seems uncomfortable with the subjective side of the gospel and the implications that has for our public worship. No doubt he is right to criticize much of the enthusiasm and shallow experientialism that characterizes much of evangelical worship today. So, for example, we could not help but nod in agreement with the following: “American neo-evangelical contemporary worship makes generic, Arminian, Protestant Christians.” “Soccer games and Disney World are fun. [Worship] is a place beyond fun … not exciting but important—more important than anything else we do in life and anything our popular culture might offer.” “Every generation has had to deal with disorder, irreverence, and frivolity unbecoming of worshipers. The church does not gather over beer in a tavern, as spectators at the theater, or as cheering sports fans in a stadium. The church gathers in a heavenly throne room for an audience with the king.”
 

However, in rejecting the subjectivism and experientialism that run rampant in modern evangelical worship, one does not have to abandon the legitimately subjective aspects of the gospel. Yet this seems to be precisely what Quill does, and he works it out in his treatment of the liturgy. So for Quill, the liturgy is important because it answers objectively the questions how and where Christ is present today. Drawing on the common Protestant language of “means of grace,” Quill develops what is essentially a sacramental theology of liturgical worship, in which Christ is “located” in the Divine Service of Word and Sacrament, to be received as a gift. Furthermore, as he acknowledges, “liturgical worship and preaching flow from baptism” rather than lead to it, further emphasizing the objective work of God in the forms of worship, at the expense of our subjective response.
 

The result, it seems, is that for all the emphasis on the gospel and faith, both are largely assumed. Unfortunately, sooner or later what is assumed is presumed, and then finally forgotten. Ironically, in seeking to defend and uphold the priority of God in the gospel, liturgical worship's unbalanced emphasis on the objective work of God seems productive of sacramental theologies that ultimately destroy the gospel by cutting the nerve of faith. This is clearly not Quill's practice or intention. But it does seem to be the experience of many liturgical traditions, whether in their Roman, Eastern, or Protestant forms.
 

One other significant point of concern and disagreement we would have is the ultimate basis on which Quill grounds his commendation of liturgical forms. Repeatedly, our attention is drawn to the utility of liturgy, either from the perspective of pedagogy or piety or both. So, for example, Quill commends liturgical ceremony, such as the use of incense, bowing, kneeling, and the crucifix, for the way in which it fosters reverence, thanksgiving, and devotion. Because of its repetitive nature, it is useful for teaching. Because of its catholic nature, it is useful for promoting gospel unity. In fact, Quill devotes most of the chapter to identifying, exploring, and applying the usefulness of the liturgy to a host of pastoral and ecclesiastical concerns. While not thinking that liturgy was the only way to address such concerns, again and again we found ourselves agreeing with the argument being made, so far as it went.
 

However, the extent of the argument is precisely the problem and the point of disagreement. At the end of the day, the justification for liturgical worship seems to be limited to the historical and the pragmatic: Christians have found this helpful for centuries, and it is still helpful; so we should not abandon it for contemporary forms. Early on, Quill acknowledges that Scripture does not explicitly prescribe the use of ceremonies beyond baptism and the Lord's Supper. And while much is made of the scriptural character of liturgical ritual (words), the fact remains that the only inspired (and therefore normative) ordering of those words is the Scriptures themselves. So, as he states at the beginning, from within the liturgical perspective, liturgy itself is an adiaphora.
 

What we are left with is an ultimately pragmatic justification. Ironically, the same justification is used to commend much that passes for contemporary forms of evangelical worship. The result, despite good attempts to connect the liturgy to both Scripture and sound theology, is an argument based on preference. No doubt for some, the preference for liturgy will be based on its consonance with biblical and theological truth, and its perceived ability to communicate that truth. For others, their preference may be based on less theological matters: aesthetics, conservatism, even class-consciousness. But regardless of the relative nobility of the preference, in the end, unless appeal is made to some supposed higher authority, as is done in the Roman Catholic and Eastern traditions, the arguments put forward for liturgical worship are simply variations on the same theme we hear from the contemporary camp.
 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when Protestants began discussing the government and worship of the church, they divided into Erastian, normative, and regulative camps. Historically, Lutherans argued for the normative perspective; that is, whatever Scripture does not prohibit is allowed. Quill's description of liturgy as adiaphora sounds almost Erastian; that is, human authority is free to devise whatever forms seem best. It would have been helpful to hear him address the question more precisely in light of these categories.
 

Finally, we want to end with a hearty Amen to Quill's insightful connection of the nature of faith to the role of the pastor, and by implication the duty and privilege of the church member. He is entirely correct that “since the ascension of our Lord” (we would say, since the fall), “we live in a time of hearing, not seeing.… Faith comes through the ears, not the eyes.” We loved the quotation, “if we want to see God at work, ‘we need to gouge out our eyes and put them in our ears.’” What this means for the pastor is that he is primarily called to speak “in Jesus' name … and Jesus' words.” He is at bottom a herald and preacher of the gospel.
 

This makes no sense in our modern culture. We understand CEOs, entertainers, and therapists. We value good administration and organizational efficiency. We enjoy being entertained. We love it when people listen to us talking about ourselves. But just as much as they did in first-century Corinth, we find preaching the cross foolish. And so, desiring the praise of men, we pastors are constantly tempted to reinvent ourselves in categories that will win that praise. If worship is the result and goal of faith—and it is—then Quill rightly calls us to repent of such foolishness and, instead, take up “the work of the pastor/preacher [which] is inseparable from the prophetic office of Christ.… Through preaching comes the Word of Christ, and this word brings forth faith.” If there is to be true worship in our church, preachers must once again preach, and members must hear and heed the Word of the Lord. Lex credendi, lex orandi indeed.
 

Response by Dan Kimball

This is the chapter I probably was the least familiar with in terms of what defines liturgical worship as Quill showed us. It was really fascinating to read. I learned a lot. I found Quill's background very interesting—how he was raised in a liturgical church, but then went through a period of using praise music and electric guitar and inventing songs. But then out of disillusionment he returned to his liturgical roots. That is where he felt the most comfortable and what he believes represents the gospel and Christian theology most fully. From reading the examples he gave in the chapter, I can certainly see why he feels that, because there is richness in how liturgical worship communicates the gospel. Also, the comfort of worshiping through various traditions throughout church history is grounding.
 

So I do not have much to say about the chapter, because it seems to be a wonderful approach—if one chooses to worship that way. It seems to include biblical elements of worship, which is important to me. It has a high view of Scripture, which also is critical to me. So, if there are worship gatherings that remain faithful to what it means to worship in spirit and in truth, then I am overjoyed. I am delighted that different people relate to different approaches and formats and even styles (using the word style in a healthy way).
 

The only critique I would have of the chapter is that there seems to be a sense that unless people use liturgical worship, they are not worshiping in the best way possible, and they shortchange the teaching of the gospel and water down theology. Quill did not directly say that, but he certainly seemed to indicate it often. He did say he felt that creating new forms of worship and new traditions has no value. He mentioned that, when he was leading the more evangelical contemporary praise, he did not feel it was producing change in people's lives, so he eventually went back to liturgical worship. I would have to disagree that you need to return to liturgical worship to see transformation occurring in people's lives. I know of so many churches that use all kinds of approaches to worship in which people's lives are being totally changed by the Spirit.
 

There are five different approaches to worship in this book, and I believe that in them all the Spirit causes life change, and the historical orthodox doctrines of the faith are being taught. Yet I know that, in all types of churches—Baptist, Reformed, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Assemblies of God—the Spirit is radically changing people's lives as these churches proclaim the gospel. In all sorts of nonliturgical churches, there are people who grow in their love of God through the teaching of the Scriptures. They mature and teach others. They live lives of repentance. I do not know of pastors or leaders who subconsciously or consciously judge the success of a worship gathering by how much people “feel” closer to God.
 

So I agree with Quill that we should not teach or judge the impact of our worship gatherings by the feelings people have—if they feel close to God. That would not be accurate teaching. If we characterize people's spiritual growth merely by how enthusiastically they respond on a Sunday, then we fall into a false definition of worship, which shapes people's perception of it. Accordingly, our measurement should be about how we see the Spirit changing lives, not just on Sundays but throughout the week, as we recognize Jesus as Lord, obey the authority of the Scriptures, and live repentant and missional lives.
 

I wonder if Quill's personal background in liturgy that deeply moved him growing up eventually motivated him to return to it as he matured, because it was both comfortable and biblical to him. Some of his story may involve his returning to his roots, to that with which he was familiar. But I also appreciate his concern that the praise music and format he had shifted to was not producing disciples to the degree he felt should happen. I would be very interested to know what else that church was doing to develop disciples other than the Sunday worship gathering. My guess is that, even if a church has a great Sunday worship gathering, without a strategy of developing a holistic plan to see people grow and mature, it will be very limited. So I wonder if maybe it could have been less the musical and worship style and more the lack of a holistic plan of discipleship in the church—what happens in addition to the Sunday worship gathering. I do not know, but that would be a question I would like to ask.
 

I also would say that a church's use of a liturgical approach does not mean that the church will produce healthy disciples. I know of very liberal churches who use liturgy and repeat many of the same prayers, creeds, and rituals that Quill described. So one can go through the motions of liturgy as many very liberal churches do, saying the same words with their rich theology. Yet their lives do not reflect what I would consider that of a healthy disciple if they do not hold to the inspired and authoritative Scriptures and other key doctrines regarding who God is and reflect those in their lives. Like any church with any format of worship, people can simply go through the motions and say the words, but there is no true transformation as a result. In fact, to my understanding the more extreme liberal churches and the ones that I personally feel have strayed from the purity of the gospel are ones that generally use liturgical worship. So the form of worship does not mean that we are obedient to the Scriptures or teaching the gospel.
 

Quill warned about the church not allowing culture to shape its worship. I do agree that there can be a danger, if we are not seriously praying and checking out what we are doing by Scripture. However, at the same time, from everything I read in terms of liturgical worship, it was also culturally derived from a specific time period and specific culture. We can never forget that how we dress as leaders (Quill argues for special garments when leading worship), the songs we sing, even the written format and language of prayers reflect their origins in a specific culture and time period. If a church is faithful to teaching the truths of Scripture and does not go against Scripture (like wearing certain clothing, as in liturgical churches), then it seems fine, and I cannot imagine God's being displeased with it. But it does not mean that there is one best way to express worship biblically. There are myriad ways.
 

There is something refreshing about liturgical worship—and this comes from someone who has more of a conservative Baptist type of background in seminary training and working with younger people—and now there is a growing interest in church history and in liturgy. We are actually bringing into our worship gatherings some of the beautiful written prayers and responsive readings. I never learned about these in the seminaries I attended because we were more “Baptist” in worship practice. There is much beauty in liturgy that we were missing. So in our church we have been adding liturgical elements as they fit into worship gatherings, because of their beauty and truth.
 

As I repeatedly say in this book, I do not see anywhere in the Scriptures where we are bound to a specific style or approach to worship. I do see in the Scriptures that we should have prayer, song, teaching, and the sacraments, but I do not believe the Scriptures dictate any specific way those things should occur. Mostly, everything all of us do, as represented in this book, involves the needed elements of teaching, prayer, song, and the sacraments. Yet each of us flesh them out in our worship gatherings differently. To me, that is wonderful, and to my knowledge we all have a high view of Scripture and want to worship God with all our beings in a way that pleases Him. Yet how we do that is definitely different for each of us. I imagine our expressions of community worship will continually change as we continually change as people. God and His majesty and His holiness and the gospel do not change, but how we worship God in spirit and in truth may change as we live in various cultures and time periods. Throughout this book we see that most of what we have shared also comes from specific cultural values, music, or dress. Yet we must remain faithful to the Scriptures and never stray from teaching, prayer, the sacraments, and the communication of the gospel of Jesus.
 

I want to thank Timothy for the extremely educational chapter. It whetted my appetite to want to learn more about liturgical worship. I would love to sit under his teaching at Concordia Seminary and learn more of how liturgical worship has and has not been used through the history of the church. There is such beauty, theology, and richness in what he described regarding liturgical worship that I hope all churches and all leaders appreciate. I know I certainly do and hope to incorporate in our worship gatherings more of the richness he spoke about and some of the prayers he described.
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There was a time when Baptist, Congregational, Presbyterian, low-church Episcopal, Methodist, independent-Bible-church, and even Anabaptist (meaning, for example, folk in the Mennonite, Brethren, and Grace Brethren traditions) worship services looked very much alike and were largely based on the same set of biblical convictions regarding the form and substance of Christian public worship. Though these distinct church traditions have carried on vigorous intramural debates on the specifics of corporate worship over the last half millennium, what strikes one in our current environment is the sheer commonality of principle and practice, despite what they would have once considered, and still do, significant differences. But these differences pale in comparison to the bewildering spectrum of diversities of corporate worship philosophy and practice in modern evangelicalism.
 

Today, someone who visits various churches is likely to experience as many worship “styles” (a concept, I might add, that is entirely alien to the thought-world of the New Testament) as there are churches. Even within the same denomination there may be a wide variety of worship practices. There are many reasons for this, but surely one is that there is a lack of consensus among evangelicals today regarding what constitutes public worship and whether the Bible provides universally applicable, clear, and specific directions about what is to be done in the gathered Lord's Day worship of the church. We need to begin, then, our case for traditional, evangelical, Protestant, hymn- and psalm-singing worship by giving a brief biblical presentation of what worship is and the biblical components and content that are necessary to public worship.
 

What Worship Is (and Is Not)

An important reason to start with a definition of worship is the current denial by some that there is clear, New Testament guidance on “gathered worship.” What one often hears is that the Old Testament gave specific directions for tabernacle or temple worship, but that in the New Testament there are no commands pertaining to our assembled worship. It is further suggested that, whereas the Old Testament was interested only in the details of corporate or public worship, the New Testament is interested only in “worship in all of life” or “lifestyle worship.” That is, the proponents of this view say that the New Testament applies worship language to the matter of Christians living for the glory of God in all of life, rather than to what Christians ought to do when they are gathered as the local church. Consequently, proponents of this view will often assert that, in view of the New Testament's focus on “worship in all of life,” the church has been left at liberty to determine what it will do (or not do) when gathered.
 

There are numerous exegetical and theological problems with this assertion. For one thing, it derives from the individualist assumptions of Western modernity, rather than the community mind set of the early church and the biblical world. Furthermore, it ignores the fact that the Old Testament had already set forth the categories of “worship in all of life” and “gathered, congregational worship.” That distinction did not have to await the coming of the New Testament revelation to be unfolded, nor is it an example of the difference between the Old Testament and New Testament views of worship.
 

The psalmist tells us that worship is “giv[ing] the Lord the glory due His name” (Ps 29:2), and that can be done both in all of life and in gathered services. Jerry Bridges, noted author of The Pursuit ofHoliness and Transforming Grace, has recently and helpfully addressed this very issue:
 

In Scripture the word worship is used to denote both an overall way of life and a specific activity. When the prophet Jonah said, “I am a Hebrew and I worship the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the land” (Jonah 1:9), he was speaking about his whole manner of life. In contrast to Jonah's words, Psalm 100:2 says, “Worship the LORD with gladness; come before him with joyful songs.” The psalmist there speaks of a specific activity of praising God. This is the sense in which we normally use the word worship today. These two concepts of worship—a broad one and a more narrow, specific one—correspond to the two ways by which we glorify God. We glorify God by ascribing to Him the honor and adoration due to Him because of His excellence—the narrow concept of worship. We also glorify God by reflecting His glory to others—the broader, way-of-life manner of worship.1

 

To say it a little differently, worship is declaring—with our lips and lives—that God is more important than anything else to us, that He is our deepest desire, that His inherent worth is beyond everything else we hold dear. Both concepts are important for understanding the way that traditional evangelicals approach worship. Lou Giglio has provocatively and helpfully explained:
 

Think of it this way: Worship is simply about value. The simplest definition I can give is this: Worship is our response to what we value most. That's why worship is that thing we all do. It's what we're all about on any given day. Worship is about saying, “This person, this thing, this experience (this whatever) is what matters most to me … it's the thing of highest value in my life.” That “thing” might be a relationship. A dream. A position. Status. Something you own. A name. A job. Some kind of pleasure. Whatever name you put on it, this “thing” is what you've concluded in your heart is worth most to you. And whatever is worth most to you is—you guessed it—what you worship. Worship, in essence, is declaring what we value most. As a result, worship fuels our actions, becoming the driving force of all we do. And we're not just talking about the religious crowd. The Christian. The churchgoer among us. We're talking about everybody on planet earth. A multitude of souls proclaiming with every breath what is worthy of their affection, their attention, their allegiance. Proclaiming with every step what it is they worship. Some of us attend the church on the corner, professing to worship the living God above all. Others, who rarely darken the church doors, would say worship isn't a part of their lives because they aren't “religious.” But everybody has an altar. And every altar has a throne. So how do you know where and what you worship? It's easy: You simply follow the trail of your time, your affection, your energy, your money, and your allegiance. At the end of that trail you'll find a throne, and whatever, or whoever, is on that throne is what's of highest value to you. On that throne is what you worship. Sure, not too many of us walk around saying; “I worship my stuff. I worship my job. I worship this pleasure. I worship her. I worship my body. I worship me!” But the trail never lies. We may say we value this thing or that thing more than any other, but the volume of our actions speaks louder than our words.2

 

So worship is rooted in our deepest desires and reflects those deep desires outwardly. This is important to note because of misconceptions of what constitutes worship. It is not uncommon to hear someone distinguish, for instance, between “worship” and the sermon. “We had a great time of worship this morning, and then the pastor gave a really practical message,” someone might say, with utter innocence of spirit, not realizing that the statement reveals that he or she does not know what worship is. In that sentence, “worship” stands for “experience” and probably for music. The songs and singing leading up to the morning message were moving and made the worshiper “feel closer to God.” Thus, that portion of the service is associated in the heart and mind with “worship.” But this is to confuse the meaning and action of worship with the effects or byproducts of worship. We do not come to a congregational service of worship in order to “experience worship” or to be deeply moved by the time of singing or to have some kind of emotional catharsis. We come to meet with God and to give to Him the glory due His name.
 

If one has any other goal in gathered worship than engaging with God, coming into the presence of God to glorify and enjoy Him—any other aim than to ascribe His worth, commune with Him, and receive His favor—then one has yet to understand worship. For in biblical worship, we focus on God Himself and acknowledge His inherent and unique worthiness.
 

Why do we worship? There is more than one right biblical answer. Surely at the top of the list is “for His own glory” (1 Cor 10:31; Ps 29:1–2). There is no higher answer to the question “Why do we worship?” than that the glory of God is more important than anything else in all creation. The chief end of the church is to glorify and enjoy God together forever, because the chief thing in all the world is God's glory (Phil 2:9–11). There are other answers as well: because God said to; because God created us to worship; because God saved us to worship; because it is our natural duty as creatures and joyful duty as Christians to worship; because our worship is a response of gratitude for saving grace; because those with new hearts long to hear His Word and express their devotion; because God wants to bless us with Himself; because God has chosen us for His own inheritance and seeks to commune with us in His ordinances; and more.
 

Hughes Old points us to the Psalms and Paul for the answer:
 

We worship God because God created us to worship him. Worship is at the center of our existence, at the heart of our reason for being. God created us to be his image—an image that would reflect his glory. In fact, the whole creation was brought into existence to reflect the divine glory. The psalmist tells us that “the heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork” (Ps 19:1). The apostle Paul in the prayer with which he begins the epistle to the Ephesians makes it clear that God created us to praise him:

 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace. (Eph 1:3–6 [RSV])

 

This prayer says much about the worship of the earliest Christians. It shows the consciousness that the first Christians had of the ultimate significance of their worship. They understood themselves to have been destined and appointed to live to the praise of God's glory (Eph. 1:12).3

 

The Goal and Meaning of Public Worship

Our aim, as the congregation gathers to meet with God in public worship on the Lord's Day, is to glorify and enjoy God, in accordance with His written Word. That is, the very purpose of assembling together as the people of God in congregational worship is to give to the Lord the glory due His name and to enjoy the blessing of His promised special presence with His own people, in obedience to His instructions set forth in the Bible.
 

Corporate worship (so-called because the body or corpus of Christ, that is, the people of God, the church, is collectively involved in this encounter with God) is sometimes referred to as “gathered,” “assembled,” “public,” or “congregational” worship. All
 

of these names are helpful, bringing out different dimensions of this important aspect of biblical worship. Scripture indicates there are, in addition to public worship, other distinct and significant facets of Christian worship (like family worship, private worship, and life worship). However, the importance of public worship is featured in both the Old and New Testaments. When Psalm 100:2 and Hebrews 10:25 speak of coming before the Lord and assembling together, they are both addressing public or gathered worship.
 

The great concern of traditional evangelical worship is for the heart, form, and content of congregational worship to be biblical. We want hearts that have been instructed by Scripture, are motivated by grace, characterized by all-of-life worship, and focused on God, coming with the people of God to meet with God. We want even the form or manner or structure (the “how”) of our public worship to be biblically informed. We want the content of that worship, too, to be robustly biblical. Indeed, along with a concern for the heart as the fountain of true worship, the great distinctive of the traditional evangelical approach to public worship is that we aim for both the form and substance of our corporate worship to be suffused with Scripture and scriptural theology. An apt motto for this approach is: “Read the Bible. Preach the Bible. Pray the Bible. Sing the Bible. See the Bible.” Committing to a regular diet of these five components would revolutionize congregational worship in evangelical churches. It would also contribute to doxological unity (without imposing an unbiblical, artificial uniformity).
 

What Our Worship Ought to Look Like

Let us elaborate on this aspiration for traditional evangelical congregational worship. If Bible reading, Bible preaching, Bible praying, Bible singing, and biblical observance of the sacraments are at the core of what we do in public worship, then it will mean the following for our services.
 

We Will Read the Bible in Our Public Worship

Paul told Timothy to give attention to the public reading of Scripture (1 Tim 4:13). So a worship service influenced by the teaching of Scripture will contain a substantial reading of Scripture (and not just from the sermon text!). The public reading of the Bible has been at the heart of the worship of God since Old Testament times. God speaks most directly to His people in the reading of His Word. Yet it is not uncommon for people to attend Christian church services today and never hear the Scriptures read. Indeed, one is perhaps more likely to hear a regular Scripture reading in a liberal, liturgical service than in many evangelical services. The public reading of God's Word by the minister ought to be a highly anticipated event from Lord's Day to Lord's Day (especially in our increasingly frenetic age when it is highly likely that many of our congregants have not opened their Bibles during the week).
 

We Will Preach the Bible in Our Public Worship

Preaching is God's prime appointed instrument to build up His church. As Paul said, “faith comes from hearing” (Rom 10:17 ESV). Faithful biblical preaching explains and applies Scripture to the gathered company, believers and unbelievers alike. James Durham put it this way: “This is the great design of all preaching, to bring them within the covenant who are without, and to make those who are within the covenant walk suitably to it. And these are never to be separated on the Lord's side, so they should never be separated on our side.”4 To paraphrase John Owen, the whole goal of our pastoral preaching ministry is to make those who are not in union with Christ know they are not in union with Christ, and to make those who are in union with Christ know they are in union with Christ. This means expository and evangelistic preaching, squarely based on the text of the Word of God.
 

People who appreciate the Bible's teaching on worship will have a high view of preaching. They will have little time for the personality-driven, theologically void, superficially practical monologues that pass for preaching today. “From the very beginning the sermon was supposed to be an explanation of the Scripture reading,” says Hughes Old. It “is not just a lecture on some religious subject, it is rather an explanation of a passage of Scripture.”5 “Preach the word,” Paul tells Timothy (2 Tim 4:2 ESV). “Expository, sequential, verse by verse, book by book, preaching through the whole Bible, the ‘whole counsel of God’ (Acts 20:27), was the practice of many of the church fathers (e.g., Chrysostom, Augustine), all the Reformers, and the best of their heirs ever since. The preached word is the central feature of Reformed worship.”6 This perennial Protestant, biblical conviction needs to be recovered and redeployed today, especially in light of the current trend of dispensing with a sermon altogether (not merely just the expository ones!) in favor of skits, readings, dialogues, videos, or sharing. According to Paul, teaching and exhortation are essential, nonnegotiable components of the preaching of the church (1 Tim 4:13), which is itself a nonnegotiable of biblical worship (2 Tim 4:1–2).
 

We Will Pray the Bible in Our Public Worship

The Father's house is “a house of prayer,” said Jesus (Matt 21:13). And our public pulpit prayers ought to be permeated with the language and thought of Scripture. Terry Johnson makes the case this way. He says that pastoral prayer, though it has virtually disappeared from current evangelical worship, is an essential component of healthy, biblical public worship and “should be rich in biblical and theological content. Do we not learn the language of Christian devotion from the Bible? Do we not learn the language of confession and penitence from the Bible? Do we not learn the promises of God to believe and claim in prayer from the Bible? Don't we learn the will of God, the commands of God, and the desires of God for His people, for which we are to plead in prayer, from the Bible? Since these things are so, public prayers should repeat and echo the language of the Bible throughout.”7 The call here is not for written and read prayer, but studied free prayer. Our ministers spend time scouring the language of Scripture in preparation for leading in public worship. Again, this practice is almost alien to evangelicalism today. A twenty-something visitor who had been in evangelical churches all her life recently expressed an appreciation for the pastoral prayer in our morning service, and commented that she had never heard one before! Such is the impoverishment of evangelical corporate worship in our day. Christians ought to view the public prayer of the pulpit as no less a means of grace than the preaching of God's Word and the administration of the sacraments.
 

We Will Sing the Bible in Our Public Worship

Scripture passages that discuss singing in public worship include Psalm 98:1; Revelation 5:9; Matthew 26:30; Nehemiah 12:27,46; Acts 16:25; Ephesians 5:19; and Colossians 3:16. Singing the Bible does not mean that we can sing only psalms or sing only the language of Scripture, though this tremendous doxological resource of the church should not be overlooked. What we mean by “sing the Bible” is that our singing ought to be biblical—shot through with the language, categories, and theology of the Bible. It ought to reflect the themes and proportion of the Bible, as well as its substance and weightiness. Terry Johnson, again, provides this counsel:
 

Our songs should be rich with Biblical and theological content. The current divisions over music are at the heart of our worship wars. Yet some principles should be easy enough to identify. First, what does a Christian worship song look like? Answer, it looks like a Psalm. The Psalms provide the model for Christian hymnody. If the songs we sing in worship look like Psalms, they will develop themes over many lines with minimal repetition. They will be rich in theological and experiential content. They will tell us much about God, man, sin, salvation, and the Christian life. They will express the whole range of human experience and emotion. Second, what does a Christian worship song sound like? Many are quick to point out that God has not given us a book of tunes. No, but He has given us a book of lyrics (the Psalms) and their form will do much to determine the kinds of tunes that will be used. Put simply, the tunes will be suited to the words. They will be sophisticated enough to carry substantial content over several lines and stanzas. They will use minimal repetition. They will be appropriate to the emotional mood of the Psalm or Bible-based Christian hymn. Sing the Bible.8

 

This is not a matter of “style” or mere preference. It is not a matter of when the text or tune was written (last week or three hundred years ago). It is about singing texts that are biblically rich and theologically sound, to tunes that adequately convey the message of the text, without unnecessarily dividing the generations, cutting us off from our common Christian musical heritage, or unduly emphasizing subcultural or popular forms. It is about the use of musical forms that are suitable and encouraging for a congregation to sing in public worship. The purpose of such forms will be to help to unite truth and affection in our hearts, working God's Word deep within our being, with an aesthetic quality that is both beautiful and evokes in us an aspiration to the expression of noble, Christian, grace-wrought virtue, in combination with music and language that is mnemonically helpful.
 

We Will “See” the Bible in Our Public Worship

That is, we are to observe the appointed visible ordinances or sacraments in public worship. When we say that we are to “see” the Bible, we do so because God's sacraments are “visible words” (so said Augustine). The sacraments (baptism and the Lord's Supper) are the only two commanded dramas of Christian worship (Matt 28:19; Acts 2:38–39; Col 2:11–12; Luke 22:14–20; 1 Cor 11:23–26). In them we see with our eyes the promise of God. But we could also say that in the sacraments we see, smell, touch, even taste the Word. In the reading and preaching of the Word, God addresses our mind and conscience through the hearing. In the sacraments, He uniquely addresses our mind and conscience through the other senses. In, through, and to the senses, God's promise is made tangible. A sacrament is a covenant sign and seal, which means it reminds us and assures us of a promise. That is, it points to and confirms a gracious promise of God to His people. Another way of saying it is that a sacrament is an action designed by God to sign and seal a covenantal reality, accomplished by the power and grace of God, the significance of which has been communicated by the word of God, and the reality of which is received or entered into by faith. Hence, the weakness, the frailty of human faith welcomes this gracious act of reassurance. So these “visible symbols of Gospel truths” are to be done as part of our corporate worship. They will be occasional, no matter how frequent, and so we are reminded that they are not essential to every service. This is not to denigrate them in the least. After all, they are by nature supplemental to and confirmatory of the promises held out in the Word, and the grace conveyed in them is the same grace held out via the means of preaching.
 

Radically Biblical Worship

Our aim then is to have a public worship service that is according to Scripture: that is, a service rooted in the Bible's teaching about the form and substance of congregational worship. Evangelicals in the Baptist, Congregational, and Presbyterian traditions have often called this the “regulative principle” in arranging our public worship—the axiom that we ought to worship God in accordance with the Bible's teaching about the public worship of God. This axiom applied, in turn, helps us with the whole scope of worship. How we go about corporate worship is the business of the second commandment, but it is also a central concern for the New Testament church (John 4, 1 Cor 11 and 14, and Col 2).
 

For our worship to be biblical in all its aspects means, among other things, that: (1) Its content, parts, and corporateness are all positively in accord with Scripture. (2) It is simultaneously a communal response of gratitude for grace, an expression of passion for God, the fulfillment of what we were made and redeemed for, and a joyful engagement in a delightful obedience, as Scripture teaches. (3) It is a corporate, Christ-provided, Spirit-enabled encounter with the almighty, loving, and righteous Father. Thus, it always has in view the Triune God, again in accord with the Bible's teaching. (4) It aims for and is an expression of God's own glory, contemplating the consummation of the eternal covenant in the church triumphant's everlasting union and communion with God.
 

Determining that the Bible will guide our worship helps the church ensure that the elements of worship (like singing, praying, reading Scripture, preaching, administering the sacraments, making solemn vows, confessing the faith, and giving offerings) are unequivocally and positively grounded in Scripture. It also helps ensure that the forms of worship (how one goes about singing, praying, reading Scripture, preaching, administering the sacraments) are in accord with Scripture and serve the elements they are intended to help convey. Further, it helps ensure that the circumstances of worship (incidentals like whether you sit in pews or chairs or stand, whether you meet in a church building or a storefront, what time you meet, how long you meet, etc.) are maximally helpful in assisting us to do what the Bible calls us to do in worship.
 

Why the Manner of Congregational Worship Is Important

The traditional evangelical approach to public worship is not concerned with the circumstances of worship so much for their own sake as for the sake of the elements and substance of worship, and for the sake of the object and aim of worship. In other words, the specific order of worship (what is done when and in what sequence) and the various incidentals of the service (such as from what era the texts and tunes of the hymnody derive, what musical instruments are used to assist in the congregation's singing, what musical “style” is evident in the sung praise of the congregation) are servants to the elements and content of worship. No circumstance of worship ought to detract from its service of the public reading, preaching, singing, and praying of Scripture or the administration of the sacraments. The elements (reading, preaching, singing, praying, and seeing the Word) are more important than these circumstances, though these circumstances invariably either contribute to or take away from the God-appointed means and goals of public worship.
 

Consequently, when evangelicals consider circumstances (such as having a “contemporary style” of music) as key to the effectiveness of public worship, or as the distinctive of a particular congregation's approach to corporate worship, they manifest, and perhaps even foster in their congregants, two errors. The first error is thinking that circumstances are more important than the elements and content of our gathered worship. The second error is thinking that circumstances are neutral.
 

Regarding the first error, for instance, the minute a service is called “contemporary,” we have just conveyed, whether we like it or not, that the most important thing about it is the featured musical style. Yet what our worshipers ought to be most concerned about is that the service is biblical in its elements and substance. In fact, we often foster sin by encouraging the congregant to view himself as a consumer who has a right to expect the use of a particular musical style of his or her preference, while simultaneously diverting his or her eyes from the most important thing: God and the elements or means He has appointed for engagement with Himself.
 

Regarding the second error, when evangelicals decide that they are going to use one or more musical styles (which invariably means using various subgenres of contemporary, commercial, pop musical forms) to characterize their services or position themselves to reach a particular audience, they almost always assume that all musical genres are neutral, carry no baggage, and are equally serviceable for public praise. Such an assumption is, of course, naive and harmful to the fostering of congregational singing, as well as to the unity of the church. Additionally, it actually manages to undermine the service's appeal to religious consumers with different tastes! So, when Pastor Jones decides to deploy a contemporary Celtic folk pop style in order to reach urban emergents, not only is he using a wholly contrived “style” (no Celt in history would recognize the form musically, none ever used it in Christian worship, and contemporary Gaels would identify it as an imitation of the latest Clannad CD), he is alienating those who want their hip-hop subculture to provide the musical form. In fact, the more consistent this strategy of deploying the musical “style” of a commercial pop subculture in a given worship service, the more barriers are erected to divide the communio sanctorum.
 

The Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century, from whom traditional evangelicals have learned much about what Scripture teaches about worship, understood two things often lost on moderns. First, they understood that the liturgy (by which I simply mean here the set forms of corporate worship), media, instruments, and vehicles of worship are never neutral. So exceeding care must be given to the “law of unintended consequences.” Often the medium overwhelms and changes the message. For example, singing “Amazing Grace” to the tune of “Gilligan's Island” (the meter works, but the tune does not—a light, quasi-sea-shanty, with comedic associations, coupled with gravely serious words) changes the whole tone of what one is doing in singing that text and easily becomes a sacrilege. Second, the Reformers knew that the purpose of the elements and forms and circumstances of corporate worship is to assure that one is actually doing worship as it is defined by the God of Scripture, that one is worshiping the God of Scripture, and that one's aim in worshiping Him is the aim set forth in Scripture.
 

So traditional evangelicals care about how we worship, not because we think that liturgy (again, simply meaning the order of service) is prescribed, mystical, or sacramental, but precisely so that the liturgy can get out of the way of the gathered church's communion with the living God. The function of the order of service is not to draw attention to itself but to aid the soul's communion with God in the gathered company of the saints by serving to convey the Word of God to and from God, from and to His people. C. S. Lewis puts it this way: “As long as you notice, and have to count the steps, you are not yet dancing but only learning to dance. A good shoe is a shoe you don't have to notice. Good reading becomes possible when you need not consciously think about eyes, or light, or print, or spelling. The perfect church service would be one we were almost unaware of; our attention would have been on God.”9 This is why the great Baptist preacher Geoffrey Thomas can say that, in true worship, worshipers “have little thought of the means of worship; their thoughts are upon God. True worship is characterized by self-effacement and is lacking in any self-consciousness.”10 That is, in biblical worship we so focus on God Himself and are so intent to acknowledge His inherent and unique worthiness that we are transfixed by Him. Thus worship is not about what we want or like (nor do His appointed means divert our eyes from Him), but rather it is about meeting with God and delighting in Him. Praise decentralizes self.
 

Worship, Culture, and Reverence

By the way, traditional evangelicals do not have the same interest in cultural accommodation as many modern evangelical worship theorists do. We are against culture-derived worship (though we readily admit that there is no human worship that is not culturally situated), and we are more concerned to implement the principles of Scripture in our specific culture (and even to emulate the best of the Bible-inspired cultures of Scripture), than we are to invest effort in reclaiming current cultural forms for Christian use. This is precisely one of the areas that produces the greatest controversy in our own age. Many pastors and churches think that, in order to reach people, they must use the church's worship “style” to position the church for evangelism. They believe that the culture must determine the church's worship.11 Hence, pop-contemporary forms or the distinctive ethnic forms of a particular subculture are employed in order to reach an audience that likes that particular “style.” This is exceedingly dangerous. It turns the focus of corporate worship on its head and opens the door to encouraging participants to view themselves as consumers rather than as worshipers (which Americans are so prone to do anyway). This is a significant problem in our consumer-oriented context. One cannot conceive of a situation more ripe for the exploitation of our perennial, innate human tendency toward idolatry than one in which the “style preferences” of an individual or group become a significant factor (or the significant factor) in dictating the shape of our public worship.
 

Furthermore, traditional evangelicals believe that worship ought to be reverent. If worship is meeting with God, how could it be otherwise? It is precisely the reverence and awe of the greatness of God that should characterize worship at its best. We agree with Hughes Oliphant Old, who says that the greatest single contribution that the sixteenth-century Reformation can make to contemporary American evangelical public worship is “its sense of the majesty and sovereignty of God, its sense of reverence, of simple dignity, its conviction that worship must above all serve the praise of God.”12 That is why we aim for a worship service that is scriptural, simple, spiritual, historic, heartfelt, majestic, and reverent.
 

The Qualities of Biblical Worship

With these principles in mind, traditional evangelical worship aspires to the following qualities in congregational services of worship: it strives to help the congregation offer scriptural, simple, spiritual, God-centered, historic, reverent and joyful, mediated, corporate, evangelistic, delightful, active and passive, Lord's Day worship to the living and true God.
 

Scriptural

We want our worship to be biblical, that is, ordered by God's own Word. One of the distinctives of traditional evangelical worship is that it aims to be completely guided by Scripture. It is, in fact, worship that is according to Scripture. This is known as “the Regulative Principle.” This approach to how we worship is aptly summarized in the Westminster Confession of Faith:
 

The light of nature shows that there is a God, who has lordship and sovereignty over all, is good, and does good to all, and is therefore to be feared, loved, praised, called upon, trusted in, and served, with all the heart, and with all the soul, and with all the might. But the acceptable way of worshiping the true God is instituted by himself, and so limited by his own revealed will, that he may not be worshiped according to the imaginations and devices of men, or the suggestions of Satan, under any visible representation, or any other way not prescribed in the holy Scripture.13

 

Since our worship is for God, our first question is not, “What do we want to do?” or even “What would others like to do?” but “What does God want us to do?” For direction we look to the Bible, where God directs by command or approved example how to worship Him. In the Bible we find God accepting these acts of worship: singing, praying, reading the Bible, preaching, celebrating sacraments, giving offerings, confessing the faith, and making holy vows.
 

We want to assure that our corporate worship is Bible-filled and Bible-directed, that the substance and structure are biblical, that the content and order are biblical. To put it slightly differently, we want to worship “by the book” in two ways: so that both the marrow and means of worship are according to Scripture. We want the form and substance of corporate worship to be suffused with Scripture and scriptural theology.
 

Simple

Christian public worship ought to be simple. It requires no elaborate ritual, no prescribed book of common prayer, on the one hand, nor does it have need for some high-tech, electronic, technologically sophisticated setting on the other. True Christian public worship is based merely on the unadorned and unpretentious principles and order found in the Bible, by precept and example. These principles and order supply the substance of new covenant worship. Everything that is claimed to be essential or key or important to thriving Christian congregational worship (whether it be sound and lighting, instruments, clerical vestments, or prescribed liturgy based upon some fixed form of the past) must pass the test of the catacombs: Is this essential to the faithful corporate worship of persecuted Christians huddled away in some hole worshiping God together in spirit and truth?
 

Spiritual

Christian congregational worship is Spirit-gathered, Spirit-dependent, Spirit-engendered, and Spirit-empowered, because left to ourselves we will not worship the right object, according to the right standard, for the right motivation, and to the right end. It is God the Holy Spirit who creates, enables, and energizes our desire and capacity to worship. By His ministry we are ushered into God's presence and commune with Him.
 

God-Centered

Christian worship is all about God. He is the object of our worship, the focus of our worship. We gather as a congregation, not to seek an experience but to meet with God and give Him praise. The whom of worship is central to true worship (John 4:22,24). It is what the first commandment is all about. We aim to worship the God of the Bible. Many Christians leave Sunday services asking, “What did worship do for me?” Yet it is more helpful and biblical to think just the opposite. “What did I give to God in worship?” “How did I encourage the brothers and sisters to praise Christ for His grace?” “How did I take advantage of the means of grace in order to glorify God?” Ask not what this service will do for you, but what you will give to God through this service—the rest will take care of itself. D. A. Carson puts it this way:
 

Should we not remind ourselves that worship is a TRANSITIVE verb [a verb that requires a direct object]? We do not meet to worship (i.e., to experience worship): we aim to worship GOD. “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only”: there is the heart of the matter. In this area, one must not confuse what is central with byproducts. If you seek peace, you will not find it; if you seek Christ, you will find peace. If you seek joy, you will not find it; if you seek Christ, you will find joy. If you seek holiness, you will not find it; if you seek Christ, you will find holiness. If you seek experiences of worship, you will not find them; if you worship the living God, you will experience something of what is reflected in the Psalms. Worship is a transitive verb, and the most important thing about it is the direct object.14

 

Historic

Many churches are aspiring, first and foremost, to be “contemporary” and “seeker sensitive” in their worship. Thus sermons, pastoral prayers, hymns, and psalms are out, and sharing, skits, talks, videos, technology, praise teams, choruses, and “CCM” (contemporary Christian music) are in. The churches who take this approach often do so because they sincerely see this as the best way to reach people for Christ and as the best way to cater to the preferences of their own congregants. However, traditional evangelical worship does not share this philosophy of congregational worship. Instead, we aim for a worship service that would be recognizable by the apostles—with the historic content of Christian worship. Of course, the reason we want to be historic in our approach to worship is at least twofold. On the one hand, we do not want to cut ourselves off from the communion of the saints and the devotional repository of the church's worship through the ages in the cumulative inheritance of sound, scriptural content. On the other hand, and more importantly, we believe that the historic evangelical worship of the last half millennium is more biblical than its evangelical counterpart of the last forty years. In the end, the main adjective that we aspire to be prefixed to any description of our approach to worship is “biblical.”
 

Interestingly, there is much evidence to suggest that historic Christian worship is more attractive to “seekers” than some of the contemporary forms that are so popular in many churches today. W. Tullian Tchividjian, son-in-law of Billy Graham, has observed:
 

Because the modern world is in a constant state of flux, … people in the modern world are open to, and desirous for, things traditional and historical, ancient and proved. They are up to their necks in “up-to-date” structures and “cutting-edge” methodologies.… Their cry is for something completely unique to this world, something otherworldly, something only the Church can truly offer.… We should be encouraged and challenged by the historical reminder that the Church has always served the world best when it has been most counter-cultural, most distinctively different from the world.15

 

William Smith puts it well when he says: “By historic we do not mean old-fashioned, quaint, or traditional for the sake of tradition. We mean that we do not try to re-invent worship as though we were the first Christians ever to worship. We seek to learn from the church through the ages as it has sought to offer God-centered, Biblical worship.”16 The Reformation heritage of biblical worship has bequeathed to traditional evangelicals a legacy that is biblical and preserves the best of patristic practice.
 

Reverent and Joyful

In some churches there is such an emotional display in worship that reverence is lost completely. In other churches, the congregation appears to have been caught at a stranger's funeral. Deadpan and flat, they go through the customary motions. Both of these tendencies reflect serious deficiencies in the practice of the true Christian worship of God. Our aim, then, is to worship God with both reverence and joy.
 

The Bible makes clear that, when we worship the one true God, we must come with reverence: “offer to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire,” says Hebrews 12:28–29 (ESV). But reverent worship does not mean dull, emotionless, boring worship, for God wants us to come also with joy: “Worship the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs” (Ps 100:2 NIV). Our worship is to be whole-souled and heartfelt. At some times our hearts and eyes will fill with tears of gladness or contrition, at others we will quietly rest in the peace of the Lord, then again we will sometimes feel we can hardly contain our praise and thanksgiving to God. The outward expression of emotion must never be confused, one way or another, with the real state of the heart. Yet true Christian worship springs from the heart and is characterized by the whole range of godly affections and sanctified emotional responses of the soul to the truth and glory of the living God.
 

It is our desire that corporate worship will be characterized by true heart-worship of the living God, according to His Word, that is reverent, substantial, and joyful. Our ideal is not stuffy formality, nor is it a liturgical or “high-church” approach, nor is it to emulate a contemporary or charismatic format. Nor is our approach designed to promote emotionalism or to be antiemotional. We are not interested in emotional manipulation (by either suppressing or producing certain outward effects). Rather, we aim to promote an environment in which the congregation naturally responds to God in expressions of godly reverence and joy.
 

Christ-Based (or Christ-Mediated)

Sinners (and that is what we are) are incapable of approaching a Holy God directly. We need a mediator, a stand-between, a reconciler, an advocate who will represent us before God and make us acceptable to God. In the Old Testament, human priests symbolically fulfilled this function. But Jesus Christ is the only real mediator for the people of God. It is He who has paid the penalty for our sins and opened the way to God. Though human priests are no longer necessary for true worship, Jesus' mediation is absolutely essential. Through Him, and Him alone, we can approach God with confidence. As the Westminster Divines remind us, “Religious worship is to be given to God, the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; and to him alone; not to angels, saints, or any other creature: and, since the fall, not without a Mediator; nor in the mediation of any other but of Christ alone.”17 By the way, once we have said that worship is God-centered, Spiritual with a capital S, as in the Holy Spirit, and Christ-based, we have thereby said that Christian worship is Trinitarian.
 

Corporate

We believe it is important that we worship corporately, for God has made us for His worship and for community with other worshipers. Worship is the one thing He “seeks” (John 4:23). Corporate worship is not evangelism, nor is it even mutually edifying fellowship. Rather, it is a family meeting with God. It is the covenant community engaging with God, gathering with His people to seek the face of God, to glorify and enjoy Him, to hear His Word, to revel in the glory of union and communion with Him, to respond to His Word, to render praise back to Him, to give to Him the glory due His name.
 

The New Testament makes clear that the congregation of Christians, this family, this body, this community, is the place where God is especially present in this world. In the days of the Old Covenant, the place where God manifested His special presence was “the tabernacle” or “the temple” or “Jerusalem.” In the New Covenant, that special “place” is now “wherever the Lord's house, that is, His people, is gathered.” Jesus stresses this to the Samaritan woman (John 4:21) and to His disciples in addressing congregational discipline (Matt 18:20, surely a solemn component of the life of the gathered church). The place of new covenant worship is no longer inextricably tied to a geographical location and a physical structure but to a gathered people. This is why in the old Scottish tradition, as the people gathered to enter a church building, it would be said that “the Kirk goes in” rather than, as we often say, “we are going to church.” The new covenant locus or place of the special presence of God with the church militant is in this gathered body, wherever it might be—whether the catacombs or a storefront or a beautiful colonial church building. This makes corporate worship extremely important.
 

For corporate worship to be given as it is intended, it requires more than that we are all in the same place at the same time. Very often one encounters contemporary and charismatic services that are individualistic, though the room is full and the music loud. It seems that though the service may be designed to encourage one common emotional response, the individual worshipers (with their eyes closed, oblivious to all around them) seem to be lost in their own private experiences rather than caught up with the whole family of God magnifying the name of the Lord together (Ps 34:3). I love the way Paul says he wants us to experience the love of Christ together “with all the saints” (Eph 3:18)—he wants to see a congregational apprehension of that reality. So also corporate worship services should not foster a composite narcissism but rather a concern for mutual edification and common engagement with God. “No believer left behind!” should be our motto.
 

Evangelistic

As I have noted already, worship is not evangelism (even though many churches confuse the two). Nevertheless, evangelism is one important by-product of true worship. Paul expected that unbelievers would come to the worshiping assembly of Christians and declare that “God is really among you” (1 Cor 14:25). Consequently, we are always mindful that not all those who attend our worship services are believers. We show them tangible neighbor-love in our relationships, welcome them to our services, speak in language they can understand, preach the gospel clearly and boldly. We pray, as did Paul, that they will experience the presence of the living God and find the way of salvation in our public worship. Yet we do not confuse outreach with “in-drag,” and as a consequence erroneously turn services that are meant by God to be meetings between Him and His people into what are primarily weekly evangelistic outreaches.
 

Furthermore, no Christian worship service ought to be designed with the unbeliever as a “seeker” as the focal point. The first biblical reason for this is that there are only two true parties that are “seekers” in Christian worship—God (John 4:23) and believers (Pss 22:26; 24:6; 119:2; Heb 11:6). The second reason is that the Bible makes it clear that unbelievers are not “seeking” the one true God (Rom 3:11; Ps 14:2–3). Instead, it is the gracious, loving, heavenly Father who is drawing resistant, spiritually dead (Eph 3:1,4–5) unbelievers to His Son (John 6:44). No human technique or worship “style” can facilitate this effectual call, but manmade methods can unwittingly produce a false copy of it.
 

Delightful

True Christian worship is filled with delight—the delight of the believer's heart in God Himself. The congregation delights in God because He is God. Jonathan Edwards put it this way:
 

The first foundation of the delight a true saint has in Christ is His own perfection; and the first foundation of the delight he has in Christ, is His own beauty; He appears in Himself the chief among ten thousand and altogether lovely. The way of salvation by Christ is a delightful way to him, for the sweet and admirable manifestations of the divine perfections in it: The holy doctrines of the gospel, by which God is exalted and man abased, holiness honored and promoted, sin greatly disgraced and discouraged, and free and sovereign love manifested, are glorious doctrines in his eyes, sweet to his taste, prior to any conception of his interest in these things. Indeed, the saints rejoice in their interest in God, and that Christ is theirs, and so they have great reason, but this is not the first spring of their joy. They first rejoice in God as glorious and excellent in Himself, and then secondarily rejoice in the fact that so glorious a God is theirs. They first have their hearts filled with sweetness from the view of Christ's excellency, and the excellency of His grace and the beauty of the way of salvation by Him, and then they have secondary joy in that so excellent a Saviour and such excellent grace are theirs.18

 

John Piper states:
 

The authenticating, inner essence of worship is being satisfied with Christ, prizing Christ, cherishing Christ, treasuring Christ.… [This] is tremendously relevant for understanding what worship services should be about. They are about “going hard after God.” When we say that what we do on Sunday mornings is to “go hard after God,” what we mean is that we are going hard after satisfaction in God, and going hard after God as our prize, and going hard after God as our treasure, our soul-food, our heart-delight, our spirit's pleasure. Or to put Christ in His rightful place—it means that we are going hard after all that God is for us in Jesus Christ, crucified and risen.19

 

Active and Passive (or Initiative and Receptive)

In two ways worship is both active and passive: We come to bless and to receive God's blessing (Ps 134), to give and to receive. In traditional evangelical worship services, then, we want the congregation to appreciate that Christian worship is both something we do and something that is enabled by God—something we give to God and something where God showers His favors and presence upon us. Worship is offered to God by believers, but that does not mean that there is “nothing in it for us.” True worship is both God-glorifying and soul-satisfying. Christians who approach it rightly will find that public worship is not only the most important thing they do. It is also the happiest and most fulfilling thing they do, as God pours out on them His blessings—which are abundant, substantial, lasting, and deeply satisfying.20 Samuel Rutherford said that he was always helped by intercessory prayer in this way: “by making an errand to God for them, I have gotten something for myself.”21 That is true of worship as well.
 

Lord's Day

Traditional evangelicals believe that every Lord's Day (Sunday), worship is God's discipleship plan for the church, and that Lord's Day morning and evening worship are vital. If we believe, with the majority of Christians in all ages, that the Old Testament Sabbath command has a weekly new covenant fulfillment in the Christian Lord's Day, then we will also believe that the whole of that day (following the explicit one-day-in-seven pattern of the old covenant of grace) is to be spent in worship; deeds of mercy, necessity, and witness; and rest. If that is the case, then both prudential factors and the testimony of history indicate that the best way to help the Lord's people to keep the Lord's Day (as opposed to the Lord's hour or the Lord's morning, or even the Lord's Saturday night!) is to frame the first day of the week with gathered praise: morning and evening. And such is not without biblical precedent or justification.
 

The importance of Lord's Day corporate worship is established by four tremendous realities set forth in the New Testament: (1) the resurrection of Christ, which is foundational to the re-creative work of Christ in making a people for Himself (Mark 16:1–8; cf. v. 9; 2 Cor 5:14–17; Gal 6:15–16; Col 1:15–22); (2) the eternal rest foreshadowed in the Lord's Day (Heb 4:9); (3) the Lord's Day language and observance of the New Testament church (Rev 1:10; cf. Matt 28:1; Luke 24:1; John 20:1,19–23; Acts 20:7; 1 Cor 16:2); and, (4) the New Testament command to the saints to gather, Christ's promise of His presence with us when we do, the faithful example of the gathering of New Testament Christians, and Jesus' express command that we disciple new converts in the context of the local church (Heb 10:24–25; Matt 18:20; 28:18–20; Acts 1:4).
 

Consequently, regular and faithful congregational Sunday morning and evening worship (even in a culture where the latter, especially, is disappearing) ought to be a major emphasis in any healthy church. We view the whole Lord's Day as “the market day of the soul” and aim for the whole congregation to anticipate Lord's Day worship with relish.
 

Conclusion

This brief chapter has made it sufficiently clear that God does care about how we worship congregationally, and that the Bible should guide and provide the substance of our public worship, in both form and content. Gospel unity is always tied to doxological practice, because public worship creates a culture and shapes Christian discipleship. Lex orandi, lex credendi (as we pray, so we believe), said the ancients. And it is no less true today. How we worship determines not only how we believe, but also who we become. That being so, evangelicals should work toward having a biblically derived and shared theology and practice of public worship.
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Ligon Duncan begins, “There was a time when Baptist, Congregational, Presbyterian, low-church Episcopal, Methodist, independent Bible-church, and even Anabaptist … worship services looked very much alike and were largely based on the same set of biblical convictions regarding the form and substance of Christian public worship.” What he says is true of the authors who wrote chapters three, five, seven, and nine. In one sense they are engaged in a “family debate.” They share a common history, similar biblical and theological suppositions, and a common theological language (or at least they did in the past—this may be one source of the current tension). They have their own “in-house” context and agendas. As a liturgical Evangelical Lutheran, I come as somewhat of an “outsider.” However, I appreciate being invited to participate in a serious conversation about issues that are troubling all of our churches. My critiques will be parsed with different theological presuppositions. Nevertheless, I hope my comments will stimulate thinking, provide some answers, and encourage further thoughtful discourse.
 

It is obvious from chapter one that I share many of Ligon Duncan's criticisms of contemporary, blended, and emerging worship. Sometimes we agree for similar reasons and sometimes because of our different theological presuppositions. The instructions all five authors received from the general editor was to write a response that does “not just show how you agree with the other chapters, but what you think is problematic with them, and how they differ from your view.” I will therefore succinctly identify several points of agreement, without comment, and then move on to engage areas in which I disagree or at least provide a different nuance to the issues Duncan raised. He correctly points out that (1) music is never neutral, (2) public worship is corporate and must resist individualistic impulses, (3) reverence is important, (4) the nature and place of emotion in worship must be properly understood, and (5) cultural accommodation and consumerist approaches are dangerous. I agree with Duncan's assessment that “worship is not about what we want or like.” I would stress, however, that worship is above all about what God says we as sinners need.
 

In section one, “What Worship Is (and Is Not),” Duncan lays out a classic Reformed theology of worship. He quotes Lou Giglio: “Worship is simply about what we value most.” It might be best to drop the word “simply,” or just say that anything we fear, love, and trust in more than God is idolatry and false worship. Duncan advises us to follow the trail of our time, affection, energy, money, and allegiance, and at the end we will find our throne. I would add that all false worship is indicative of fallen creatures who are by nature curved in upon themselves. The question is, how does one get free from this bondage of sin and self idolatry? Where does one start? Where does worship start? Where does God start? By nature, God is turned outward toward us. That is His greatest glory. Duncan states, “We come to meet with God to give Him the glory due His name. If one has any other goal in gathered worship than engaging with God … to glorify and enjoy Him … to ascribe His worth, commune with Him and receive His favor, then one has yet to understand worship. For in biblical worship we focus on God Himself and acknowledge His inherent and unique worthiness.” Duncan faithfully reflects the traditional Reformed understanding of worship. This he shares with Wilt, Lawrence, Dever, and Kimball.
 

For a different perspective I ask the reader to consider that the starting point of worship is not with man's acknowledgement of the sovereignty and glory of God but with the grace of God in Christ. In worship we meet with God who gives us His loving pardon and forgiveness. It is the Holy Spirit who comes to us through God's efficacious Word and Sacrament and creates faith. Faith then receives and acknowledges all God's gifts of creation and salvation, but most importantly it gives thanks for Jesus and what He has done for us. I agree with Duncan that in worship we glorify and enjoy God, ascribe His worth, commune with Him, and receive His favor. What I disagree with is the order in which he enumerates these acts. This is not a nit-picky criticism but reflects an important theological distinction. Duncan's order sees worship as primarily and foremost what man does. The last thing on the list is receiving God's favor. Finally God gets something to do. It puts an endless burden on the worshiper that can never be fully achieved. There is always a part of us that remains curved in on ourselves. No matter how sincerely, humbly, passionately, and full throttle our worship, there will always be little gods in corners of our hearts that we are not willing to give up—thus the endless need for new and improved forms of praise that demands that we do more and more, better and better. The greatest goal in worship is to receive what God desires to give us.
 

What is the glory of God? Certainly it includes His holiness, majesty, sovereignty, omnipotence, inscrutability, omniscience, and a host of other attributes. But more than anything, at the heart and center of His nature and glory it is that He is a God of grace—undeserved, immeasurable love and grace. This is seen throughout the Old Testament, beginning in Genesis 3:15 and continuing unrelentingly through the Pentateuch, the historic books, the Psalms, and the prophets. It is seen most fully in Christ Himself—“We observed His glory” (John 1:14). And God's glory is displayed preeminently with His crucifixion and death on the cross for the sins of the world. To see this is to see into the heart of the Father—to see God's glory. In worship God continues to turn toward us who are turned in on ourselves. Such worship is both Theocentric and Christocentric. Most importantly, it is grace-centered.
 

This does not mean that man does nothing in worship. Duncan rightly observes that worship has both an active and passive nature. “We come to bless and to receive God's blessing … worship is both something that we do and something that is enabled by God. Worship is offered to God by believers but that does not mean that there is ‘nothing in it for us.’” “Nothing in it for us?” That is to put it quite mildly. There is everything in it for us. This does not make worship a selfish activity. It is paganism that butters up God with sacrifices and praise in hopes of getting something out of it. Christians come as beggars and rely totally on God's mercy. Our good works of praise are not the cause of His grace—that would be salvation by works, not grace alone.
 

In the section “The Goal and Meaning of Public Worship,” Duncan addresses the importance in Holy Scripture of reaching the goal of worship, namely, “to give the Lord the glory due His name and to enjoy the blessing of His promised presence … in obedience to His instructions set forth in the Bible.” Duncan appeals for worship that is “biblically informed,” and content that is “robustly biblical.” Lutherans share this commitment. My church, The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, has fought many battles over the nature of Holy Scripture—both its inerrancy and efficacy. Nevertheless, I would appeal for a biblical view of worship that avoids a narrow biblicism in which the Bible is merely a book of rules, codes of conduct, or prescribed ordinances. Careful exegesis must determine what is descriptive and what is prescriptive for worship today. Furthermore, a full-bodied theology of worship that leads to full-bodied, rich, proper, and true worship recognizes that all of Scripture has a liturgical or doxological character. This liturgical character is inseparable from its incarnational, sacramental, soteriological, and eschatological character and together forms the very warp and woof of all its sacred pages. If this is, at least in part, what Duncan means when he says that worship should be “suffused with Scripture and scriptural theology,” then I could not agree more.
 

In the brief section on the Lord's Supper titled, “We Will ‘See’ the Bible in Our Public Worship,” the reference to the Sacrament as “supplemental” is probably a good Reformed or Presbyterian way of explaining it, but I cannot pass up the opportunity to comment. The Lord's Supper is not celebrated every time the church gathers to pray. The structure of the historic Daily Office services of morning and evening prayer is Psalms/hymns, The Word of God (Scripture but not always a sermon), and prayer. The Daily Office which can be prayed in church, in small groups, with the family, or alone does not include Holy Communion. The chief Divine Service on the Lord's Day has always been a service of Word and Sacrament. The sacrament is never considered a mere supplement. It is not some sort of second helping or dessert. It is not like an automotive additive one puts in the gas tank for improved get-up power and mileage. Christ instituted both the preaching of the Word and Holy Communion. There is no Sacrament without the reading and preaching of the Word that informs, extols, and explains the meal. Likewise, every sermon is sacramental in that the same incarnate Christ who dwelt in the flesh on earth dwells among us today in the flesh under bread and wine. This does not mean that every sermon must explicitly mention the Lord's Supper or be a theological treatise on the real presence. Yet when the pastor steps down from the pulpit, the hearers will hunger for the meal and for communion with Jesus, who spoke to them through the mouth of the pastor.
 

In the section on “The Qualities of Biblical Worship,” the author says that worship should be “God-Centered.” Many Christians leave Sunday services asking, “What did worship do for me?” He suggests that it is more helpful and biblical to ask, “What did I give to God in worship?” “How did I encourage the brothers and sisters to praise Christ for His grace?” These may be good questions to ask from time to time, especially when our consumer culture is demanding self-help sermons and seven-step practical sermons to a happier, more meaningful, pain-free life. The best part of Duncan's answer is his reference to the grace of Christ. But then come two troublesome questions. (1) “How did I take advantage of the means of grace in order to glorify God.” It is possible that this question might be properly understood, yet what it actually does is turn the means of grace into a means of law. How do I use the Word and Sacrament to do something nice to God? Let the means of grace be the means of grace. In a positive sense, we do not take advantage of the means of grace, they take advantage of us. (2) Similarly, the question, “Ask not what this service will do for you, but what you will give to God.” This Kennedy-esque question is appropriate for the kingdom of the left (i.e., in our civic responsibilities) but not for the kingdom on the right, that is, God's kingdom of grace. When people ask, “What did worship do for me?” the answer is, in the Divine Service, Christ has forgiven you your sins, told you again that He loves you, and assured you of eternal life. You are therefore free to give your imperfect thanks and praise and to love one another.
 

Response by Dan Wilt

Ligon Duncan delivers a thorough, encouraging, and passionately articulated view of worship with which I have been intimately familiar throughout my years as a follower of Jesus. Traditional evangelical worship theology and patterns are very dear to me. I have worshiped with them often in Baptist, Presbyterian, Anglican, Methodist, and Anabaptist forms all through my developmental years as a Christian. Into and through my teen years, I was raised breathing the air of the models described here. I have always found, at least on some level, my home within them.
 

Affirmations

I affirm Duncan's excellent language related to the foundations on which worship formats should be built. Worship that is in accordance with the written Word of God, involving music that is biblically rich and theologically sound, is a nonnegotiable in Christian worship. The inspired Word of God is the plumb line against which all creative expression and worship patterning should be placed. Yet I do believe that our perceptions of what that means can vary greatly. Duncan's emphasis on our singular goals in gathered, corpus worship—to engage with God, glorify Him, enjoy Him, and ascribe Him worth—are essential affirmations of worship truth. I would agree that our experience is, on one level, noncentral to the event. In other words, my experience with God is not the ultimate point in the sacramental acts of living worship. I would also affirm Duncan's ideas that baptism and the Lord's Supper are biblically endorsed, essential components to our worship. I would then ask why we often take Communion only sporadically in many evangelical congregations, and so cavalierly consider the historical worship patterning of the church that placed the Eucharist, not the preaching, at the center of the worship experience throughout history.
 

Challenges

It seems that the greatest affirmation I could give to this chapter also reflects my greatest frustration—not only with the chapter, but also with my own diverse evangelical experience. Allow me to explain. Evangelical passion has always led to evangelical courage, and the history of evangelicalism could only ever be marked by exuberant commitment to the biblical ideals that its vibrant families hold as central. Traditional evangelical worship has its share of brimming riches, and Duncan celebrates these well. However, the same exuberance that leads one to definitive decisions about worship, evangelism, preaching, church buildings, propriety, and polity can also distort internal perceptions of weakness that those outside of the “movement” can see quite clearly. To be specific, evangelicalism continues to express a strong brand of subculture in the world (many evangelicals would take that as a compliment) that indeed connects with a brand of human being alive and well in Western culture. However, that subculture also violently (and I do not mean that in the biblical “take it by force” way) pushes away otherwise reasonable human beings with its apparently “biblical” attitudes and forms.
 

What do I mean by this? Duncan's language is rich when he says, “We want even the form or manner or structure (the “how”) of our public worship to be biblically informed.” The language of “read, preach, pray, sing, and see the Bible” seems to be so simple and orthodox. However, the language of hermeneutics is very important at this point. You see something the Bible says one way, and I see it another, even as we both dutifully study the text. You say you are being “biblical” or “right” (and none say this better than we evangelicals do), while I say the same. Traditional hymns were written in a time and a place apart from the world of the biblical writers and psalmists—they are cultural expressions of another era in time. As beautiful as they may be, they sound very little like real Jewish psalms from their time or place would have sounded. If traditional hymns were culturally derived, why should not the worship we express today be a strong cultural derivative as well?
 

I can understand the argument that questions how form can affect content, and content form (for good or ill). But then I say we need to strengthen the more current expressions with our historical traditions and emphases, call those expressions to theological account, inform them with our studied biblical insight, and let them have their way in the era in which we live! The same music that distracts one in a restaurant engages another. The world is wide in the heart of God when it comes to our ways of connecting with God and others in this dynamic exchange that is living worship. If, as we read this, the Orion nebula is spewing out thousands of stars as one small speck in our night sky, and over five hundred species of snail continue to populate the world, then it may be possible that the options are at least a bit wider for our creative and even multicultural approach to worship. If understanding what is “biblical” in worship were as straightforward as we evangelicals often make it seem, then why would the church from its earliest years have moved into so many different cultural expressions of worship, all the while reading from the same pages of the Old and New Testament Scriptures?
 

I will focus now on music, as I had an expected strong reaction to some of the challenges leveled (with grace and nuance, I might add) toward today's contemporary worship music in this chapter. For some, hymns represent majesty and sovereignty. For others, they mean archaic language and phrasing reflecting majesty and sovereignty into the hearts of those who were raised identifying faith (sometimes nostalgically) with those styles of music. We are not speaking of sophistication or higher culture at this point. We are simply speaking to the thinking that says (1) our worship style is utterly biblical and closely adheres to biblical content and form in worship (as opposed to cultural content and forms) and (2) styles of worship music that “connect” with varied people groups today only affirm the unchecked existence of consumerism in the church and speak of the high height from which we have fallen!
 

If God were the only One involved in this divine-human relationship into which we have been invited, then I would understand at least one of these conclusions. We would ask God, through His Word, to communicate to us what His favorite “styles” of music and service elements would be, and then, having received our answer, we would do just what He said to do. Yet, is it not exciting to realize that human beings throughout history have had a part to play in this divine story that God is weaving, and that our likes and dislikes, our connecting points and diversities, are actually important to Him? As God expresses through the prophet in the fifth chapter of Amos, our music and ways are not the ultimate point from His perspective—a life that does justice, loves mercy, and walks humbly with God is what is important to God in worship.
 

On one level, I agree with Duncan that “praise decentralizes self.” Yet I wonder if my wife would be thrilled if I packed a picnic lunch for her that only involved the foods she loved (or that I thought she loved), and nothing that I enjoy or brings joy to us together? No; relationship welcomes and anticipates shared joy. I am not contending that all worship expressions are equal in biblical quality or even devotional efficacy for the community or the disciple. I am contending that the continually stated preference for a style (yes, I believe that traditional evangelical worship expression is a style among styles) and an ongoing elevation of that style in contradistinction to others begins to make a preference a prejudice. It also runs the danger of affirming a narrowing of God's opinion on worship matters that He Himself would not endorse.
 

Colonialism always seeks to name one's own cultural expressions the “right way” (or “biblical way”) and forcibly to export those culturally derived systems and aesthetics to a host of other tribes who tilt their head and say “What?” like the RCA Victor dog. Please do not misunderstand me. I personally love hymns in both content and form, and I lead with them weekly, as I stated in my chapter. I used to sneak into the back of our campus chapel and lie under the last pew for hours on end as the brilliant organist practiced the great anthems of our faith, with all the stops out on the organ. I simply do not understand what evangelical tradition is afraid of in embracing the reality that not everyone (especially not those raised outside of the church proper) appreciates the hymns as a primary vehicle of musical faith expression. If style is dangerous, or diversity of style is dangerous, could it not be said that the worshiping style of many traditional evangelical churches may have some toxic philosophical elements within itself as well? I do not believe that the traditional evangelical community is unself-critical. I believe we are getting better at closely examining both our lives and our doctrine. I just also happen to believe that we have some glaring blind spots, and we are hiding behind “we are biblical” language in order to say “we are right.”
 

I return to the contention that the disagreements over worship expression are not essentially biblical principle disagreements (though I understand Duncan's valid concerns about their efficacy over the long term for building up people in faith). Rather, they are cloaked philosophical disagreements over the church's relationship to culture. I would contend that if a set of principles or definitions of worship could not stand vibrantly in the midst of ancient Olmec culture, Graeco-Roman culture, Jewish culture, Arab culture, European culture, North American culture, Papua New Guinean culture, and Native culture, then they are at best ethnocentrically situated and open to interpretation. I have nothing against biblical culture, Jewish or otherwise. I do have a problem, however, with a Western cultural overlay being emphatically described as “biblical,” over and against the diversity in the church today that I personally believe reflects the nature of God and gives Him great and lasting joy.
 

To think there is a singularly “acceptable” way of self-offering, in living sacrifice and utter surrender, that is instituted by God in the Scriptures and is disconnected from our “now” human contribution, imagination, and even innovation, is untenable—at least to me. We all do things in our daily lives that are not “revealed in Scripture.” I believe that Duncan may not challenge that idea. Yet I also sense in his writing a concretized view of what Scripture reveals about worship and its expression, and a definitive clarity as to what that means for today's worshiping Christian. I do not believe that God wants us to eat just plain, cooked potatoes, nor to interpret Scripture in just one way related to worship patterns. Rather, I believe in a God who loves to “spice things up,” even using the kinds of spice that we prefer, and doesn't mind the content of biblical worship being engaged through a wide variety of human expressions of creativity.
 

If we start with the Bible for our principles, then we can allow our cultural practices to be informed by God's truth as we step into the world and subvert the stories that people are daily believing about God, themselves, and the world around them. Cultural accommodation is very different from cultural connection, and the idolatries of the age, I suggest, are not always as present as we may believe in worship forms other than those of our tradition.
 

I appreciated this chapter and Duncan's gracious approach. Yet it has highlighted for me once again the subtle mistrust of cultural connection and cultural infusion that exists in traditional evangelical camps, and that creates such great conversational divides in worship praxis. I do believe that we are to challenge a broken and corrupt world. I also believe that it holds much beauty born of broken ImageBearers, and that to be who we are in the world as we know it, following Jesus, is not always a sellout. It is our fitting and reasonable offering to God.
 

Response by Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever

As we read Ligon Duncan's chapter, our main reaction was that of agreement, closely followed by humility. Again and again, as Duncan made a similar point to one of ours, he did so with greater elegance and precision. What is more, he addressed a number of issues, particularly in his section on “The Qualities of Biblical Worship,” that left us wishing we had thought to say that.
 

Perhaps the most commendable aspect of Duncan's discussion is the way in which it clearly demonstrated the Reformation principle of sola Scriptura. From his organizing motto, “Read the Bible, Preach the Bible, Pray the Bible, Sing the Bible, See the Bible,” to his commitment to the regulative principle and the biblical theology and anthropology that stand behind it, to the twelve qualities of worship he highlights, Duncan constantly draws our attention away from ourselves, our preferences, and our experiences to God and His self-revelation. It is obvious that Duncan believes Peter meant what he said when the apostle affirmed that, through the knowledge of Christ, we have been given everything we need for life and godliness (2 Pet 1:3). Our knowledge of Christ comes through Scripture alone, as the Holy Spirit illumines our minds and regenerates our hearts to know the revelation of God in Christ. This means that the Bible not only defines worship for us but also reveals God as the sole object of our worship and gives us what we need in order to worship that God in a way that pleases Him! This is not to say that Scripture says everything that could be said about worship or answers every question we might have about the details of worship. It is to say that what Scripture has given us on the topic of worship is sufficient to guide our thinking and our practice so that we are truly able to meet with God, delight in Him, and know His delight in us.
 

One of the most significant applications of sola Scriptura to the matter of worship is in the relationship of culture to the identity and practices of the gathered church. Duncan did not spend much time on this topic, but the point he made is worth underscoring. In contrast to those perspectives that understand the “problem” of worship (and the larger “problem” of church, of which worship is just a subset) to be that of accommodation to culture for the sake of communication, Duncan takes a far more radical view—worship as a profoundly countercultural activity, defined, informed, and shaped by the culture and worldview of Scripture in redemptive opposition to the idolatrous cultures of this and every other age.
 

Too many evangelicals seem to approach the Scriptures either merely as a sourcebook for religious language and ideas or as a rule-book that sets the parameters of our worship but then falls largely silent. In such a vacuous context, it is little surprise that other voices rush in to fill the void both in terms of form and substance. Yet, as Duncan recognizes, since all human worship is inevitably culturally situated, to the extent that we think the Bible is either silent or irrelevant on the matter of our corporate gatherings, to precisely that extent our worship will be shaped and determined by the values and themes of the host culture.
 

This side of heaven, we can never entirely escape the influence of our culture, nor should we try. It is a fool's errand. However, there is equal foolishness in assuming that fallen human culture is neutral. From the fall in Genesis 3, to the tower of Babel in Genesis 11, to Paul's searching indictment in Romans 1, to the scoffers of 2 Peter 3, the Scriptures give testimony to the fact that, not only are we opposed to the truth in our fallen state, but we are also committed to creating cultures, plausibility structures, that justify our rebellion and unbelief. Far from being the neutral and level playing field on which we find ourselves, our cultures, both high and low, are the ultimate idols, created by the ultimate idol factory, the collective human heart.
 

If that is our situation, inescapably situated in a culture that is resolute in its opposition to God, what are we to do when it comes to the question of worship? Duncan points the way when he reminds us that the Scriptures are more than just a sourcebook or rulebook, but the inspired revelation of God in history that reveals a radically God-centered worldview and so creates a profoundly counter-cultural community. We are used to thinking of our acts of service and love as countercultural. We would be well served if we began to think of our worship in similar terms. Far from being the point of connection with our age, it is the sharp point of departure.
 

Several other matters deserve comment. Much is made by several perspectives on the matter of drawing from, or at least appreciating, historical forms and practices. Duncan's “test of the catacombs” is a sobering and challenging reminder of the one point of historical continuity that really matters: the confession that Jesus Christ is Lord regardless of our circumstances or wider cultural acceptability.
 

Equally challenging is Duncan's insistence that evangelical worship be both biblically correct and experientially engaged. Modern evangelicals' assumption that theological correctness inevitably leads to emotional barrenness finds no support in this description of classic Protestant worship. To the contrary, Duncan does a great job in demonstrating how robust theology leads to authentic joy and heartfelt worship, all the while remembering that emotion by itself is never an inerrant guide to the true state of the heart.
 

Finally, we want to give a qualified endorsement to Duncan's exhortation that the whole Lord's Day be set apart and framed, morning and evening, by the public worship of God's people. Truly the Lord's Day is “the market day of the soul,” and we should be as eager to improve our return on investment in that market as we are to improve our worldly returns the rest of the week. Our own practice is to gather morning and evening, and this is an expectation we have of all the members of our church. In our children we seek to cultivate an expectation that this is the best day of the week. With our fellow members, we seek to engage in conversation before and after public worship that draws our minds and hearts heavenward. Lunchtime conversation often revolves around the sermon, and after dinner we review the entire day. The result has been incredibly fruitful in our congregation and families.
 

That said, we suspect that Duncan is arguing for something closer to Sabbatarianism. While our own practice resembles Sabbatarian practice, we would not argue that practice from a direct fulfillment of the Old Testament Sabbath in the New Testament Lord's Day. Rather, we would understand that the Sabbath is fulfilled not in the Lord's Day, but in the Lord Himself. As Duncan no doubt agrees, it is in Christ, not any temporal day, that we experience the true rest signified in the Sabbath commandment. Living in the already but not yet, inaugurated by the resurrection of our Lord, we experience that rest truly, but not fully. We still wait for the renewal of all things and the ushering in of the New Heavens and the New Earth.
 

Nevertheless, we agree on the priority and importance of the Lord's Day for all four reasons that Duncan offers, but especially because it is the Lord's Day, the day on which Christ entered into His rest. In the New Covenant, it is not through the cessation of labor that we find rest, but through the activity of praise of the crucified and risen Savior to whom we have been united and in whom alone rest is found.
 

Response by Dan Kimball

This was another chapter I read and kept thinking: “I feel the same way.” “This is totally true.” “What a great way to describe biblical worship!” Ligon Duncan covered the basics of biblical worship strongly and wonderfully. He shared what I also passionately believe when he said, “Our aim, as the congregation gathers to meet with God in public worship on the Lord's Day, is to glorify and enjoy God, in accordance with His written Word.” That is what I loved about his chapter the most, and his complete passion about that was very evident. I hope that those of us in church leadership will be taking worship and the Scriptures as seriously as Duncan does. It was refreshing seeing that everyone who participated in this book certainly had a heart for staying true to the authority of the Bible and the biblical definition of worship. That is my primary concern about younger leaders in the church today: that we really take this seriously. We must remain pure in terms of looking to the Scriptures as a guide and teaching an accurate and biblical understanding of worship. Far too often, as Duncan mentions, people equate “worship” with the experience of singing, and that is so far from what biblical worship really is. So it is important to understand what biblical worship is.
 

I am humbled even to be part of the same book as Ligon Duncan. I have read articles he has written, and I know he has great wisdom and knowledge and is a man after God's heart. He is a person I highly respect and greatly admire. As I shared, I truly love the biblical definition and theology of worship that he presented, because it resonates deeply with me. Yet I would say that, in terms of some of the application of that theology, specifically what worship looks like when the church gathers, he did make some conclusions and comments with which—I humbly need to say—I would not fully agree.
 

Duncan is concerned about church leaders paying attention to musical genres and styles. Thus, he writes about the false thinking that “circumstances are neutral” in worship styles and approaches. I fully agree with that. He stated, “What our worshipers ought to be most concerned about is that the service is biblical in its elements and substance.” This is something I am constantly talking about in our church and in speaking engagements. We must be so very careful not to teach that “worship” is something we choose by style. If we're not careful, we create “Christian consumers.” I wrote about this in the books The Emerging Church and Emerging Worship, because I am passionate about making sure we pay attention to this matter. I found myself disagreeing with Duncan on how that plays out, however, because I believe any worship gathering sets a “style,” whether consciously or not. Let me explain.
 

I understand that Ligon is concerned that our worship gatherings become less than they should be and do not honor God if we pay too much attention to human dynamics and what people think and prefer stylistically, rather than what God thinks. For one, Duncan said that “styles” are “a concept … that is entirely alien to the thought-world of the New Testament.” I am not sure that is really true. I think that in the Roman, Greek, and Jewish worlds, the people were very aware of styles, fashion, art, language, and architectural diversity. On any visit to the Holy Land, one easily sees specific styles for religious garments of Jewish leaders, attention to architecture in Jewish synagogues, and a Greco-Roman world that was passionate about the arts. Jewish, Greek, and Roman cultures all exhibited specific artistic “styles.” I think that what Duncan meant was that the New Testament church did not ask, “What style should we have when we meet together?” They probably did not, and yet at the same time—and this is my point—they were the style they met in.
 

They were living in a specific time period, geographic location, and culture. So as they met, they simply reflected who they were and what they were used to from living in that specific time and place. We do not know what their music sounded like as they sang hymns, but surely it reflected a style they would have been used to. For the early Jewish Christians, this was most likely a musical style adopted from the synagogues they went to. So they had a “style” in music, dress, how they greeted one another, their language and words, and expressions. Yet it was simply what already influenced them from the culture and time period in which they lived.
 

The hymns we sing today, most of which were written from the 1500s to 1800s, certainly would not feel like the songs of the early New Testament church. Our hymns reflect the musical style of their time period and culture, which was different from that of the New Testament. Most songwriters today do not write songs that reflect the culture of the 1500s to 1800s. They write songs reflecting the culture and style we live in today. In another two hundred years (if the Lord has not returned), the musical styles used in churches would be unrecognizable to us, because they will reflect a different culture and time.
 

Duncan gave the example of using Celtic music in a worship gathering in a negative way, saying that it is not wise to use a foreign style of music, which he called “contrived,” simply to draw consumers. I would respectfully challenge that line of thinking. I would ask if the songs he sings in his church are not also “contrived.” If I walked into his church, using that logic and argument, I would say, “Boy, they are using hymns from the 1600s. That certainly is ‘contrived,’ because we don't live in a 1600s European culture. Those songs were written in and reflect the style of that day and location, and no one in contemporary American culture sings and writes songs like those. Why is Ligon bringing in such ‘contrived’ music?” I would also bet that the people of Duncan's church like hymns, if they use a lot of them. If we were suddenly to change the hymns they sing to contemporary pop songs (with theologically sound lyrics) or African-American gospel type of songs (with theologically sound lyrics), I would bet they would not like that very much. They would say, “We like the hymns. Why are you adding these other songs?” So I would then say Ligon's church is full of consumers! I am joking here to make a point, that I would imagine his congregation would not like a change of musical style. Yet I certainly would not call them consumers if they complained. People like certain styles, and there is nothing wrong with that, provided the lyrics are biblically sound.
 

Another example of this type of thinking could ask Duncan why people are sitting in pews in his church. That is so contrived. Pews were a seating format used in the 1300s and then brought into the church in medieval European church architecture. No one sits in pews in any meeting room any more (except maybe the cheap seats at baseball games). It certainly is contrived to be using a medieval European form of seating. In fact, no Europeans use pews any more in their homes or meetings places, except for the old buildings that were actually built back then. It certainly seems even more contrived now to adopt the stone or bare wooden pews and put cushions on them so that people feel “comfortable.” Is being “comfortable” in a church meeting what we should be doing? Then we had better take the cushions off the pews. That is adapted and contrived. We had better go back to stone pews and bare, hard, wood pews, because that is what the original was, and no cushion-seated pews were ever used at that time period. How contrived it is that we morphed it and adopted pews for usage today to make people feel more comfortable in worship. Again, I am using hyperbole to make my point. I do not actually believe a church's use of hymns from the 1700s or their use of padded pews is contrived at all. I am trying to raise a counter-argument to Duncan's criticism of using Celtic worship in a church, or saying that, if people do have a musical style preference, it means they are “consumers.”
 

Let me continue with a little more fun thinking on Duncan's argument. If he is going to be faithful to “traditional evangelical” worship, then what specific “tradition” should he be faithful to? If it is the early church tradition (which really is “traditional” in the truest sense), then I would expect a smaller meeting room where the people see each other, everyone wearing their normal garb, no pews, and Communion being part of a meal. I would expect that, to be true to tradition, participants in Duncan's church would give each other holy kisses, as was the style of greeting in the New Testament—and several times even commanded by the apostle Paul to do when the church meets together. If someone from the first-century church walked into any one of the worship gatherings of the contributors to this book, they would barely recognize most of the format. They would recognize that we pray, we open Scripture and read and teach, and we now have removed the bread and wine from the meal and that now it is called “Communion.” But what a shock to come from a house-church environment and then see people formally dressed, sitting in rows looking at the backs of each others' heads, organ music (or whatever form it is), and a man getting up behind a large pulpit dressed in strange clothing.
 

Worship traditions change, and as long as we understand the theology behind our worship, there is nothing wrong with admitting that. When Duncan says we should be “traditional evangelical,” again, to what “tradition” should we be faithful? If it is the Reformed tradition from the 1500s we are being faithful to, then I would expect Duncan to be wearing traditional robes from the 1500s, his hair or beard looking like Luther or Calvin, as those were the traditional expressions of that specific place and time.
 

Again, I am obviously exaggerating here to make a point or two, and I do not really think there is anything whatsoever wrong with how Duncan describes “traditional worship.” I loved what he wrote about what is important in worship. Yet I would suggest we recognize that all churches, including his, do have a “style”—and that certain “styles” do appeal to certain people. The concern we should have is when “style” becomes more important than doctrine or theology. Then I as well as Duncan would be concerned.
 

As I shared already, what I love about this chapter is his definition of worship and the obvious passion to remain biblically focused and theologically sound about what worship is. (I may even use some of this chapter in a seminary class I am teaching this year on worship.) Of course, we must never stray from or go against what the Scriptures lay out for us as guidelines, nor teach a form of worship that is not in spirit and in truth. However, the rest becomes incredibly subjective, involving personal opinion as to what is right and wrong. Yet there are definite dangers that I am glad he raises when he writes, “Often the medium overwhelms and changes the message.” I strongly agree with that statement. That is why I believe that, if we become stuck in the cultural traditions of certain time periods, then we actually can reverse what we hope to do. The “medium” or style of music can overwhelm the message—depending on who the subjective listener and observer of the message is. For some people walking into a room full of pews and seeing a stage where the pastor stands behind a large pulpit—where you cannot even see most of his body when he preaches—may be wonderful and not a barrier to worship in any way. But to others, that “medium” is so strange that it actually can be a barrier, because the medium always communicates something. How we dress is a medium to the message. During the Reformation ministers chose to wear robes that were familiar during that time period, because that communicated something specific at that time. Today, robes or even suits can be either a barrier to the message or an enhancement of it, depending on the culture in which the specific church exists.
 

Different media communicate different things to different kinds of people. What I am picking up from Duncan is that even he uses “media” in his church. We have to recognize that is not a bad thing, respecting that some people may understand a particular medium but others may see that same medium as a barrier or equate it with something horribly negative. If I were ever to preach in Duncan's church, then I would want to know the specific traditions and culture of that local church and local community. If it involved wearing a suit and a tie, then I would adapt to that. If it were casual, then I would dress casually. Traditions within evangelicalism differ, and that is a beautiful thing in my opinion.
 

That is the beauty of evangelical churches: we can see traditions that look radically different from traditions we may be accustomed to. There is also no reason whatsoever why we cannot create new traditions (as long as we have the Scriptures as our guide). So why limit traditions to what once was in the past? Why are we not able to create new “traditions”? It is funny that the organ, which is now seen as a traditional instrument for worship, was at one time a new thing that was not appreciated by everyone. What once was “contemporary” and avant-garde—an organ—is now “traditional.” So my question, again, is why can we not create new traditions and worship expressions, provided we remain within scriptural guidelines? Like the organ or wooden pulpit, or like wearing a suit and tie when preaching, new traditions will not derive from Scripture but will emerge from things in culture we choose to use in our worship gatherings.
 

My heart is in full agreement with the authority of Scripture and the core elements of what should happen in evangelical worship gatherings as Duncan described. I believe every church leader should prayerfully approach the design and leading of all worship gatherings. I agree we can obviously cheapen respect for God and worship with things such as singing “Amazing Grace” to the tune of “Gilligan's Island” (one of Duncan's examples, which I completely agree is inappropriate). That is why discretion and prayer should guide us, along with the Scriptures.
 

I do hope I get to meet Ligon more personally one day, and I thank him for the content of his chapter, which I will certainly use in the future. I would love to visit his church one day, hear him preach the Scriptures, and worship with his community. I am glad there are brothers like Ligon who have a heart to be faithful to God in how we worship Him. May his example of seeking what the Scriptures say theologically about worship be a guide for many. I was refreshed and encouraged reading what he wrote about the theology of worship. We may differ on what makes someone a “consumer” or what constitutes “style,” yet I believe that we have the same passion for leading people in a biblically based worship gathering where the saints gather to glorify and enjoy God, in accordance with His written Word.
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Introduction

The room is electric with anticipation. Filling the auditorium are over two thousand Christians gathered from across a wide metropolitan area, including children, teenagers, and adults. There is the usual buzz of human connection preceding a big event—friends embracing and finding their seats, introductions between attendees, and exchanges of mutual enthusiasm for this night's purpose. Over thirty congregations from half as many denominations are represented. There is a palpable sense of expectation in the air that has three people gathered in one corner of the auditorium praying for one another, groups laughing in friendship, and a lead worshiper and her musician-team members praying quietly. What is the reason for the gathering? It is not to hear a political pundit or to experience a pop concert, not to rally over a social agenda or dutifully to observe a finely tuned worship service order. The entire reason for the gathering is summed up in the opening words of the first song, known and loved by virtually every person of every age and denomination gathered in the room. It is sung with robust passion that begins to thunder in melody throughout the large hall. Instruments of the age—energetic drums, ethereal keyboards, delayed guitars, and voices in harmony—lead the unison anthem these believers of varied backgrounds choose to sing:1
 

Come, now is the time to worship,
 Come, now is the time to give your hearts;
 Come, just as you are to worship,
 Come, just as you are before your God, come.

 One day every tongue will confess You are God,
 One day every knee will bow;
 Still the greatest treasure remains for those
 Who gladly choose You now,
 Come.2

 

Exploding across the landscape of the international church is an enigma that demands our attention. Modern worship songs have emerged as a primary discipleship vehicle, guiding contemporary churches on their courses over the past fifty years. These songs, and the churches that enlist them, have grown in influence and number, radically impacting the grass roots of Christian faith in our generation.
 

The psalmist asked the question, “Where can I go and meet with God?” The contemporary worship leader responds with a simple answer: “What about here? What about now? Let's meet with God.” Through simple songs of thanksgiving, celebration, adoration, petition, reflection, and love, believers all across the world are meeting with God in a fresh and living way.
 

Embracing the Challenges

As we delve into the riches of contemporary worship expression, they present us with a number of immediate challenges. These challenges should, in some way, help us realize why understanding worship and its foundational theology has never been a bloodless enterprise.
 

First, the contemporary worship movement that has now cascaded into the twenty-first-century human experience may be considered representative of a vast array of forms, liturgies (formal and informal, defined or assumed), styles, and ministry philosophies within Christ-worshiping congregations globally. Conservatively, hundreds of contemporary worship service styles now exist on the church map of today, stretched taut from pegs of ethnic backgrounds, stylistic preferences, theological distinctions, and diverse demographic communities. Our first challenge is to reflect elements of guiding philosophy, practice, and epicentral values moving these faith communities across such a wide, and wild, cultural and theological terrain.
 

Second, what most of us think of as being “contemporary worship expression” in our day is stagnant in neither form nor style. Our current expressions have been subject to historical process, just as every other mode of worship has been since the inception of Christian faith. To take a snapshot of contemporary worship and its values would be much like pulling out a photo of oneself as a toddler, adolescent, teenager, adult, or senior and declaring that photo to be stylistically reflective of who one has been, is now, or is becoming. There is simply too much to the human personality trudging through time to draw decisive parameters that capture such a “once-and-for-all” glimpse. Contemporary worship is a soul in process. Our second challenge is to pull out a few snapshots, discuss what has not changed and what has, and develop an impression that at the very least entwines our present ideas about contemporary worship expression with a corporate soul in formation.
 

Third, we must note that what exists as the present worship expression, experience, and exchange with God in the church of today—in all of its streams and forms—is by definition contemporary worship. In other words, worship expression that is contemporary (in existence now) is that in which we all engage at present, encompassing all the shapes and forms of worship expressed across the span of church history. Those expressions are occurring across a living, dynamic church. This living mosaic must be celebrated, expected, and affirmed as we thoughtfully analyze how diverse human communities worship God in culture. Our third challenge is to keep in mind the whole of the church tapestry as we focus on the singular thread of contemporary worship.
 

There will always be the need for a continual flow of both a vertical and horizontal grace when it comes to the questions of worship. These challenges should evoke the same in this setting.
 

The Watershed of Music

When most of us think about “contemporary worship,” we think about the music that defines it. What is it about music that makes it such a central topic in worship discussions? Why have the worship enactments of the Eucharist, the public reading of Scripture, and the celebration of other sacraments stood in the shadows while contemporary worship music gets the spotlight? Music has a way of bypassing the mind and engaging the heart. Music has the capacity to stir deep passions and harness the energies of zeal. Music has a way of drawing a community into a deep sense of shared belief and galvanizing that community's consciousness before God. Music has a way of giving us fresh language with which to interact with God. Music has inherent power and demands our attention both inside and outside of the church.
 

The musical palate of this generation is very refined, diverse, and highly preferenced. If we ask the question, “Do you like a form of music?” we will inevitably hear the answer, “Yes.” If we then ask the question, “What form of music do you like?” we will inevitably hear divergent answers. One will love Bach, another will love U2, and still another will prefer jazz. Music is passionately loved by the listener, making our opinions about music strong and diverse.
 

As a result, the music of contemporary worship has become the “face that launched a thousand ships” in the worship tensions of the past decades. For this reason we will focus our discussion primarily on the music of contemporary worship. This will target our thinking toward an individual block that seems to make an entire philosophical and theological Jenga wood block tower wobble. A focus on worship music will beg the “high culture” versus “low culture” debate related to contemporary worship forms, expose the apparent “thinking” and “feeling” divide, and, I hope, build bridges toward understanding contemporary worship that transcend preferences.
 

A Question of Philosophy

As contemporary worship thrusts itself deep into the heart of the twenty-first-century church, I believe that it precipitates worship dialogues that are fundamentally philosophical. I do not believe the issues arising when comparing contemporary worship patterns with other models are primarily issues of direct biblical interpretation.
 

While I purport a strong biblical, practical, and experiential belief in the strength of the contemporary worship expression in the church today, I have no intention of suggesting that contemporary worship music and its expressions are more biblically “correct” than other forms. I believe we would be na ve to think that, in juxtaposing liturgical worship and contemporary worship, we would clearly find one form to be more biblically based. As hard pressed as we would be to read a singular form of liturgy back into the life of a radically diverse early church,3 we would be as equally hard pressed to suggest that early Christian worship was simply a matter of singing highly experiential songs. We may indeed have strong thoughts on the content of either liturgical or contemporary worship, on one's saturation with culture or lack thereof, on each model's historical precedent, or on what the long-term implications are of a form of worship. It must be stated, though, that historic worship models have always been  culturally influenced, born and bred by tradition (and human instinct), and typically resonant with some degreeof biblical tenor—whether of the formal ceremonies of Jewish worship or the emotive lyricism of the Psalms.
 

The power of contemporary worship experience hinges on a philosophical view of human culture and the church's relationship to that culture. Debates over worship seem to pivot largely on our divergent philosophical views on this topic (though we emphatically lace our arguments with biblical language). Embodying much of the contemporary church's connection with culture, and even defining many contemporary Christians’ views of God and faith, is the music flowing from contemporary churches. This music is informed by the evangelical congregational and theological life out of which it flows.
 

Given these realities, our exploration of contemporary worship will take a particular path toward our goal that will require some patience: An initial “Christ and culture” discussion is in order to give us context. This section will reflect on the church's biblical relationship with culture, on contemporary worship practice, and on the contemporary church that is its womb. An exploration of the values driving contemporary worship expression will follow this, prefaced by a practical discussion on the liturgical preparations for a contemporary worship experience. We will then conclude with a few thoughts on where the contemporary worship movement is headed and the challenges presently facing it. May it be said of us by our journey's end that we did not attach all of our own opinions to God and that our preferences did not become prejudices while we were unaware.
 

Important Definitions

We will need to define exactly what cross section of our contemporary worship we are addressing, being as internationally and in-terdenominationally inclusive as possible. Contemporary worship, for our narrowed and working definition, will be this:
 

Contemporary worship is that expression of worship within the Christian church today marked by the primary usage of contemporarily written worship lyrics and music, is sonically concurrent (to some degree) with the music of popular culture, and is used widely and increasingly across the Protestant (and to some degree, Roman Catholic) spectrum of today's globally worshiping congregations. These expressions of Christian worship music and liturgy are rooted in multiple contemporary cultural idioms, contemporary cultural soundscapes, and contemporary cultural mindsets. Contemporary worship music is typically, and increasingly, used in some proportional mix with more classic forms of worship music.

 

Additionally, there are a few assumed, biblical definitions of worship that I surmise to be generally shared (though on varying levels emphasized and understood) across the contemporary worshiping church. These will give our adventure a context:
 


	Worship is the overflow of a life devoted to the glory of God (Acts 2:28).4

	Worship is a posture of the heart and is therefore not essentially defined (though it is shaped) by the forms through which we express it (John 4:21–24).5

	Worship is a living act that encompasses all spheres of life (Rom 12:1).6

	Worship is possible because the ultimate worshiper, Jesus Christ, lives within us and draws our hearts toward this ultimate act of allegiance (Col 1:27).7



Other points of clarification may have a lesser degree of explicit biblical reference yet are no less vital to our understanding of contemporary worship's place in the historic life of the church:
 


	Worship expression will, and must, change over time and space.

	Worship is a foundational impulse built into all human beings and will be expressed in some way, shape, or form, proximate or far from its ordained focus.

	Worship is all about God and pertains to me only in that I, in relationship with Him, share in this privileged act of communion.

	Worship is a corporate act in which individuals engage. It is not centrally a private act in which groups engage.8



We Come from Somewhere

Finally, I note that I am not a liturgiologist, theologian, or historian. I approach contemporary worship as a studied practitioner of contemporary worship expressions and as a writer of contemporary worship music. I was raised in a Methodist church tradition, came to a decisive faith in Christ in high school, wrestled with God through my university studies in religion and philosophy, and have found myself both pastoring and leading people in worship for the past twenty years. Most of that time I have served within the Vineyard family of churches, which has been a significant catalyst in the modern church's worship renewal. Yet my heart beats strongly for the whole of today's church. I am a great lover of beautiful liturgy, hymnody, community, image, and symbol. My personal movement toward more contemporary forms of worship did not emerge from a negative reaction to traditional forms of worship. Rather, I was drawn to these contemporary forms because they most accurately reflect an identity I hold as a twenty-first-century Christian and artist, and something of the culture that I am called to reach.
 

I therefore approach contemporary worship on three levels: as apractitioner of contemporary worship expression (I am a worship leader); asa pastor of contemporary worship expression (I am a pastor and mentor of worship and creative leaders); and asa perpetuator of contemporary worship expression (I am a songwriter, teacher, writer, and influencer). I count many of today's most influential worship leaders, songwriters, and visionaries among my friends, and because of this, I will draw them vicariously to this discussion.
 

The Guiding Questions of Contemporary Worship 
Expression: Where We Have Come From

It is the middle of a stormy night on March 9, 1748. A young captain on a slave ship is awakened by cries of “The ship is sinking! The ship is sinking!” Recalling words from a book he is reading calledThe Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis, the young man begins a process of conversion that takes years to culminate. Finally, moved by the merciful act of God in extending grace to the worst of sinners—he, a slave-ship officer—John Newton devotes his life fully to the service of Christ. A new song is born in his heart and then into the world. The opening words become a fresh anthem for his day:
 

Amazing Grace! How sweet the sound 
 That saved a wretch like me! 
 I once was lost, but now am found; 
 Was blind, but now I see.9

 

The simple song takes on a surge of life in English congregations and feeds both an evangelical revival and the abolition of the slave trade throughout the nation.10
 

Why Is Singing So Important?

In a personal interview with Brian Doerksen, respected contemporary worship leader and author of the song, “Come, Now Is the Time to Worship,” Doerksen and I dialogued over the question of why singing is so vital to the worshiping life of a congregation. His reflection introduces us to the essential vitality of contemporary worship expression and our ongoing generational urge to sing songs that we know, love, and own together. Here are Brian's thoughts:
 

Why do we sing songs in the first place? We do it because it is something that we can dotogether. There are probably other things that we could do to express our love and our worship to God that would be, in one sense, just as valid. But they're not easy for us to do together. Yet we can get ten people, or a hundred people, or a thousand, or a hundred thousand—whatever number we choose—and we can all get together and sing a song. That song reflects what is going on in our hearts and our minds, together. There is truth that we're affirming, but there's also affection that we're expressing. That's why I think that singing as an expression of worship has stood the test of time.11

 

Is There a Place for a New Song?

The fact that music and worship expression are a welcome part of Christian worship is an assumption we may all share. That creative worship must, and should, arise from human beings in response to the character of God is a celebrated idea across church worship forms. From Genesis to Revelation, the Scripture itself resounds with the music of our allegiance to one King, and whether the musical expression of worship is implied or overt, we embrace its vitality in the life of the people of God.
 


 


	But I have trusted in Your faithful love; my heart will rejoice in Your deliverance. I will sing to the Lord because He has treated me generously (Ps 13:5–6).

	Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving; play the lyre to our God (Ps 147:7).



To a lesser degree, today's church embraces the fact that other, more demonstrative expressions of musical and music-related worship may have their place as well across the span of history. We assent, at least mentally, to the reality that dancing and more celebrative music have some type of place historically among the community of the faithful.12
 


	Let them praise His name with dancing and make music to Him with tambourine and lyre (Ps 149:3).



Yet there remains one area of musical worship expression that has traditionally evoked passionate emotions, and even the most virulent of language, within the historic fellowship of Christ. What has inspired such passionate postures of the heart? That arena we might designate as the “new song.” Numerous verses from the Old and New Testaments highlight the presence of this particular worship phenomenon.
 


	Sing a new song to Him; play skillfully on the strings, with a joyful shout (Ps 33:3).

	He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God. Many will see and fear, and put their trust in the LORD (Ps40:3).

	Sing a new song to the LORD; sing to the LORD, all the earth (Ps 96:1).

	Sing a new song to the LORD, for He has performed wonders; His right hand and holy arm have won Him victory (Ps98:1).

	Hallelujah! Sing to the LORD a new song, His praise in the assembly of the godly (Ps 149:1).

	Sing a new song to the LORD; sing His praise from the ends of the earth, you who go down to the sea with all that fills it, you islands with your inhabitants (Isa 42:10).

	And they sang a new song: You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals; because You were slaughtered, and You redeemed people for God by Your blood from every tribe and language and people and nation (Rev 5:9).

	I heard a sound from heaven like the sound of cascading waters and like the rumbling of loud thunder. The sound I heard was also like harpists playing on their harps. They sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders (Rev 14:2–3a).



In each of these Old and New Testament passages, the adjective new modifies the noun song These words together speak of a joyful expression that is musical, vibrantly fresh and born in the moment. “New,” in this context, can even intimate the themes of “renewing,” and “rebuilding.”13
 

In other words, God gives a gift to His people through the ages. That gift is the capacity to respond to the present work of God with a heart-song that is fresh, immediate, current, renewing, and rebuilding. It is a song that is pleasing to the One we worship and by extension is a strength to our souls. That heart-response song, that new song, will take on both the musical and lyrical languages that we speak in any given moment of acclamation. A new song may be simple and accessible in its music and lyric. A new song may be complex and refined in its music and lyric. A new song may be new, or it may be an old song to which we are newly awakened. Simple or complex, reflective or jubilant, a new song as defined here will always be an honest song—a song that simply flows from a heart responding to God.
 

Why Must We Sing New Songs?

The songs we love to sing are also songs we must sing. We sing for the pleasure of God, in words and melodies that are current in time, place, and vocabulary. We must also sing for our own Godward orientation in a disorienting world. New songs can orient us to God, as old songs can. Yet songs born in our day and spiritual climate are uniquely branded, among all the riches of historical music from which we draw, as our songs of contemporary worship.
 

Who is giving us the new, contemporary songs with which we worship? Are we so lost in the Zeitgeist of the postmodern age that we fail to see it is the culture handing us our contemporary worship ingredients? Psalm 40:3 above explains clearly the source of fresh, new songs: God Himself has put the new song in our mouths. Why? The Lord has given His church fresh songs over time to enable us to convey the renewed music bursting from our hearts. He gives new songs to us for different purposes. One song is a theological wonder, richly and poetically voicing the worship of many generations past and present. Another song is a simple miracle born in a time and in a place, fulfilling the need of a moment (lasting years or centuries), and giving simple voice to a worshipful phrase that we love to sing to God over and over again. God's people will always find a fresh song with which to worship Him, because He will give us the new song we need for the moment.
 

What Is Contemporary Worship Music's Historical Precedent?

By necessity, there always must be, and will be, an embodiment of Christian truth that is in every sense popular and that is embraced by the common person aided by common language, style, and even cultural imprint. The great hymns we sing traditionally today were, at one point, the contemporary music of a season of life in a particular culture. Contemporary worship music of other ages has been injected into the life of the communion time and time again throughout history. A contemporary worship has always imposed itself on the life of the church, no matter how hard the organized church sought to stem the tide of popular worship expression. St. Francis of Assisi, Martin Luther, the Wesley brothers, Isaac Watts, and many others have ruffled the feathers of church traditionalists in their quest to invoke the common voice of the culture in their crafting of fresh, new worship music.
 

Robin A. Leaver aptly addresses the impulses brewing in Isaac Watts, author of such great hymns as “Joy to the World” and “Jesus Shall Reign,” that propelled him to bring change to the hymnody with which he and his contemporaries worshiped.
 

First, Watts was concerned that the poetic quality of the psalms sung in worship be improved. Second, if congregational songs were to invoke spiritual responses, then these psalms and hymns should reflect the spiritual insights of the author. Third, the way that spiritual insights and responses can be made is by interpreting the Old Testament psalms by the theology of the New Testament. Fourth, both Testaments of Scripture should be interpreted in contemporary terms. Fifth, Christian congregational song should not be confined to the biblical psalms but should also include freely composed hymns on biblical themes.14

 

Whether we speak of Francis of Assisi crafting songs laced with nature themes, Martin Luther's kingdom adaptations of the familiar folk tunes of his day,15 or the groundswell of Negro spirituals born in the dark days of American slavery,16 we are speaking of a continual process of change in the way that biblical, spiritual worship is expressed throughout time and culture. With regard to the need for biblical truth to be re-presented in artful ways within every generation's cultural milieu, George MacDonald wrote these words: “The life, thoughts, deeds, aims, [and] beliefs of Jesus have to be fresh expounded every age, for all the depth of eternity lies in them, and they have to be seen into more profoundly every new era of the world's spiritual history.”17 Such innovation, however, is typically met with some degree of suspicion in the church. Even the hymns we sing today came into prominence with much ado in the church of England:
 

The church of England did not officially approve the singing of hymns until 1820. Dissenters and Methodists had been singing hymns. Why was the church of England so slow to recognize the power and usefulness of “hymns of original composition”? We easily forget that hymns were written and sung by men and women who lived their lives and practiced their faith on the margins of conventional English Christianity. Anglicans resented, even hated, Dissenters (those who separated from the established church of England) and Methodists. Thus, hymn singing, which Dissenters and Methodists practiced, came to stand for all that was wrong with non-orthodox faith.18

 

In the hymn writers mentioned above, we find the historical predecessors of the contemporary worship songwriter.
 

Anytime we suggest that the contemporary worship of one age (including our own) is simply the highest and best of all ages, and therefore should set the bar for worship in this age and every other age, we should be challenged on the basis of our modern hymns alone. The reforming of words, phrases, and music erupting in the powerful hymns of a few hundred years ago caused great consternation to those believing that their earlier psalmody was both sufficient and in no need of improvement.
 

The content of one age's worship music may indeed have superior and enduring qualities that can be remarked on and integrated into another age's expression. However, in panels in which I have participated, I have heard it said that one must sing hymns in order to be theologically “mature,” or that one must sing contemporary worship music in order to be truly “spiritual.” These are both spurious conclusions in my estimation. The ongoing re-creational work of God in inspiring and infusing His church with fresh spiritual metaphor is a process for which we stand grateful today, as we worship with hymnody reborn in times and places throughout faith history, including our own. We are all after the character in a Christian's heart that makes one rise to God, rise for the good and against the evil of the age, and rise up as community-minded people of God in a generation. What is shaping that character in believers in our time? Worship has a primary place in this activity of the Spirit.
 

What Forces Shape Contemporary Music?

In considering our present age and the contemporary worship music that is beginning to dominate many streams of the international church, we turn to the sociocultural factors powerfully influencing the last fifty years of contemporary worship music. Bishop N. T. Wright, in a lecture at Calvin College titled “Freedom and Framework, Spirit and Truth: Recovering Biblical Worship,” addressed some of the shaping cultural factors precipitating much of today's contemporary worship culture. He noted three major cultural movements that have skewed our understanding of what the Reformation was essentially about and have shaped our modern worship paradigm. First, Wright purports that the Enlightenment offered us the split of religion and real life. Second, he notes that the Romantic movement elevated feeling above form, the heart above the head and body. Third, Wright contends that the Existentialist and self-actualization movements of the twentieth century have taken us back to Gnosticism. He suggests that large portions of contemporary culture are built on a pursuit of self-discovery that has been swallowed hook, line, and sinker by both conservative and liberal churches.19
 

To summarize Wright's point, we as a contemporary Western people have in many ways privatized faith, elevated feelings, and pursued self-actualization—no more so in the world than in the church. Add to this strange cultural brew the ongoing fragmentation, isolation, and hopelessness of the postmodern individual, and you have a culture that is in many ways less concerned with what is true and substantive and more concerned with what is real and heartfelt. Some have suggested that this generation has virtually lost its capacity to think long and hard thoughts and has become fixated on anything that will generate short bursts of euphoria and emotional ecstasy.20
 

Now, on some level, detractors of modern worship might be fairly sure that I am about to take their side in decrying contemporary worship expression on the basis of what Wright has proposed. Indeed, I am going to affirm the import of many of the challenges being brought to the modern worship community. However, I believe that the contemporary streams of the church are not the only expressions of the body of Christ in dire need of examining the social womb from which they were born. Emotion-filled songs of love may be an appropriate response to God as He course-corrects church culture, just as complex songs of praise may be a fitting response to God in an age renewing its faith in reason. I am allowing Wright to lead us somewhere we may not steadily go, to face a topic we may not steadily face: the integration of Christ and His worship with the reality that He has moored His worship, at least on this planet, in human civilization.
 

A Worship Counterpoint

I believe that the lyrical simplicity, emotion, sound, and values of contemporary worship are serving a purpose of God in the church. It is possible that the cultural reaction that postmodernism is to modernism is less to be reviled, and more to be understood as a poignant (if not necessary) contra -movement to the modern age. The musical responses of contemporary Christian churches and worshipers to what they perceive to be a more formal, cerebral, and somewhat culturally dissociated approach to worship in previous ages may be a necessary interjection on the church's course. Contemporary worship music, in this light, can be seen as a necessary worship counterpoint, pushing us toward a more integrated approach to the way that we worship a living God active in postmo-dernity. Again, we come back to our questions regarding the culture in which the church finds itself.
 

If we can approach the topic of Christ and culture here with a listening heart, often turning our thoughts to the powerful forms of media involved in music, we may find strong biblical foundations for the values that make simple contemporary worship the vital kingdom-building force it is in today's world.21
 

What Is the Relationship of Christ to Culture?

In his now famous work, Christ and Culture, H. Richard Niebuhr timelessly captures the tensions that Christians face any time we broach this topic.
 

A many-sided debate about the relations of Christianity and civilization is being carried on in our time. Historians and theologians, statesmen and churchmen, Catholics and Protestants, Christians and anti-Christians participate in it. It is carried on publicly by opposing parties and privately in the con- flicts of conscience. Sometimes it is concentrated on special issues, such as those of the place of Christian faith in general education or of Christian ethics in economic life. Sometimes it deals with broad questions of the church's responsibility for social order or of the need for a new separation of Christ's followers from the world.… Christ's answer to the problem of human culture is one thing, Christian answers are another; yet his followers are assured that he uses their various works in accomplishing his own.… Christ as Lord is answering the question in the totality of history and life in a fashion which transcends the wisdom of all his interpreters yet employs their partial insights and their necessary conflicts.22

 

In other words, as human beings we are engaged in historical process along with the rest of humankind. We will wrestle with each other over truth and in the end, we hope, find that we each brought something to the tussle that strengthened both parties. Niebuhr goes on to declare that neither complete rejection of culture nor unthinking embrace of culture will in the end suffice as a tenable mode in which to live out the life of Christ in the world. Rather, it is in the arena of engagement with culture that we not only bring the transforming presence of Jesus to the world but also find our interactive home. Contemporary worship engages culture on the levels of language, music, intimacy, emotion, simplicity, and story—and subverts worldviews in the process.
 

The “homeland” of the believer is where it seems to have been for Jesus: on the borderlands of contemporary culture, where the most current questions of the human spirit are both heard and listened to, and are then met with the even more beautiful questions of faith. Questions are indeed the stuff of wonder, and if Jesus is content to be both the greatest Answer and the most profound Question at the same time, then we are at our best when His mystery is on the same playing field as the questions of the age. The church was built for speed, made to dwell on these borderlands—Christ and culture, heaven and earth, one hand in the kingdom community and one hand out in the broader community. Contemporary worship music lives on those borderlands and has invited the church into the messy arena of discernment that comes with such a commission.
 

To illustrate, I offer a personal story. A few years ago, I had a unique experience at the edge of a cliff in New Zealand on a blustery day. Our guide had taken us to see one of the highest sea cliffs in the country. Seeing the possible view that awaited me, I desperately wanted to snap a picture looking straight down over the precipice. Mingled with my sense of adventure was a clear call for wisdom—windy days and sharp overhangs do not a safe combination make! Sensing my lack of confidence, a wise friend suggested, “Why don't you crawl to the edge?” With this advice, I could see the vista I so wanted to capture, yet in a way that protected me from potential harm. It was humbling, but I went to the edge tethered to my friends and grounded on the soil beneath me. I captured the view, but in the humblest of postures.
 

In many ways, we as the church variously respond to “the edge” as well. Some of us have heard there is a beautiful view to be seen where Christ and culture meet head on—and redemption wins the day. Others of us choose the safety of community, tradition, and familiarity over the temptation to see a fresh view. Still others of us attempt the edge with boldness and even arrogance and have found it to be a precarious place of death and destruction. The challenge for the contemporary church is to see the revelatory vista waiting for us and yet to do so in humility, tethered to the historic church community and the theological anchor of the Scriptures. The edge is a tenuous and unforgiving place, but it seems to be the place where Jesus and His disciples lived. This edge of engagement with culture requires discernment and is a necessary part of impacting the world with the good news of the kingdom of God. Contemporary worship expression has chosen to live on that edge.
 

What Is the Church in Culture?

Most worship thinkers are in essential agreement over whether or not worship should take on contemporary form. I am convinced that varied views of the church's interaction with culture are at the center of the worship discussion, and our positions on music's “theological substance and devotional efficacy” are often a cover-up for deeper issues we are wrestling through together.
 

The church was born when Jesus, inaugurating the kingdom of God, gave cosmic rebirth to the people of God. The eternal kingdom of God was now proximate and within our temporal reach. An eternal kingdom with no borders of time or space—the everlasting, ever-present rule and reign of God the King—came among us in Jesus Christ. That inbreaking kingdom has been eternally existent. Yet now, in fulfillment of the Jewish Scriptures, was embodied on earth in the messianic visitation of Christ. I interject that Jesus was not an Anglican, Catholic, or charismatic. He was not a Baptist, Methodist, or Orthodox adherent. He was not American, British, African, or Asian. Jesus was a Jew and as a Jew inaugurated the fullness of the visitation of the kingdom of God on earth.
 

While some of the Jews at the time searched for a king who was a political-spiritual revolutionary, Jesus came on the scene as a prophetic-spiritual revolutionary.23 In His coming, He was declaring that Israel's exile was finished, and that God was fulfilling the great Jewish hope of God's rule and reign being established once and for all on earth.24 Thrust into the very heart of the culture of His day, having been raised in its environs, Jesus secured the freedom of the human heart from rebellion, sin, and death. He engaged the images, idioms, and stories of His day in order to enlist both the hearts and minds of His hearers. Then, having engaged the whole person and the whole community, He powerfully subverted their misguided value system.25 Piercing the soul of both Jewish culture and Roman culture, He became our bridge, our living reconnection with the Father. His work by His Holy Spirit is to redeem the human person to His glory and ultimate honor.
 

We as the church are the community of His empowered followers. The church is His redemptive agent in human culture—His kingdom “virus” in the world. We are co-missioned with Him to transform every person we touch by the power of Christ living within us—through all the creative means He has given us. Jesus is the Mighty Leader of the church triumphant. Such truths should lead us, even as they are leading me now, to pause in ecstatic thanksgiving and adoring worship.
 

Who Are Christians in Culture?

As kingdom people within culture, we are part of both a human family (culture) and a covenant family (the church).26 From a Genesis point of view, human beings are the flower of creation, the ImageBearers27 and lead worshipers of the created order.28 The human family's intended role was to reflect God's love, justice, and good government into the created order and then to reflect the praise of all creation back to God. Created in the imago Dei, the image of God, we were designed to be a vessel of beauty like no other.29 Reflecting the very nature and character of God into the world, we had the privileged place of children given a glorious inheritance. When Adam and Eve decided to breach their relationship with God in their quest to be more than Earth's “stewards,” the world fell into shadow.30 In that moment, the imago Dei within us became shattered, blemished, stained, and polluted—words akin to the Old Testament concepts of clean and unclean, holy and common.31 When the new Adam stepped onto terra firma, He invited those who had “ears to hear” to enter back into covenant relationship with God. Jesus sealed this covenant with His own blood, breaking the powers of sin and death in the process. As C. S. Lewis has said, “Time began to work backward.”
 

As Christians, we are simply those human beings who have decided to become apprentices to Jesus, reborn in nature and being renewed day-by-day by His Spirit living within. Christians are those who have heard Eden's song, are responding to its call, and are joining with the Holy Spirit in awakening others to the sound. Part of both a broken human family and a transcendent kingdom family, we are being renewed day-by-day—moving from “image to likeness.”32
 

Human culture, like its parentage, is then a strange mix of beauty (we all weep when a baby is born before us, or a firefighter courageously risks his own life to save another) and brokenness (we are indisputably bent toward all manner of self-absorption, self-fulfillment, and diverted worship).33 In God's economy, there is but one world, now blemished, stained, and corrupted unto decay, that provides a home for a polluted culture born of blemished Image-Bearers. There are not two worlds in the biblical economy called sacred and secular.34 The one world we call our present home is—by the choice of mankind in Eden—a broken and shattered version of its original self.
 

If our cultural anthropology is even remotely correct, the church has a few high liberties in this sacred yet fallen world. We may be fully human and embrace our glory and our brokenness. We may participate in culture and take our place at the roundtable of cultural discussion. We may enjoy beautiful music no matter where it has been born (and yet do so in Pauline spirit as he addressed the “food sacrificed to idols issue” for the Corinthian church).35 We may discerningly use contemporary music in our most heartfelt artistic renderings celebrating God's glory, the truths of the Bible, the mysteries of faith, wonder, and even human experience. We may joyfully live within culture, yet without ultimately finding our citizenship within it.36 We may stand against the tides of distorted human culture37 and rejoice in the elements of love, truth, and beauty still residual within it.
 

Our music, our art, our work, our play, and our love must point through humankind to God. The strength of the songs of faith is found not only in their aesthetic richness, but primarily in their capacity to focus us on God as the Lead Actor, Prime Mover, Just Judge, and Pursuing Lover in this grand story. It is a story in which we have been invited to participate.
 

Where Do the Church and Culture Intersect?

If the biblical story tells us that the kingdom of God has been eternally existent, existing both within time and space and beyond time and space, then we reach another conclusion: Culture unwittingly exists within the same story. In other words, human culture was born into an already existing atmosphere in which God was, is, and will be King. God is sovereign in ultimate rule and authority over culture. John Stott states: “There is a sense in which to confess ‘Jesus is Lord' is to acknowledge him as Lord of society, even of those societies or segments of society which do not explicitly acknowledge his lordship.”38
 

In other words:
 

The church is part of culture. The people of God, celebrating the victory of God, do so within culture. The church is truly an integral component of human culture, and human culture is an integral component of what it means to be the church. Just as we cannot ultimately “separate” oxygen from the molecules that make up water without changing the water to something other than it is, we cannot utterly separate the church and culture. Though there are kingdoms in conflict, we cannot utterly dismiss the fact that all of culture is not evil. In fact, on many levels our culture is a part of us all and shapes much of what we find to be beautiful in life. Mind you, we have tried to make a hard split between the church and culture, at least philosophically, and Plato and his heirs have aided us on a futile quest. Does this shrink the church to the size of popular culture? No. Just as the kingdom of God is far bigger than human culture, the church also has the capacity to transcend human culture by its connection to the larger experience of the kingdom of God. Indeed, we must transcend human culture to be set free from its idolatries.
 

The church is beyond culture. To worship is to live with God within and beyond the world we know. As believers, we are people who are part of culture and are yet beyond culture. There is something about the church that lives in culture the way a fish does in the ocean. Yet there is also something about the church that transcends culture and can breathe outside of its environs. Our eyes reflect the green of the sod and the blue of the sky in the same moment. Born of earthly dust and divine breath, we are becoming familiar with the terrains of both earth and heaven. Being now born of God, we remain saturated with our culture but are not essentially born of culture any longer.39 We are in the world, but not fully of it. “If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own. However, because you are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of it, the world hates you” (John 15:19). John 17:15 reminds us that we are indeed in culture, and that Jesus did not intend for us to be removed from the world as we know it: “I have given them Your word. The world hated them because they are not of the world, as I am not of the world. I am not praying that You take them out of the world but that You protect them from the evil one. They are not of the world, as I am not of the world” (John 17:14–16). Our feet touch the ground when we walk, just as Jesus' feet did. We consider where our next meal is coming from, and we do our best to make it through hard days just like everyone else. So how are we different? We begin to understand the answer to this question from passages such as John 18:36: “‘My kingdom is not of this world,’ said Jesus. ‘If My kingdom were of this world, My servants would fight, so that I wouldn't be handed over to the Jews. As it is, My kingdom does not have its origin here” (italics mine).
 

The church is a culture in renewal. We are kingdom people within culture. Our new identity begins and ends with the kingdom of God—not with our birth origin, national spirit, or the spirit of the age. We rely on God, and we focus our lives on a sacred style of living in the world that puts God at the beginning, middle, and end of our every choice and action. As we live in this unique way in culture, we embody that culture as renewed by God. As God redeems the hearts of His people, so He redeems the cultural expressions of art, music, leadership, community, and family that flow from us. As our wills are bent to His, we are “mankind in microcosm,” increasingly taking our proper place in the grand story. We are not the center of that grand story, but we do have a majestic part to play in a sacred plot that will culminate in Edenic celebration. In this sense, the church is to lead the way in human culture.40
 

What Should Worship Look Like in Culture?

Contemporary worship is one means through which the church leads the way in culture. Contemporary worship arises spontaneously and instinctively41 from within communities of the church that search for fresh language to engage the authentic worship springing from their individual and communal hearts. The previous view of cultural treasure is inherent to contemporary worship music.
 

So what is sacred, set-apart worship music, and what is secular, temporally centered music? What degrees separate the two? Donald Paul Ellsworth suggests that the struggle to understand what music is “sacred” and “secular”42 goes back to the earliest days of the church.
 

The identification of moral values with music and the resistance to the use of secularized music in the church are nearly as old as the church itself. Early church fathers were aware of the earlier Greek doctrine of ethos which maintained that music has distinct moral qualities and effects. Music was believed to have power to influence people along specific emotional and behavioral lines. Consequently, no innovations or foreign melodic material were admissible. It is not difficult to understand the church fathers' attitude toward the secular music of their day, since the early church existed in the midst of a largely pagan civilization.43

 

Ellsworth suggests that the distinguishing lines between the simple music of popular culture and the music of the church were very blurred in the medieval period:
 

In addition, popular music derived much of its style and form from the music of the church. The emphasis was upon simple tunes, and repetition which made the songs easy to remember, as well as attractive, to both singer and listener. Since there was a great deal of exchange between the sacred and secular, it is frequently difficult to distinguish between the secular, popular songs and the non-liturgical sacred songs of the more aggressive religious movements. The Mass and motet of the later Middle Ages sometimes used the music of popular song in the church. In the Masses the cantus firmi were often borrowed secular tunes, frequently so altered that they were scarcely recognizable.… The same musicians were writing both secular and sacred music, an indication that these two idioms were similar.44

 

Quoting Friedrich Blume's work, Protestant Church Music, Ells-worth suggests that our terms of sacred and secular in reference to music are virtually useless: “The qualitative aspect of ‘Protestant church music’ raises even more doubts. I shall not venture upon thin ice by attempting definitions, and shall confine myself to indicating how ambiguous is the division of music into ‘sacred,’ ‘religious,’ and ‘secular’ (or half-religious and half-secular).”45
 

It is primarily the lyrics of contemporary worship music that distinguish between the God-centeredness or the man-centeredness of a song. The marrying of those countercultural lyrics with current rhythms and musical forms is a powerful, synergistic combination. The conversational lyricism in modern worship music invites people to speak directly to God,46 as the current music simultaneously draws them deeper into the conversation. In popular culture, the worshiping church has the privilege of drawing from the legacy of both ancient works and a growing pool of new works to enhance the scope of that conversation.
 

In our day, pockets of the church will find ways to speak contemporarily to God in cultural ways it has not completely written off as foolish. Those segments will intuitively see redemptive elements in culture that birth music, art, and liturgy reflecting a current state of human affairs. Their primary goal will be neither to accommodate nor to perpetuate the culture. Rather, these worshipers will seek to express their valuing of God in idioms and languages that are authentic to their own experience. Their experience should indeed be injected with the experience of other worshipers throughout the ages but should by no means be limited to those experiences.
 

What Precipitated Today's Contemporary Worship Model?

As I mentioned before, the contemporary worship of our generation is the natural child of a chain of creative cultural explosions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Dating from the bittersweet strains of the Negro spirituals, through the rock-and-roll dance crazes of the fifties, through Beatlemania and the sonics of defiance and community love in the sixties, our contemporary worship music has been a long time coming. Up until the 1960s, liturgy and traditional hymn-singing dominated the worship landscape of churches across the Western world. When the 1960s came around, a fresh poetic voice was being heard from the American counterculture.47 Guitars, long hair, and heartfelt lyrics began to burst onto the social scene. As a generation of the aimless and searching began to encounter living truth in Christ, fresh songs of indigenous worship began to reflect such brutal honesty and hope. Churches began to center their entire worship service on extended times of singing and responding to God through song.
 

Dr. Don Williams is a respected theologian, pastor, mentor of contemporary worship leaders, author, and communicator. Since his own encounters with God when contemporary worship music made an impact on his traditional church setting, he has become a leading voice on the worship awakening that occurred into the 1960s in the United States. He succinctly describes the cultural birth canal of today's contemporary worship presence in the church:
 

The counterculture that surfaced in the 1960s brought massive changes. With linkage between the generations broken, institutions were suspect, including the traditional church. New music forms defined this period with a decidedly antiestablishment thrust. Through folk, folk rock, and soft and hard rock, youth editorialized to youth. Musicians wrote their own lyrics, and formal worship, using hymns from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, seemed as dated as the institutions that sustained them.

 

It was almost inevitable that the streams of charismatic renewal and the Jesus movement, which was the countercultural revival in the late 1960s, would meet and often merge. Coffeehouses such as the Salt Company in Hollywood opened and nurtured new forms of musical expression. Professional musicians like Larry Norman, Randy Stonehill, and others wrote protest music in a Christian context.

 

As new churches sprang up or were transformed, it was predictable that many would leave the old hymns and liturgical forms behind and embrace “Jesus Music.” These congregations genuinely expressed their new faith in a countercultural context. Some within the mainline denominations tried to become current without the charismatic component. “Contemporary worship services” were born, replete with folk groups, clapping to up-tempo rhythms, balloons, and dressed-down leaders.

 

Much like rock concerts and “love-ins,” worship in the Jesus Movement usually consisted of only the new music, leaving traditional hymns behind. Worshipers engaged in free forms of physical expression, singing for sustained periods of time with bands arranging worship sets of songs.48

 

The worship experience for a wide cross section of the North American church would be changed forever. The dynamic of these intimate songs of personal devotion and allegiance to Christ were such that participants could not go back to “the way things were” in church life. Passions, emotions, and feelings toward God were now being openly expressed in songs sung “to God” and not just “about God.” Scripture began to be put into contemporary folk songs, exemplified in songs such as “Seek Ye First,”49 “This Is the Day,”50 “He Has Made Me Glad” (“I Will Enter His Gates”)51 and many others.52 Singing heartfelt verses and expansive, repetitive choruses, these worshipers were deeply involved with what they were singing. As they engaged with the lyrics of these songs, they began to experience a deep, personal communion with God. That personal sense of the immanence of God overflowed into entire communities sharing the same experience on a corporate level. All about worship was fresh and new, and no longer were these particular worshipers singing hymns in a rote way and calling it worship. Now, both their minds and their hearts were engaged, affirming truth, and expressing affection in simple songs of thankfulness. Within moments of singing one of these fresh songs, people across denominational lines were testifying that they were dramatically encountering the Holy Spirit. As this worship dynamic satisfied a deep desire for authentic encounters with God, and as the fires of Christian passion were engaged in worship once again, it was only a matter of time before the repercussions would be felt around the world.
 

The Guiding Values of Contemporary Worship 
Expression: Where We Are Now

All eyes are on the front of the stage. A wizened old man, dressed in white robes and a large pontifical headpiece, slowly makes his way to the front. Over five hundred thousand young people cheer in celebration and thankfulness for this man's example, and in anticipation of the precious words they are about to hear. For the past few days, the World Youth Day attendees in this massive Toronto gathering have been worshiping to the sounds of contemporary worship music around the city, singing songs that echo the prayers of their hearts:
 

Open the eyes of my heart, Lord, 
 Open the eyes of my heart; 
 I want to see You, 
 I want to see You.

 To see You high and lifted up, 
 Shining in the light of Your glory; 
 Pour out Your power and love, 
 As we sing, “holy, holy, holy.”53

 

These young people are preparing to listen to the countercultural call to purity in Christ through the stirring words of Pope John Paul II.54
 

How does a contemporary worship leader prepare to lead a congregation in worship? What values, hidden or overt, are driving contemporary movements to put the worship of God's people into current sound and voice? If we assume that the contemporarily worshiping church values the majesty of God and the importance of the Bible, then what underlying currents are leading them toward the shore of worshiping primarily with contemporary music?
 

How a Contemporary Worship Set Is Prepared

To begin our look at the values driving contemporary worship expression, we will first pull back the curtain on how a contemporary worship set is prepared. The following process, or something like it, occurs every week in thousands of congregations around the world:
 

It is Monday, and the office door is closed. A worship pastor is seated at her desk, pouring over the songs available for her to use that Sunday. Deep in prayer, and postured to listen to God, she selects her song set, knowing the general theme on which the pastor will be speaking. She considers the season and holidays of the church calendar. She looks for songs that the congregation knows, loves, and owns. She looks for new songs that will lead her church forward into fresh views of God. She may meet with a committee that week to help her plan the worship component of the service. Communion will also be celebrated this weekend, so she must have an extra song prepared for that section of the service.
 

On Wednesday evening, this worship pastor goes to the church early to rehearse the song list personally. She is a skilled musician who can lead a contemporary band from either a guitar or keyboard. Rehearsing both a volunteer choir and a five-piece band on the selected songs that evening, she will also contact her visual team to arrange for the lyrics to be displayed for the congregation. The visual team may use a computer projector to project the lyrics over beautiful images, employ a simple overhead projector, or create a song sheet to accomplish its task.
 

On Sunday morning, after sound checks and technical preparations, she and the band will begin to lead the demographically diverse congregation in a thirty-minute series of worship songs. This particular church has two services to house its growing community, and she must lead worship for both. The songs may be tied together with musical interludes and interspersed with prayers and Scripture readings. Each service concludes with the offering of personal prayer at the front altar, and she sweetly leads worship alone from her keyboard for this section.
 

On Monday morning, encouraged that God had spoken to her for that particular week in the life of her faith community, she begins prayerfully to consider the songs she will choose for the next Sunday. She devoted more than ten hours the previous week to preparing and leading the worship set, and she will do the same for her congregation this week.55
 

Every week, hundreds of thousands of worship leaders are freshly pursuing God in the secret place for the adequate planning of their service. Every week, those worship leaders are seeking to bring fresh music to the lives of their communities, to give relevant and accurate words with which the body of Christ can marshal their energies to glorify God. These worship leaders and pastors want to hear what God is saying in the “here and now.” They want to express it through beautiful and engaging songs and to find Scripture passages, readings, and music that enhance that privileged relational encounter with God. The best of these leaders will keep an eye to the past and broader church as they facilitate space for their own community to meet with God.
 

There are particular patterns to the way many contemporary worship leaders prepare to lead worship. Andy Park, in his excellent book To Know You More, says it this way:
 

Worship leading is a spiritual art. It has been said that the worship experience is more easily caught than taught. The same can be said of worship leading. Intuition, sensitivity and hearing the voice of the Spirit play a big part in knowing what to do and when to do it. We might say that some people have a gift of worship leading or an anointing to lead worship. This is certainly true.

 

But is worship leading purely a mystical art that is not definable in concrete terms? I don't think so. Worship leading does require spiritual sensitivity and God-given gifts, but it also requires practical skills that can be learned and developed through experience and instruction.56

 

What Are Some of These Practical Skills?

There are three major practical skills that a contemporary worship leader must develop to lead a group of people in worship effectively. These three practical skills are song selection, band development, and worship leadership The ministry skills of pastoral leadership, theological reflection, and spiritual formation all provide balance and sharpening to these practical skills.
 

The skill of song selection. After time spent in prayer with a listening attitude, a consideration of congregational repertoire, a conversation with the leader of the worship gathering, reflections on historic worship pieces that may enhance the gathering, and reflections on world events, the worship leader selects songs for the worship time. The “worship” component of any given service in a contemporarily worshiping community can vary widely, from fifteen minutes to more than an hour. That segment of worship typically is set aside for singing song after song, punctuated occasionally with prayers or readings. Again, the order and dynamic of the worship component of the service can vary greatly from church to church.
 

The actual set of songs is typically composed of a blend of songs already familiar and “owned” by the congregation along with songs that are new to that fellowship. Effective contemporary worship leaders understand that the use of familiar songs, including hymns, can greatly enhance a worship dynamic. Familiar songs enable worshipers to look away from the words, to think reflectively about what they are singing, and to enjoy mingling with the strong corporate voice that accompanies a well-known song.
 

The skill of band development and rehearsal. Contemporary worship leaders are typically dealing with bands that use the instrumentation of contemporary, radio-play music. In these churches, there may be an organ, a piano, or an acoustic guitar. Additionally, there may be a bass guitar, drum set, electric guitar, keyboard, percussion section, violin, flute, or any combination of instruments. In most cases, the band is made up of volunteers. In larger churches, the worship leader or worship pastor is often the only part-time or full-time musician on staff.
 

Contemporary worship leaders must be able to facilitate a wide range of musical styles and artistic personalities. These worship leaders themselves often spend considerable time in personal worship, believing that their capacity to lead corporately directly correlates to their own ongoing worship encounter with God. The changing demands of various seasons of church life also stretch their capacity to execute a variety of musical forms.
 

The skill of worship leadership. The skill of worship leadership is hard to define because it seems to be a strong blend of both a gift of worship leadership and a learned skill set. Contemporary worship leadership is, as I stated above, both an art and a science. The conscious engagement and active participation of the congregation is paramount in the contemporary worship service. So the leader must be an effective communicator, able musician, versatile band leader, effective mentor, and present pastoral figure. Worship leaders must know how to “get in the way” by executing music well and facilitating people's encounters with God. They must also know how to “get out of the way” and simply join the community in adoration.
 

In many cases, the worship leaders use only voice to lead. In other settings, and more commonly today than ever, they play a leading harmonic instrument such as a guitar or keyboard. Given the myriad skills that are often required of contemporary worship leaders, they tend to develop a high degree of versatility over the span of the fifty-two weekends a year they are facilitating worship (not including extra events and special services). There is no doubt that, while this can be a nurturing and exciting atmosphere for some personalities, it can also be a stressful one, given the constant, varying demands.57
 

The Guiding Values of Contemporary Worship Expression

 What experiences are moving worship leaders to devote so many hours to developing the skills necessary to fulfill this role in the church? What values are behind the modern church's embracing of contemporary worship in such a headlong manner?
 

The Guiding Value of Cultural Relevance

A man walks into the back of a contemporary church, the service already in progress. More than five hundred Christians are enthusiastically singing a simple song of worship, with words that express their commitment to Jesus Christ:
 

Jesus, we enthrone You, 
 We proclaim You are King; 
 Standing here in the midst of us, 
 We raise You up with our praise 
 And as we worship, build Your throne, 
 And as we worship, build Your throne, 
 And as we worship, build Your throne, 
 Come Lord Jesus, and take Your place.58

 

Powerfully affected by what he has heard, the man decides to become a follower of Christ that day. When asked what precipitated this desire, he boldly states, “When I walked into the room, the beautiful music so passionately sung by so many hit me like a brick in the chest. I realized in that moment that God was present, that He understood my needs, and that He alone was worthy of my life. That song was in my language. It was simple and true and what I wanted to say to God in that moment.”
 

To some degree, the same impulse that drove the biblical writers to write, not in the high and lofty language of high Jewish or Roman culture but in the everyday vernacular of the first-century street and marketplace, is also driving the contemporary worship streams of the church today. Eugene Peterson graphically describes the possible experience of the disciples and New Testament writers as they came to grips with documenting the stories of Jesus:
 

A striking feature in all this writing is that it was done in the street language of the day, the idiom of the playground and marketplace. In the Greek-speaking world of that day, there were two levels of language: formal and informal. Formal language was used to write philosophy and history, government decrees and epic poetry. If someone were to sit down and consciously write for posterity, it would of course be written in this formal language with its learned vocabulary and precise diction. But if the writing was routine—shopping lists, family letters, bills and receipts—it was written in the common, informal idiom of everyday speech, street language.

 

And this is the language used throughout the New Testament. Some people are taken back by this, supposing that language dealing with a holy God and holy things should be elevated—stately and ceremonial. But one good look at Jesus—his preference for down-to-earth stories and easy association with common people—gets rid of that supposition. For Jesus is the descent of God to our lives, just as they are, not the ascent of our lives to God, hoping he might approve when he sees how hard we try.59

 

To welcome Jesus into the mundane,60 everyday world where people do dishes, change diapers, carry on relationships, and balance checkbooks is not an easy thing to do. However, to suggest that God is highly associated with the everyday life of Tom, Dick, Harry, Sally, and Susie is an idea to which we would all assent. On a daily basis, contemporary worshipers are actively attempting to put the language of worship into the hearts and hands of the masses—to invade their living space with songs of worship. Contemporary worship music is enabling the church to do this with tremendous success. Hymns live and breathe for many individuals who have a living faith through which they are approaching the hymns. Yet there is a mass populace of the Christian demographic that finds their primary voice in worship dialogue through contemporary styles.
 

The music of contemporary worship can bridge the gap between one's culture and one's faith, creating space for a new way of thinking to dawn on the soul's horizon. That music, that transformational vehicle, must be biblical and honest, and it must address current issues in the culture. More than that, it must celebrate God as the essential reality of the universe, declare that only Christ61 enables us to attain the glory that is ours as kingdom heirs, and be true to the gospel before we are simply true to the culture.
 

Joe Horness, the former worship director of the seeker-sensitive Willow Creek Church, expressed contemporary worship's relevance to culture in this way:
 

To assist this generation with such an exchange, the contemporary worship movement has indeed made adjustments in how people approach God. For much of post-Christian America in the 1970s, church music had become a stumbling block rather than an avenue for connecting with God. Organ music and choir pieces, while having rich significance to the elderly in my church, no longer bore any resemblance to the music that so deeply stirred the hearts of my generation. Hymn lyrics, while full of rich poetry and deep theology, focused wonderfully on who God is but often failed to give worshipers an opportunity to express to God how they felt about those things. And for a growing number of us who watched with alarm as the church became less and less able to communicate in a relevant way with our unchurched friends, there was an increasing awareness that the church would somehow have to learn to speak a language our friends would understand. For us and for our friends, to draw near to God in an authentic and heartfelt way was going to require a new way of communicating with Him.62

 

Music unlocks the heart, and unlocking hearts to worship God is the co-mission of the church with Christ. In order to invite awakening, the church must make decisions creating a “centripetal” spirituality and atmosphere in the church—a spirituality and atmosphere that literally draw people to the center of worshiping God. Much of what we have built into our worship services can seem far more like the exclusive incantations of a secret, ancient society—pushing people away from Christ rather than drawing them in. Once individuals have opened their hearts to be accessed by God in a contemporary worship setting, they can then be prepared for development in the Christian life. While we are not called to perpetuate the culture, we are called to permeate it with the living truth of Jesus. Contemporary worship music repackages biblical truth, subverting the stories average people believe about God every day.
 

The Guiding Value of Integrity

During the worship service, a young teenager dutifully sings the hymns that have been selected for that Sunday. He loves his church (and often tolerates the service), but he is excited to attend the youth conference that will be occurring in a nearby city that week.
 

A few days later, he is sitting in the conference hallway before the youth event with some of his friends. A young girl from another youth group pulls out her guitar. A young man pulls out a djembe (a hand drum), and a girl produces a small shaker. Music reminiscent of popular radio begins, and soon more than forty young people have spontaneously gathered to joyfully sing these words:
 

The splendor of a King,
 Clothed in majesty,
 Let all the earth rejoice, let all the earth rejoice;

 He wraps Himself in light,
 Darkness tries to hide,
 And trembles at His voice, trembles at His voice;

 How great is our God, sing with me 
 How great is our God, and all will see 
 How great, how great is our God.

 Age to age He stands,
 And time is in His hands,
 Beginning and the End, Beginning and the End,


The Godhead, Three-in-One,
 Father, Spirit, Son,
 The Lion and the Lamb, the Lion and the Lamb.63

 

As the event begins, thousands more join in worship to the tune of these popular choruses.
 

I was raised in a small town in south central Pennsylvania. Every Sunday we attended one of the United Methodist churches in our area. I remember dressing up each Sunday (an act of sacrificial worship on my part if ever there was one), wolfing down a last-minute breakfast, and hustling off to church. I sat in a hard pew, with lovely white offering envelopes ripe for scribbling packed into a small, wooden pocket on the back of the pew in front of us. My father would mete out change to us for an offering—the “clink” was my favorite part—and I would follow along with the tightly embroidered service order in my bulletin. If they diverged for even one moment from that well-oiled script, you can bet that I and the silver-haired ladies all around me were declaring our outrage into the unfortunate ears beside us! When we sang the hymns, though, all of my attention was on the auditory majesty filling the sanctuary. In those moments, my pen was down, and I was studying the words on the pages of my father's hymnal. As a child, I would assume this language of worship as my own.
 

As I grew into my preteens and teens, however, I began having a problem. A gap was widening for me. The only sacred space my church experience told me existed was that created within the services rendered each week. I became an acolyte (the cherubic little boy or girl who lights the candles each service), I sang with gusto the Gloria Patri, and I recited the creeds with syllabic exactness with the rest of the congregation. Yet I wanted desperately to believe that there were other sacred spaces in the world outside of a church service. One sacred space seemed to exist in my bedroom, where I prayed and listened to the music I loved. Another sacred space was in the basement of my friend's home, where we and our “never-made-it-out-of-the-garage” band would pound out music, night after night. That music resonated with our feelings about God, the world, and people. Still another sacred space was on the playground, where my friends and I would have lingering discussions about the existence of God, the nature of the universe, and the girls we liked. I was caught between a religious heritage that marked only certain social architectures as sacred terrains, and an intuitive sense that God was very present in some of the more forbidden lands on which I lived most of my life.
 

Like so many other young worshipers throughout history, I had to do something. I had to bring my inner and outer worlds together. When I began writing songs of worship as a teen, I was not trying to reach anyone but God and myself. I did not want to rob God of glory by indulging my emotions. I wanted to worship with words and music that came from my gut and rang from my vocal cords with primal authenticity. To my surprise, a few friends and I shared a desire to create songs together that came from that place. As our small trio played for our local church, those songs were well received. Soon we had played in over eighty mainstream churches in our area: Presbyterian, Methodist, Lutheran, Episcopal, Baptist, and Roman Catholic. The youth were our primary following, and we were leading contemporary worship without knowing what we were doing. Churches in our region began to invite us Sunday after Sunday. Their youth planned the events. We would sing a hymn and then lead the congregation in worship songs that were lyrically reminiscent of the way they spoke at home, at the office, in school, and with their families. They were singing to God, and not just about Him—song after song after song. To our surprise, we were a new part of an already growing movement that was breathing life into Christ-following communities all over the Western world. We found our tribe in a contemporary worship community rising across our nation.
 

Contemporary worship musicians and song writers are saying what we need to say to God in a way that we love to say it, must say it, and will say it. This is not about compromise or becoming something the world is. The contemporary worship movement is touching who we are as twenty-first-century people, and it happens to connect to the rest of the culture in a profound way. Non-Christians can hear in our music their own likes, affinities, and musical preferences—because they are ours as well. We are being true to who we are.
 

The Guiding Value of Holism

The call came in from a young mother: “Those songs we sing in church are so full of truth, so uplifting, so ‘catchy,’ and so encouraging, that I find myself singing them all through the day. I'm cooking or I'm cleaning, I'm writing a check or praying for a friend on the phone, and the songs are running through my heart! All of my life is becoming about worship. The songs are turning my thoughts to God moment by moment. Sometimes I even sing them to the people I'm talking to on the phone, or to my kids at bedtime. I sense the presence of God so near, so close, and His love seems to overflow my heart in those sweet moments.”
 

The last fifty years of contemporary worship expression are but a groundswell of a much greater renewal in the church's historic worship language. The new songs arising in the church are so relevant, so accessible, so attuned to our world and the way we process it in the twenty-first century that they are becoming “anthems of the heart” that fix people's daily attention on God. Their worship is spilling over from the cup of the song and onto the floor of their everyday interactions.
 

A Holistic View of Worship

So here's what I want you to do, God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life—your sleeping, eating, going-to-work, and walking-around life—and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for Him. Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. (Rom 12:1—2a, The Message)

 

Contemporary worship is countering a way that worship has, at times, been wrongly viewed—as an aloof spiritual activity somehow distanced from life's humdrum experiences. Romans 12:1–2 is a lush, green passage, alive with spiritual dynamism and calling us into the most radical worship of all time. This “living sacrifice” of worship is fighting, like a tender shoot beneath the crust of soil and stone that bars its way to the sunlight, to be revisited once again. Worship is no longer just about what happens during a worship service. Contemporary worship music is putting songs of surrender into the kitchen, the board room, and the gym.
 

For the early church, worship was an act of declared allegiance to Jesus in the face of political emperors vying for their worship. In acts of complete self-offering, permeating every thought, choice, and action of each day, these believers understood that the place of their music and their sacraments was that of John the Baptist: a pointer to, an emblem of, and the highest act of worship. That act of worship was the act of complete and utter surrender. In contrast, worship has become primarily defined as a set of sacramental actions through the seasons of Christendom. However, if living worship is rather a posture of the heart, spending our every moment deferring glory to God, then the palette for worship expression has just widened to include the full scope of human activity. We are designed to live out the words of the early church bishop Iranaeus of Lyons, spoken in AD 185: “The glory of God is a human being, fully alive.”
 

Living worship is about glorifying God through our corporate expression, our individual expression, our interior life of prayer, our purity of life, our sharing of the kingdom story. It is about our compassion for the poor; our relationships in our churches; our engagements in culture, family, and community; our character growth; our pursuit of truth; and our personal wholeness. Worship is about how we treat our spouses, talk to our children, complain to the bank clerk, balance our checkbook, do business, and study at school. The songs and music we call worship today are worship with a small “w.” They are the fountainhead, the worship language, of a life lived coram Deo—in the presence of God. Contemporary worship songs are redefining sacred space to mean all of the places we meet with God, worship Him, and exalt Him.
 

An Embrace of Emotions in Worship

Voices are singing sweetly in unison, interrupted by sporadic silences. These moments of space in the music are punctuated by the sound of audible weeping in the room. Tears stream down the cheeks of radiant faces given to worship, from multiple denominations, all over the sanctuary. The words of a simple chorus echo in the room:
 

I love You,
 Lord And I lift my voice, 
 To worship You, 
 Oh my soul, rejoice.

 Take joy, my King 
 In what You hear, 
 Let it be a sweet, sweet sound in Your ear.64

 

If contemporary worship experience has been accused of anything, it is that it is too focused on emotions. As Dallas Willard puts it, “Emotions are a wonderful servant, but a terrible master.”65 Again, I would suggest that this challenge is to be both received and challenged in return. There has been in the church a long-existent notion that expressed passion and emotion should somehow be separated from the high and holy act of worship. This idea stems from Greek-influenced conceptions of God. The Christian tradition has often affirmed and reinforced such conceptions. One such idea of God is that He is somehow restrained, rationalistic, and emotionally dispassionate in the way He interacts with His people (in the image of the best Greek philosophers). We model much of our worship response to God on this anemic picture we have historically painted—a picture that is far more Neoplatonic than biblical.
 

One reading of Ezekiel chapter sixteen depicts a God who reveals Himself as One capable of unbridled love, deep compassion, and covenantal jealousy. The Gospels reflect Jesus' capacity to weep, laugh, and engage with the emotions moving all around Him. In many ways, we push God as King up into His heavens, somehow removed yet sympathetic to our wild shifts in mood. Then we wrongly see the emotions that bustle within us as chains and steel cuffs to be shed when we come to worship. Segments of the church have joyfully rediscovered that the fires of youth and the energies of emotion are beautiful treasures within the human soul—even gifts from God. Directing those energetic emotions toward God can accomplish great, worshipful works in the human heart and in the world. Hot tears and hearty laughter, exuberant singing and rambunctious dance can tear off the wet, wooly garments of life's cares and free a heart to be thrust toward God in rapturous adoration once again.
 

A sense of God's loving immanence is at stake for these Christians. This hunger is deeply tied to their belief that God is present to enact His “here-and-now” ministry in a generation longing for deliverance from the myriad psychoses and emotional disorders that rule our day. Contemporary worship songs can quickly penetrate hearts and raise heads forced downward in a man-centered reality. Yes, one can worship passionately without an overt demonstration of emotion, but it is also true that wildly expressed passion can free the soul from many defeats—especially when God is the focus of our attention.
 

Today, many churches have embraced this welcome emotional expression in worship and are directing it toward God. They are seeing heads thrown back and faces full to the sky once again in worship, yet are maintaining some sense of propriety and order.66Such contemporary churches are in many cases bursting at the seams with multigenerational and multiracial congregations. What church would not love to see its walls throbbing with people coming both to adore and to encounter the living God? We may scrutinize the theology and substance of contemporarily worshiping churches, but their capacity to attract young, Christ-focused leaders and inject them into the current culture is difficult to question. Expressed passion attracts passionate people. In society, the passionate will always lead, be it in the church, government, media, arts, or education.
 

We must also consider something about formal liturgies. Liturgical practices and worship experiences work vibrantly and powerfully—if we are all having a rich experience with God on a personal and corporate level. Those liturgies themselves do not often create that experiential encounter with God any more than songs do. We must be careful not to elevate experience above truth. Yet the fact of the matter is that, if we are not in some way bridging the gap between people's hearts and God, we are not leading them to worship.
 

Jonathan Edwards, one of the greatest theological voices on this topic, devotes an entire work to a discussion of “religious affections” and their prominent place in the believer's life work: “Man's nature is very lazy, unless he is influenced by some affection such as love, hate, desire, hope or fear. These emotions are like springs that set us moving in all the affairs of life and its pursuits.… He who has only doctrinal knowledge and theory, without affection, is never engaged in the goodness of faith.”67 John Piper aptly sums up Edwards's essential thesis:
 

If God's reality is displayed to us in his Word or his world, and we do not then feel in our heart any grief or longing or hope or fear or awe or joy or confidence, then we may dutifully sing and pray and recite and gesture as much as we like, but it will not be real worship. We cannot honor God if our hearts are far from him. The engagement of the heart in worship is the coming alive of the feelings and emotions and affections of the heart. Where feelings for God are dead, worship is dead.68

 

Part of the design of human beings is for them to have an emotional interface with the world. While we have been strong in the historic church at celebrating great minds and communicators, we have been less adept at celebrating great hearts and artists.It is fine for great thinkers to be our heroes. Yet it is vital that great feelersbe our heroes as well. In an age that is reacting to the cerebral pragmatism of modernism, it is appropriate for the music of the church to provide a context for the empathic expressions of postmodernism. Emotional expression is frequently a part of contemporary worship events, no matter their context. Emotional sharing in relationship is vital to human health and growth. Emotions are not simply meant to be saved up for the next wedding, funeral, or football game. We are made for a life of exuberance together, embracing the full strata of joy, grief, love, anger, sadness, fear, contentment, elation, gratefulness, and even ecstasy. Contemporary worship music makes a place for emotion and endorses its expression in its lyrics and sound. If emotional display enriches a marriage, it can also enrich our relationships with each other and with God.
 

Wright declares the bridling against emotions and mystery in the church to be evidenced by the rejection of the sacraments and/or spiritual gifts in the modern church: “Within some Protestant circles today there is a rejection both of the sacraments and of spiritual gifts, a rejection which springs, in my judgment, not from a genuine Reformation insight, still less a Pauline one, but rather from the desire to control the emotions, and indeed the congregation; to protect them from the gospel rather than allow them to be exposed to it.”69
 

God heals the emotional brokenness both of human beings and of an emotionally challenged church. Through contemporary worship experience, we are revisiting the fountain of joy that is as much our inheritance as righteousness and peace.70 In third-world countries, movements such as Pentecostalism that include emotion as a strong part of walking with God are bursting in numbers.71
 

The Guiding Value of Immanence

The worship section of the service in a certain small church had evolved into a tender atmosphere of prayer ministry throughout the sanctuary. As people prayed for others, healings of body, mind, and heart were occurring throughout the room. These people had come expecting that God would draw near as they drew near to Him.72 The worship leader begins to lead the congregation in a song that captures the response of their hearts to this manifest activity of the Holy Spirit:
 

I will worship, with all of my heart;
 I will praise You, with all of my strength;
 I will seek You, all of my days,
 I will follow, follow all of Your ways

 I will give You all my worship, 
 I will give You all my praise; 
 You alone I long to worship, 
 You alone are worthy of my praise.73

 

God is near, and you and I can expect Him to move powerfully in our lives. The theological term immanence speaks of God's nearness, His pervading presence in the space where we live. We believe as an historic faith community that God is near, not far—that He is present, not absent. Immanence means that God is with us, Immanuel, walking through our corporate and individual lives together with us. Added to this, much of the contemporary worship movement in our day has been birthed in, and has merged with, churches that believe God greatly desires to interact with His people.
 

The lyrical tradition of Song of Solomon comes into play here. While there are many equally rich ways that we can carry on an intimate dialogue with God, both individually and corporately, there is an emphasis in contemporary worship writing on informal, loving language that has engaged the hearts of a generation. Some contemporary worship songs could as easily be sung to one's spouse as to God. Other songs offer a degree of reverent transcendence and at the same time put words to a dialogue of friendship with God.74
 

Consider our world for a moment. We live in a culture where a television commercial for an automobile celebrates the “modern family.” In the commercial, a young girl asks her mother how sexually exciting her mother's boyfriend has become! The world around us is greatly confused, and the church has in many ways created a view of God who sits smugly on His throne and thrusts Christian protest groups into the marketplace of ideas. Yet that same culture is screaming for a real encounter with a living God—a God who is not far off but rather acts in the lives of ordinary people. The culture is looking for a God who is close and understands the deepest emotions beating in their breasts.
 

Contemporary worship is creating a place where God is expected to “show up,” to engage with His people, and to manifest His presence in beautiful ways. This sense of the nearness of God is summed up in the popular worship chorus “Draw Me Close” by Kelly Carpenter:
 

Draw me close to You,
 Never let me go; 
 I lay it all down again, 
 To hear You say that I'm Your friend. 

 You are my desire, 
 No one else will do; 
 ’Cause nothing else could take Your place, 
 To feel the warmth of Your embrace
 Help me find the way, bring me back to You.… 

You're all I want,
 You're all I've ever needed;
 You're all I want,
 Help me know You are near.75

 

With an ear to the ground, the church is hearing in the culture that people want intimacy with God, to know that He is near to their daily story and can provide a story big enough for them to live within. They are looking for God but they are not sure the church can deliver Him to their door. Thus, “spirituality” becomes a more useful word for non-Christians than “Christianity.”76 Contemporary worship music is saying in hundreds of ways, “God is near, He loves you, and He knows you.” If the musicians are truly the orators of our day, unbelievers may never hear the sermon—but they will hear the song. That song will call people from a me-oriented centering of the faith to a God-oriented centering of the faith—a centering that the evangelical church would do well to revisit in all spheres of its polity and praxis.
 

The Guiding Value of Incarnational Worship

Approximately eleven thousand young people are gathered in Trafalgar Square in the city of London. Working in more than six hundred teams devoted to practical projects across the city, they have been cleaning toilets, painting homes, renovating housing projects, supporting ministries that are caring for the poor, cleaning the streets, playing with local children, and throwing street picnics throughout the city for the past week. As they gather in the square, they are more committed than ever to seeing justice done on behalf of the oppressed and to being God's change-agents in society.
 

With their attention on God, and with almost three million viewers watching them on BBC news, they begin to worship together as a band leads them in a contemporary worship anthem now reverberating throughout the streets of London:77
 

Here I am to worship,
 Here I am to bow down,
 Here I am to say that You're my God;

 You're altogether lovely, 
 Altogether worthy, 
 Altogether wonderful to me.78

 

One of the most beautiful fruits of enlisting the contemporary Christian's conscience through the means of fresh worship music has been the rendering of sung commitments into real-world actions of faith. It would not be an overstatement to declare that the engagement of many young Christians with the poor in their communities, the oppressed in multicultural societies, and their peers in the classroom is a fire stoked directly by the fuel of contemporary worship music. God is relevant, and He lives through you and me in the world. This is incarnational ministry. This is incarnational worship.
 

Having found voice for their praise in these fresh songs of commitment and thanksgiving, contemporary songwriters are calling those who sing their lyrics to adventurous acts of faith that mimic the apostolic acts of the New Testament. No matter how we feel about the activity of contemporary worship, this generation of Christians cannot keep its expression of worship aloof and disconnected from the everyday grind of society. To say “tsk, tsk” to young believers all over the world for their worship music choices, calling those choices cultural accommodations and television-induced penchants—while they live lives committed to radical social conversion in the manner of Jesus—is preposterous. Many of these young people are thoughtfully giving their lives daily for the sake of the gospel by going to the ends of the earth (and their cities) to care for the poor and broken. These young leaders are finding their voice, and contemporary worship songwriters are working hard to give them songs that call them forward to reach the world for Christ. Musical and lyrical preferences must not prejudice us against the incredible formation happening in young lives directly through the vehicle of contemporary worship music.
 

Contemporary worship movements rooted in church and demographic bodies such as Soul Survivor (youth church movement), the Vineyard (contemporary church movement), Passion (university worship movement), and other movements are literally changing how young people view their place in the social world today. The impact of another contemporary worship movement, March For Jesus, has had an immeasurable impact on the way the church views its place in society.
 

Contemporary worship songs are often the gathering point and driving force behind these unified acts of social impact. These songs often embody the reality that the church is built to worship God incarnationally from the center of Christ living in us. In our fallen state, we are desperately needy for the perfect Worshiper, indwelling us and calling forth that worship that is purely “spirit and truth.”79 Built of souls in process, the church is called to reach incarnationally into the culture of which it is a part. We are the living community of Christ, singing the songs of Zion,80 as we embody God's heart in a broken world.
 

As people come into these missional communities, gathering both because of and around these contemporary anthems of faith, the community of the church is taking its place in society. The church ideally becomes a “community chrysalis,” into which the people born of the culture enter and are transformed over time. The men and women of this generation are not content simply living worship in sacred spaces that are separated from the lives they daily experience. Nor are they satisfied employing primarily traditional worship music that seems only tangentially connected to the world with which they are familiar. They want to sing songs they love as they devote their lives daily to Christ. This is a lavish worship.
 

Contemporary worship music is fanning into flame the process of ongoing redemptive activity, the call to embody the ever-growing story of the church, not simply to retell a past story. Contemporary worship music is sounding the call to continue (in spirit) to write the book of Acts, not simply to leave the story to yesteryear exploits. To be led into God is to be absorbed not only in love but also in justice. A new generation of activist Christians is not content to see the church sit on the sidelines and participate at arm's length in the healing of the world. Rather, they are content to be present only in those places where the Spirit of God is active and inviting their labor.
 

The Guiding Value of Simplicity

I leaned back in my seat at the rear of the church. The rest of the congregation was standing as I remained seated. I had no desire to be individualistic. I simply wanted to drink in God's presence among our community as I worshiped that morning. A voice was singing wildly and out of tune, and seemed to be right in my ear. Turning to glance, I saw a small group of congregants from the local home for the mentally-handicapped. Standing directly behind me, a particular man was struggling to find the melody to a song he obviously loved. Singing at the top of his voice, he began to lean downward toward my head. I began to lean my head back so that he could hear me. As I sang this simple chorus more loudly, he sang more loudly. Soon our voices were perfectly blended in a simple melodic prayer, and we smiled at each other as we sang:
 

This is the air I breathe, 
 This is the air I breathe, 
 Your holy presence, living in me.

 This is my daily bread, 
 This is my daily bread, 
 Your very Word, spoken to me.

 And I'm desperate for You, 
 And I'm lost without You.81

 

It is clear that much of contemporary worship music is lyrically simple in comparison to hymns. Some advocates of hymns and traditional worship liturgies cite this as a primary indication that contemporary worship expression is mindlessly catering to a cultural swirl into which the contemporary church is absorbed. I personally am drawn to lush, poetic lyrics in all of the music that I listen to. However, I have pastored for twenty years among those whom many would call “common folk.” These friends are those I am privileged to call my immediate family in the community of faith, and I have intently watched them worship for over a decade. When a trucker weeps as he sings a simple song of love to God, when a mentally handicapped friend engages in vibrant communion with God through one simple phrase, when a drug addict finds his deepest prayer embodied in a worship ballad, or when a child excitedly dances and sings (along with his mother!) to a celebrative anthem, then I understand why contemporary worship music has a place in the church. Simple songs can build bridges for our simple minds (like my own!) to access truths that hold the universe on its course.
 

In many settings, the simple choruses of modern worship provide a foundation for reflection on God and the Scriptures that in an ancient setting might be provided by the meditative methods of Ignatian prayer or Lectio Divina. These ancient forms of prayer and meditation center on response to a simple revelation given by God, either from experience or from the Scriptures. First comes awareness and revelation, and then comes our response. Just like the questions in Ignatian prayer, and just like the reflection on the Scriptures of Lectio Divina, simple songs can bear revelation to a soul in need of simple truth. One word or phrase can be enough language of prayer for the moment.
 

This theme of revelation and response, or “inhale and exhale,”82 is a value central to contemporary worship expression. Often the lyrics and melodies of these songs are such that, after a thoughtful verse, the chorus releases the worshiper to repeat a simple phrase over and over to God. Engaged in a form of repetitive meditation, worshipers focus on a prayer, an ascription of worth, or a word of thanksgiving to God that is often based on a passage of Scripture. Consider one of this generation's most popular worship songs:
 

Lord of all creation,
 Of water, earth, and sky;
 The heavens are Your tabernacle,
 Glory to the Lord on high.

 

God of wonders beyond our galaxy,

 

You are holy, holy.

 

The universe declares Your majesty,

 

You are holy, holy.

 



 

Lord of heaven and earth,

 

Lord of heaven and earth.

 

Early in the morning, 
 I will celebrate the Light;

When I stumble in the darkness, 
 I will call Your Name by night.83

 

Sung in thousands of churches all over the world, this song creates a repetitive opportunity to reflect on the “God of wonders” so beautifully spoken of in the slightly denser verses. I have heard this song sung in numerous settings, and it is not uncommon for the congregation to worshipfully repeat, over and over at the end of the song, “Lord of heaven and earth; Lord of heaven and earth.” Additionally, the simplicity of the music and lyric enables the worshiper to sing enthusiastically without needing to refer to a hymnbook or overhead projector. Often, when the tool of a hymnbook or overhead projector can be glanced away from, worshipers are able to focus on the words, on their own hearts, and on God Himself. Songs this accessible, this easily learned and recalled, can be an incredible strength to the worshiping life.
 

Simplicity has a way of compelling reflection and aiding us in considering the content of what we are singing. Simplicity can create much-needed space in a noisy world. The simple worship music of today is a useful liturgical tool in creating that kind of space for God's people.
 

The Guiding Value of Diversity

A young black woman walks onto the platform. As the band begins to play, thousands are moved to celebration as she leads them in the words of hope found in a song their multiracial congregation has come to know and love:
 

You are my strength when I am weak,
 You are the treasure that I seek,
 You are my all in all.
 Seeking You as a precious jewel,
 Lord to give up I'd be a fool,
 You are my all in all.

 Jesus, Lamb of God, worthy is Your name. 
 Jesus, Lamb of God, worthy is Your name.

 Taking my sin, my cross, my shame, 
 Rising again I bless Your name,

You are my all in all. 
 When I fall down You pick me up, 
 When I am dry You fill my cup, 
 You are my all in all.84

 

The upside of the Reformation is that it spawned an incredible diversity of expressions of Christian faith across the globe. The downside of the Reformation may be considered the same. We pursue unity in the body of Christ, yet none but the most extreme among us would demand that uniformity be the visible evidence of our unity. Diversity brings fresh ideas, unique perspectives, and previously hidden solutions to the surface. Without diversity we are left to tweak and fiddle with our own, beige world. Our worship expression looks like us and sounds like us, with no exterior forces vitally shaping us from the outside. With diversity, colors of all hues and intensities impose themselves on our neatly ordered church canvas, push us both to think and to paint outside of our thick lines.
 

Contemporary worship music today takes the forms of soft rock, black gospel, alternative styles, ethnically indigenous styles, hard rock, classical, easy listening, jazz, and all manner of musical form. The presence of worship leaders of many ethnicities and songs of many styles has given unspoken permission to a wide range of leaders and writers to emerge from all ethnic backgrounds and cultures. Though we love the hymns, the lion's share of them were written by what my theologian friends call “DWEMs”—dead, white, European males. Rich as they are, the sound of hymns can be somewhat homogeneous. Today, the glorious diversity of contemporary worship music continues to usher in leaders and writers from a wider demographic spectrum: male, female, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, young, and old.
 

When it comes to worship, our diversity as the family of God since Reformation times has influenced us for better and for worse. As more than twenty thousand denominations find it difficult to celebrate our differences, many have purported that contemporary worship has brought too much variance into the already diffuse worship life of the church. In their minds, with that variance has come all manner of scriptural confusion, liturgical silliness, and even downright heresy. However, the idea that Christian worship expres- sion has ever had a uniform template for liturgy does not stand up to the best of today's scholarship. Bradshaw argues that
 

the supposition that early Christian communities would not have differed much in their ways of worship from one another or changed those practices very substantially in the course of time is challenged by recent New Testament scholarship. This scholarship has demonstrated that primitive Christianity was not a single uniform entity nor a single theology, but was essentially pluriform from as far back as we can trace it. Since the idea of one single apostolic faith is not confirmed by the sources, except in the broadest terms, it seems extremely unlikely that the worship of the earliest Christian communities—with all their geographic, linguistic, cultural, and theological differences—would have been essentially the same everywhere.85

 

Reading common liturgies and forms back into the history of the geographically and ethnically diverse early church must also be put under scrutiny: “Above all, we must be open to the possibility of a much wider diversity of primitive Christian liturgical practice than we have tended to recognize hitherto, and be willing to admit that the single normative pattern that some liturgical enthusiasts of today often imagine does not seem to have existed in the early Christian worship.”86
 

As varied cultures, sounds, and lyrics find their way into an ever-expanding media universe, the church will find that its leaders have been deeply influenced by the worship practices of a global community. This variety can only be more reflective of the worship of heaven that we must biblically envision. If every “tribe, nation, and language” will be present at the marriage supper of the Lamb, then the worship of heaven may, in sound, sight, and style, be beyond our wildest imaginations.
 

The Guiding Value of Unity

More than thirty local churches in the city have gathered for this first, fully interdenominational meeting in more than twenty years. With more than a thousand congregants and leaders gathered, the mayor of the city has joined the proceeding. There is a wonderful sense of expectation in the room. The worship leader begins the gathering with a few selected hymns, sung with familiar tone by the congregation. To conclude the time of musical worship, he begins to sing a contemporary song, whose chorus is familiar to many who have gathered for that evening's celebration. Spontaneously, Anglicans, Presbyterians, Lutherans, Catholics, Baptists, Pentecostals, charismatics, and other evangelicals begin to stand all over the room, many with heads thrown back, hands raised, and eyes closed. All are singing with tremendous volume and passion:
 

Shout to the Lord, all the earth let us sing, 
 Power and majesty, praise to the King; 
 Mountains bow down and the seas will roar, 
 At the sound of Your Name,

 I sing for joy at the work of Your hands,
 Forever I'll love you, forever I'll stand;
 Nothing compares to the promise I have in You.87

 

Contemporary worship music is building dialectic bridges between denominations previously disengaged from one another. Truths that all can affirm, sung in a contemporary voice accessible to all, are building pathways to friendship between churches around the world. Many hymns from various traditions contain strong expressions of both style and theology that other denominations may not readily use. The greatest of the hymns, in addition to the acts of Communion and baptism, can form rallying points around which pastors and faith communities can comfortably gather. Modern worship music has, however, transcended these denominational boundaries in an unprecedented way.
 

Contemporary worship music has taken a central unifying place in modern church movements such as March For Jesus, Passion, Promise Keepers, and in many Christian music festivals. Each of these ministries draws hundreds of thousands of Christians from the full spectrum of the Western church. By a mutual appreciation for a contemporary song, these events traverse borders between denominational affiliations and leap over generation gaps quite comfortably. The end result is an affirmation of our wider sense of kingdom community.
 

Psalm 133 declares the pleasure of the Lord when His people move beyond their theological bents and stylistic preferences and begin to embrace one another. “How good and pleasant it is when brothers can live together!” (Ps 133:1). The prayer of Jesus may indeed be the cause behind the effect of contemporary worship music's unifying strength in today's church: “I have given them the glory You have given Me. May they be one as We are one” (John 17:22). Contemporary worship music is being written as “gathering music” for the diverse streams of the church of the twenty-first century, and the church is indeed gathering around these songs.
 

Toward Tomorrow: Where We Are Going

More than ten thousand university students are packed into a large auditorium. The organizers use ancient prayers, creative visuals, and innovative exercises for building bridges between these young leaders and God, and between these young leaders and each other. In the midst of their worship time, a fresh rendering of a beautiful hymn begins:
 

When peace like a river attendeth my way, 
When sorrows like sea billows roll; 
Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say, 
“It is well, it is well with my soul.”88

 

Worshiping with songs both contemporary and ancient, these enthusiastic young leaders will be the governors, orators, CEOs, filmmakers, homemakers, pastors, and educators of tomorrow. Grounded in an enthusiastic biblical faith that is informed by the church past and present, their worship expression is just one part of the beautiful worship tapestry of the church across the ages.
 

One Body of Work, Many Parts

Contemporary worship music is the only worship music that many young believers and new believers from nonchurched backgrounds have known. While the movement may be in need of realignment, it is a significant force that is shaping the discipleship life of average believers around the globe. We can walk away with that fact either in joy or sadness (according to our perspective). Yet such a situation brings tremendous opportunity, as it poses important challenges, to both contemporary and noncontemporary worship proponents. It would seem wise for those who do not employ contemporary worship models to help to shape and hone this momentous movement, rather than to seek to eradicate it altogether. We may be in an “if you can't beat ’em, join ’em” situation.
 

I have contended in this chapter that contemporary worship is a much-needed component in the life of the church of Jesus Christ today. However, I have also sought to emphasize that contemporary worship is not the whole picture. Rather, it is a thread in a much larger tapestry of worship. We must continue to reinvest contemporary worship with the riches of the past for it to mature and sustain a vibrant place in the life of the ever-growing body of Christ.
 

I would suggest that we consider contemporary worship music, along with the historic church's hymns, liturgies, and acts of adoration, as one body of work. Contemporary worship brings a fresh “Song of Solomon” component to the table, along with songs of grandeur and theological impartation that are in contemporary voice and access the soul languages of today's worshipers. Seen as one component of our historical process in the church, contemporary worship music takes both its place and its responsibility to mature the follower of Jesus Christ today.89 Coupled with this, contemporary worship leaders and communities are indeed beginning to rethink their worship service approaches, especially as younger leaders emerge into important roles.
 

An Emerging Vision

Certain worship themes will remain unchanging and nonnegotiable, through postmodernism and whatever follows after.90 The celebration of the Eucharist (though its frequency will probably always vary from church to church), communal singing, baptism, and life-to-life evangelism will always remain integral parts of the worship expression of the whole church. It is possible that dance and other forms will take on community life again, even in liturgical and tra- ditional churches.91 A return to worship aesthetics may move some contemporary churches, where the architectural style of brutalism (cinderblock and drywall) has been driven by business-model pragmatism, to reexamine their choices in building places of worship. A more Trinitarian, transhistorical, and whole-gospel-based new song catalogue may rise to the fore and renew the whole church.92
 

Speaking on behalf of a growing body of contemporary worship leaders and songwriters, I want to say that many of us are listening. We are not running roughshod with the influence God has given us. We are sensitive to the tools in our hand and are prepared to add stronger theological and philosophical implements to our tool chest. We are committed to building a contemporary worship repertoire that enhances, without contradicting, the existing catalogue of historic church worship material. We are listening to Robert Webber when he calls us to
 


	Rediscover the Trinitarian nature of worship (we worship the Father in the language of mystery; the Son in the language of story; the Spirit in the language of symbol).

	Rediscover the theological themes of transcendence, creation, immanence, incarnation, death, resurrection, ascension and eschaton.

	Rediscover how God acts through the sacred signs of water, bread and wine, oil and laying on of hands.

	Rediscover the central nature of the table of the Lord in the Lord's supper, breaking of bread, Communion, and Eucharist.

	Rediscover how congregational spirituality is formed through the Christian celebration of time in Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Holy Week, Easter, and Pentecost.

	Rediscover the work of worship in evangelism, discipleship, and spiritual formation.



“What the church needs now,” Webber stresses, “is committed, passionate, hard-working talent. We need musicians. Yes. But also thinkers, preachers, artists, researchers, teachers and visionaries.”93
 

In this regard, large portions of the contemporarily worshiping church are both listening and changing. Contemporary worshipers will have to work hard to live passionately in the world without vanishing into its values. We can continue to enjoy much of culture's music while seeking to live outside of the idolatries of contemporary culture.94 Songwriters will need to continue to emphasize themes important to them and their local, regional, national, or denominational movements in order for us to hear “what the Spirit is saying to the church.” Some songwriters will write for the broadest swath of the global church in our generation, and it is our hope that we will be privileged to serve the liturgical, traditional, and various other models of church worship by creating fresh, substantial songs that we can all share together.
 

A Hope for the Future

If contemporary worship music and contemporary service can continue to “further the plot”95 of the kingdom story in tandem with the historic patterns of living worship, then we have found our place. As the teenager that is the contemporary church begins to embrace the wisdom of the “mothers and fathers” of worship throughout history, then some quick growing up may occur in the next decades. May we be like the scribes of Matthew 13:52 who bring “what is new and what is old” in our worship expression. To that end, we as a contemporary worship community will continue to hear the voices of our brothers and sisters as we develop our part of what we all truly share in together: a contemporary worship of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
 

Back to the Heart of Worship

I close with a “here-and-now” word that expresses much of the longing of the contemporary church. We want to recover and re- claim the “heart of worship” that has been, at times, forgotten in the motions of worship. The contemporary song “Heart of Worship” by Matt Redman embodies this cry, and I conclude with it following Matt's story of how it came to be written:
 

The song The Heart of Worship came out of a church situation, and out of what God was doing in my heart because of it. Our church worship seemed to have lost something, lost a dynamic we had known before. People used to throw themselves wholeheartedly into the worship of God and abandon themselves in worship. There was this sense of excitement, but we had lost it. Then Mike, the pastor, said, “Okay, here's what we're going to do. We're going to ban the band, and we're going to learn to worship again.”

 

You see, we had had it all: a great piano, great musicians, and some great new songs. But we had lost the heart of it. It was like we were saying, “Come on band, you do the worship! Perform for us!” And, if they were doing well we'd join in—if they were lucky. And if not, then we'd say, “It's not my thing. It's not up to scratch. We'll be marking things out of ten,” or “No, not that worship leader! Not that song!” So Mike said, “Okay, let us get back to the heart of it all.”

 

So, we moved into the next room in the church, where there was no P.A. system. We met like that, sometimes playing only one acoustic guitar. Other times Mike would say, “Bring an offering today. When you come through the door, think of what you're bringing. It might be a song, or it might be a prayer.” There was often terrible silence. There are two kinds of silence. There is the holy silence, and there's the bored and embarrassing silence, of which we had a lot. God was teaching us to bring Him our worship again. It was a painful time for everyone, and painful for me as a worship leader.

 

As a church, we slowly started to rediscover the heart of worship. There were some wonderful people who sang a capella. Then we moved back into the main meeting room, and it was a couple of weeks before that I had written “The Heart of Worship.” At first, I didn't think it was a congregational song, but just something God was doing in my heart. I knew He was doing the same in the heart of the church, but I thought it was too personal, with subjective lyrics. In the end, we started doing it, and many said it was really helpful for our church situation, showing us Jesus again and restoring the heart of worship in us. That's the Holy Spirit. He's doing the same thing all over the place, though the song describes specifically what happened in our church. “When the music fades, all is stripped away, and I simply come; longing just to bring, something that's of worth; that will bless your heart. I'll bring you more than a song.…”96

 

Matt understated the influence of the song; the reality is that “Heart of Worship” began to rapidly climb up the CCLI charts97 and remains today one of the top twenty-five contemporary worship songs in North America. Is that simply the result of the cultural accommodations of the contemporary church? No. I believe the song has gone far and wide because it was birthed in the contemporary church's real encounter with God, and a willing songwriter put his craft to emphasizing the deep work of God in a generation. I recount the words of the song for our final reflection:
 

When the music fades, and all is stripped away, 
 And I simply come,
 Longing just to bring something that's of worth, 
 That will bless Your heart,

 I'll bring you more than a song,
 For a song in itself,
 Is not what You have required;

 You search much deeper within, 
 Through the way things appear, 
 You're looking into my heart;

 I'm coming back to the heart of worship, 
 And it's all about You, it's all about You, Jesus 
 I'm sorry, Lord, for the thing I've made it, 
 When it's all about You, it's all about You, Jesus.98

 

If contemporary worship aids a fresh reclaiming of the “heart of worship” in the twenty-first-century church, then we will have fulfilled our present role in the grand story that God is fashioning across human history.
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According to Dan Wilt, the primary element constituting contemporary worship is its music or song. It is through simple songs that believers “are meeting with God in a fresh and living way.” “When most of us think about ‘contemporary worship,’ we think about the music that defines it.” Wilt acknowledges that his chapter will focus “primarily on the music of contemporary worship.” In his introduction, he describes a mass gathering of Christians who have gathered in an auditorium for worship. As Wilt explains, “The entire reason for the gathering is summed up in the opening words of the first song, ‘Now Is the Time to Worship.’” On the basis of this song, one might ask, what is the theology of worship that constitutes contemporary worship? First, the song falls within the revivalist camp song tradition of the nineteenth century, whose main musical components include simplicity, repetition, emotional fervor, and subjective/personal experience. Revival sermons called for a personal turning from sin and to Christ. This resulted in immediate regeneration. The immediacy of decision and regeneration is also found in traditional camp songs as well as Brian Doerksen's contemporary praise song quoted at the beginning of Wilt's contribution:
 

Come, now is the time to worship, 
 Come, now is the time to give your hearts; 
 Come, just as you are to worship, 
 Come, just as you are before your God.

One day every tongue will confess you are God,
 One day every knee will bow;
 Still the greatest treasure remains for those
 Who gladly choose you now,
 Come.

 

Those whose theological roots are found in a revivalist or Arminian theology of conversion (that man cooperates in his conversion by free will) are quite at home in highly emotional worship designed to move people to “give their hearts to Jesus” and to “choose God now.” This song, however, is no more shaped to meet the needs of the twenty-first-century postmodernist than are the nineteenth-century Methodist songs on the Atlantic seaboard and among the pioneers west of the Appalachian Mountains.
 

Wilt claims that “the conversational lyricism of modern worship music invites people to speak directly to God.” The folk and rock music of the 1960s was appropriated because the music incites the passions, emotion, and feelings toward God, resulting in songs that Wilt claims are sung to God rather than about God. This distinction is helpful in analyzing the language of worship. When it is applied to the historic liturgy, it is apparent that liturgical language is and always has been both about and to God. Furthermore, in the liturgy, God speaks to us. For example, the liturgy begins with the pastoral invitation: “Let us then confess our sins to God our Father.” The people then say to God, “Most merciful God, we confess that we are by nature sinful and unclean. We have sinned against you in thought, word, and deed.…” God then speaks to His people through the mouth of His pastor: “Almighty God in His mercy has given His Son to die for you and for His sake forgives you all your sins. As a called and ordained servant of Christ, and by His authority, I therefore forgive you all your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”
 

While this may strike some as hyperclericalism, in reality, the humble pastor is simply doing what he has been given and authorized to do by Christ. “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them” (John 20:19–23). The rest of the liturgy is a continuation of a holy conversation in which God speaks to His people and distributes His gifts, and His people respond in adoration, thankfulness, and praise. The Kyrie, Gloria, Sanctus, Lamb of God, Te Deum, acclamations, and responses (Alleluia, Amen, Thanks Be to God) are meaningful responses sung directly to God, who is present among us with His Word and Holy Sacraments. Similarly, the grammar of metric hymnody speaks both about God and to God. Thus our adoration, thanksgiving, and praise to God are focused clearly on who He is and what He has done and continues to do for us—on His nature and work as revealed in Holy Scripture. An excellent example of this is the “contemporary” hymn (1969) by Martin Franzmann. “Thy Strong Word” is set to the powerful tune “Ebenezer,” and the text is based on Genesis 1:3, John 1:1–17, 2 Corinthians 4:6, and 1 Peter 2:9. Stanzas 1, 3, and 5 read:
 

Thy strong Word did cleave the darkness;
 At Thy speaking it was done.
 For created light we thank Thee,
 While Thine ordered seasons run.
 Alleluia, alleluia! Praise to Thee who light dost send!
 Alleluia, alleluia! Alleluia without end!

 Thy strong Word bespeaks us righteous;
 Bright with Thine own holiness,
 Glorious now, we press toward glory,
 And our lives our hopes confess.
 Allelluia, alleluia! Praise to Thee who light dost send!
 Alleluia, alleluia! Alleluia without end!

 Give us lips to sing Thy glory, 
 Tongues Thy mercy to proclaim, 
 Throats that shout the hope that fills us, 
 Mouths to speak thy holy name. 
 Alleluia, alleluia!
 May the light which Thou dost send 
 Fill our songs with alleluias, 
 Alleluias without end!

 

A helpful technique for diagnosing the theology of hymn and liturgy is to ask the question: Who is doing the verbs? An inordinate percentage of contemporary music describes what I am doing or should do. In Franzmann's hymn, God's Word runs the verbs—creates the world and speaks righteousness (forensic justification). Even when we praise His glory, we humbly ask that God would give us lips to sing and give us mercy to proclaim.
 

The same grammar is seen in Psalm 51:15, which serves as the opening dialogue in the historic morning liturgy of Matins. The pastor chants, “O Lord, open my lips,” and the congregation sings, “And my mouth will declare Your praise.” Psalm 51 is one of the seven penitential psalms. Thus, worship begins with the honest acknowledgment that, unless the Lord opens our sinful lips, we have nothing worth saying. So the dialogue continues with the worshipers speaking God the words of Psalm 70:1: “Make haste, O God, to deliver me; make haste to help me, O Lord.” And this is what the Lord does as the entire congregation sings, “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit; as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be forever. Amen.”
 

Good hymnody teaches, preaches, and proclaims God and His work of salvation in Christ Jesus. Granted, some hymns are more didactic than others. But by nature, hymns are sung prayers (and sung confessions of faith) in which the worshiper gives thanks to God for what He has said and done and continues to say and do in the liturgy through His living Word and Sacraments: readings of Holy Scriptures, preaching, holy baptism, holy absolution, holy Communion, and pastoral blessings.
 

According to Wilt, the important question for contemporary worship is, “Where can I go and meet with God?” This is an important question. A more important question, however, is, where and how do I meet a gracious God? If one equates a meeting with a personal God with an emotional experience, then emotive music becomes absolutely necessary. Unfortunately this puts a burden upon both music and the emotions that they simply are not capable of carrying. God has not promised to be present through music but through His divine, living, Spirit-laden Word and in His miraculous Sacraments. These things are certain and true. Ecstatic feelings of excitement, passion, and joy may cause one to feel as if he or she is in the presence of God, but feelings can be easily fooled and are frustratingly unreliable, fickle, and fleeting. Any attempt to establish one's faith on a musically induced emotional experience generated by worship leaders and praise bands/music is to build one's faith on a very uncertain and unstable foundation. Music does not sanctify; God's Word does (John 17:17).
 

The second song extolled by Wilt is one that was sung by more than five hundred Christians enthusiastically expressing their commitment to Jesus Christ at a contemporary church. Again it is helpful to check the grammar and ask the question, who is doing the verbs?
 

Jesus, we enthrone you,
 We proclaim You as King;
 Standing here in the midst of us,
 We raise You up with our Praise
 And as we worship, build Your throne (3 x)
 Come Lord Jesus, and take Your place.

 

Is this hymn all about Him or us? It is not our place to enthrone Jesus. That was done by the Father at Christ's ascension. Yes, it is good and right to proclaim Jesus as King, to praise and worship Him. But in truth, He who is present draws us through the Word of the gospel to take our place at His table where He eats with sinners. What is it in the text that invites one to decide to be a follower of Christ that day? There is no gospel, no forgiveness of sins, no grace. The hymn is all about what we do for Jesus. This is law, not gospel. What then moved the man in Wilt's story to decide to follow Christ? According to Wilt, “the beautiful music so passionately sung by so many… that I realized that He understood my needs and that He alone was worthy of my life.” Beautiful music and the realization that God understands my needs are important but not unique to Christianity. The Mormon Tabernacle Choir meets these two criteria. Dictators and cult leaders convince many people to give their lives to a “worthy” cause. The real question is not, is Christ worthy of me and my life, but am I worthy of Him?
 

Sooner or later, the emotional bubble bursts, and worship leaders, musicians, and worshipers are unable to find the emotional resources within. The constant demand to give God all our praise, heart, and love is a burden that condemns us. Freedom comes not from sermon and song that demand us to do more, but from the living proclamation of Christ's unconditional love, acceptance, and pardon. This is the pure gospel, and this is what frees us to give thanks and praise. His love and mercy are immeasurable. Our love, praise, and thanksgiving are never enough. Yet, by God's grace, it will never be measured. Living under the liberating gospel often elicits a joyful emotional response. Some days it does not. But it always frees us regardless of our feelings.
 

In the historic liturgy, the spoken and sung word is not only about Christ but is also the Word of Christ. When Christ speaks, people are gathered, and His Word always comes with the Holy Spirit, who creates faith, sustains faith, forgives sins, sanctifies, comforts, and gives life and salvation. When hearing His Word, the faithful respond to God in doxology. “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.”
 

Response by Ligon Duncan

Engaging Today's Culture

There are a number of things to appreciate in Dan Wilt's chapter on contemporary worship. His motive and desire to engage with the surrounding culture are most commendable. Wilt's love for the kingdom of God and his desire to see it expand—particularly, to see those who are engrossed in the culture of the day drawn into a relationship with the true and living God—reverberates throughout his chapter. Among those who profess to follow King Jesus, this note cannot be sounded enough. I am thankful to Wilt for trumpeting the call to reach our lost and dying world with the good news of Jesus Christ.
 

I appreciate Wilt's setting forth of the principle that every age needs to “own” the truth and freshly expound it in the time and place where God has set them. The immortal, invisible, only wise Sovereign of the universe has given us life, breath, and all things, and placed us in a particular day, time, and station in this, His world. He has called us out of darkness and into His marvelous light that we might serve Him in the here and now. We are to minister to the people of our day by articulating the riches of Scripture in a way that is clear and coherent.
 

Heartfelt Emotion

I appreciate Wilt's longing that people sing to God with heartfelt emotion and that their songs of praise to the Almighty One be genuine and authentic expressions of the heart. How true it is that our lips and hearts are to be of one piece when we sing praise to God. Our whole heart and person are to be engaged in what we sing to the ever-blessed Lord of the universe, and I offer a hearty “Amen” to Wilt's reminding us of this truth.
 

Christian Tradition

Wilt's appreciation of the broader Christian tradition is also commendable. He demonstrates maturity and balance in his thinking when he writes, “I have contended in this chapter that contemporary worship is a much-needed component in the life of the church of Jesus Christ today. Yet, I have also sought to emphasize that contemporary worship is not the whole picture. Rather, it is a thread in a much larger tapestry of worship. We must continue to reinvest contemporary worship with the riches of the past for it to mature and sustain a vibrant place in the life of the ever-growing body of Christ.”
 

The Distinction between Gathered Worship and Worship in All of Life

Although Wilt has offered us a thoughtful essay at many points, I believe he misses a fundamental distinction in the whole discussion that this book centers on: the distinction between worshiping God in all of life and worshiping God in gathered worship; the distinction between worship broadly defined and worship more narrowly defined.
 

Do We Know How to Worship?

Operating without this distinction in view, Wilt also fails to appreciate the radical effects of sin in connection to our worship of God. There is an unspoken assumption throughout his essay that one who knows Jesus instinctively knows how to worship God. This may be true to a certain degree with regard to sanctification and serving God in all of life, though even here believers need the law of God to direct them on the proper course. However, when the people of God gather to worship God on the Lord's Day, an axiomatic and self-explanatory definition of worship as giving one's heart to God and singing praise to Him is inadequate.
 

Though the truth that such a definition is driving at is of fundamental importance, it fails to take into account that God has revealed in His Word how He desires to be worshiped when His people gather. Sincere believers with hearts “alive to God” may nonetheless offer to Him sincerely misguided worship if they fail to reflect on what God has said in His Word. Wilt's conjecture that the Bible does not have a great deal to say about Christian worship services cannot be sustained and is a rather quick dismissal of the rich scriptural data that bear on the central issue at hand in this book.
 

I disagree with a number of other things in Wilt's chapter. Yet it is these two issues that I believe are most crucial in the entire discussion: the distinction between the broader and narrower definitions of worship, and the need to have our gathered worshiped informed, shaped, and determined by what God has revealed in Scripture. Other points of contention are ultimately second- or third-level issues if one does not grasp these two fundamental points.
 

Response by Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever

Dan Wilt is not just a fan of contemporary music, and he is not just a practitioner and writer of contemporary music. What he is, is an evangelist for contemporary music and a true believer. His enthusiasm for the form and his faith in its power to accomplish good for Christ's kingdom is breathtaking. Even so, we must admit we were taken aback by some of the claims:
 


	As people… [are] gathering both because of and around these contemporary anthems of faith, the community of the church is taking its place in society.

	Contemporary worship music is fanning into flame the process of ongoing redemptive activity.

	[Through] the lyrics of these songs, [worshipers] began to experience a deep, personal communion with God. That personal sense of the immanence of God.



It was our understanding that the church gathered around Christ, not His anthems; that it was the Holy Spirit that fanned into flame redemptive activity, not music; and that the immanence of God was an attribute of the Godhead rather than a function of melody and verse.
 

However, if we could dial back or even set aside some of the overreaching claims, we will see that Wilt has made an important and challenging, though we think ultimately flawed, contribution to this discussion. Why do we say important? Quite simply because Wilt has acknowledged that, from the contemporary worship perspective, the debate is not over the interpretation and application of Scripture. Rather, it is a philosophical and sociological discussion about the relationship between the church and the culture it is trying to reach with the gospel of Jesus Christ.
 

To begin with, this helpfully explains why so often contemporary worship apologists and their critics seem to be talking past each other. On the one hand, there are the camps that think that Scripture, to a greater or lesser degree, should regulate and shape not only the substance of our worship but also its forms. On the other hand, contemporary worship theorists and their heirs affirm that Scripture provides us with a message, the revelation of salvation in Jesus Christ, and a mandate, to make disciples (worshipers) of all the nations. Yet they assume that both the communication of that message and the result of the mandate will take on the forms and idioms of the prevailing culture(s).
 

Not only is this clarifying for the debate, but it is also important, because Wilt sheds light on the controlling principles or values of the contemporary worship movement. While assuming the majesty of God and the importance of the Bible, it is in fact cultural relevance and personal authenticity that appear to be in the driver's seat. Wilt lists other values, such as all-of-life worship (holism), simplicity, diversity, and unity; but other contributors to this volume also claim those as values. It seems reasonable to focus on these two as unique contributors.
 

Several times throughout the chapter, Wilt affirms we are not called as Christians to perpetuate the culture but to permeate it with Christ, an allusion to the metaphor of being salt and light. Yet, even more often, he is concerned that our worship be unabashedly culturally conditioned, both so that outsiders will understand what we are saying and so that we as worshipers will have an authentic experience of God. The pedagogical/evangelistic point is obvious, and it has been addressed elsewhere in this volume. On that point, the question is simply, who is the appropriate audience of worship, God or the unbeliever? Yet it is the connection of cultural relevance to the personal integrity/authenticity of the worshiper that we find particularly striking. Wilt seems to be saying that it is postmodern culture that ultimately, or at least mostly, defines who we are, and so to worship authentically, we must (not may) worship in the idiom of that culture. To be sure, the content of our worship must be “true to the gospel.” But unless that content can be expressed in the specific idiom of “contemporary worship music,” then “we are [not] being true to who we are.” So closely defined are we by our culture that it leads Wilt even to paraphrase inaccurately a key biblical text on this matter. Rather than being in the world but not of it, “we are in the world, but not fully of it” (italics ours).
 

Wilt's contribution is challenging precisely because he takes culture so seriously. Again and again, he makes astute and insightful observations about how we are shaped by culture and operate within it. Far from being on the defensive, Wilt has looked the fundamentalist or liturgist who thinks he has escaped from culture squarely in the eye and called his bluff. Building on N. T. Wright's largely correct analysis of modern Western culture, Wilt challenges all of us to grapple with what it means that worship is offered, not in a timeless, a-cultural vacuum, but by people who are very much “moored” in contemporary civilization. He makes this point not least by pointing to how popular this movement is across a wide spectrum of denominations and ethnicities. While numerical measures can provide no final validation of the truth of something, the widespread adoption of this form surely tells us something about its significance.
 

Numbers are not the only argument Wilt offers. He challenges us to consider whether and to what extent mere idiom can form the criteria of music being either God-centered or man-centered. For Wilt, lyrics alone can be used to form that judgment. He then goes on to suggest that God-centered lyrics combined with contemporary musical idiom produce a “powerful” and even subversively counter-cultural conversation. What is more, several times Wilt acknowledges, absorbs, and responds to some of the standard critiques of his movement. In the end, we cannot walk away dismissing him as someone thoughtlessly captured by his culture. Wilt is fully aware of what he is doing and why he is doing it.
 

In the end, however, we believe that his apologetic is ultimately flawed, even dangerously so. This is not because we are opposed to the use of some popular idiom in public worship. After all, we wrote the chapter on “Blended Worship.” Rather, our concerns are more substantive. To begin with, culture is simply not the neutral tool or context that Wilt assumes it to be. As theologian David F. Wells and others have shown over the past decade, culture carries with it its own plausibility structure, its own values, its own priorities. This is true of both high and low culture, and the structures as well as the idioms of culture. Whether we recognize it or not, the idiom of popular music is value-laden, not just the words that are attached to it. Again and again, Wilt draws our attention to the immediacy, the immanence, and the particular emotional range that this music fosters. And he is precisely right! The pop music idiom is well suited to the love song, the praise song, and the limited range of emotional experience we hear on the radio. Without any sense of irony, Wilt admits that “some contemporary worship songs could as easily be sung to one's spouse as to God.” In our circles, this is known as the “Jesus is my boyfriend” song, and it is not exactly a compliment. Is this idiom able to convey the transcendence of God as well as His immanence? Can it do justice to attributes of God other than His love and faithfulness, such as His wrath, His majesty, His holiness? What is more, as Carl Trueman has astutely asked in an article of the same title, “What do miserable Christians sing?”1 Of course, this is not just a conservative Christian critique. Neil Postman, building on the earlier work of Marshall McLuhan, has well observed the ways in which the medium is the message.
 

Given both the wide range of Christian experience and the profound depth and breadth of the character of God, perhaps we should not be surprised that no one cultural idiom is capable of giving expression to it all. C. S. Lewis alerted us years ago to “chronological snobbery.” In this case, such snobbery is unnecessarily limiting and therefore positively damaging to our ability to worship the God of the Bible in the fullness of His revelation with all that we are in the fullness of our being.
 

Wilt's commitment to contemporary culture brings with it other problems as well. The values of pragmatism (it works and everyone is using it) and self-authentication (I have to be true to myself) are shot through this chapter. These values seem to betray the extent to which Wilt is being shaped by culture rather than Scripture at precisely those points where Scripture and our culture are at odds. What is more, he has adopted the language of process theology to describe both what the contemporary church is becoming and how we experience God within history and culture. There is not space to treat this fully, and it is not entirely clear what Wilt means when he (unintentionally?) borrows the vocabulary of process theology. Suffice it to say that the idea of the church or its worship “becoming” through the historical process of cultural change is both consistent with an overemphasis on the immanence of God and inconsistent with Protestant orthodoxy. In fact, these categories were entirely alien to evangelical theology until their recent introduction by proponents of the idea of the “openness of God,” in which God is routinely described and worshiped as the “Lead Actor, Prime Mover, Just Judge, and Pursuing Lover,” but never as the sovereign Lord who is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow.
 

The New Testament confesses a single and unchanging theology—a single and unchanging apostolic faith—for it is the revelation of a transcendent, unchanging God, who broke into time and space and culture to redeem for Himself a people from every tribe and language, every age and culture. Certainly we must worship our Savior from within our culture. Yet just as certainly worship must take its cues not from its context, but from its object, not from our changing culture, but from the unchanging character of God.
 

Response by Dan Kimball

I read Dan Wilt's chapter and kept thinking, “That's right.” “I feel the same exact way—great points about what worship really is.” “Dan would fit right into our church leading music.” In terms of music as used in worship gatherings and what worship is, I felt as if I were reading my own thoughts, and Wilt articulated everything extremely well. One can see he is very aware of what is happening in our culture around us and very aware of the limitations and dangers of music when used in worship gatherings. I can easily sense his pastoral heart and connection to people in our real culture today.
 

Wilt's is a great chapter by someone who obviously understands the hearts and minds of people today while he is leading them in the worship of God through biblically guided music to which they can relate. I appreciate how he kept using the Scriptures and wanting to see scripturally based worship. To me, that is one of the weaknesses in some contemporary worship songs. I was once speaking at a church where the worship leader led us in a song that had all types of imagery obscuring the point of the song and its lyrics. He said he really could not explain it, but he loved the melody and his people loved singing it. To me, that is terribly dangerous, because we can be leading people and having them sing words that may not be true. So the musical worship leader has a key role in thinking like a theologian who also guards what is being sung.
 

My only criticism of this chapter is that I wish that more than primarily “music” had been the focus of discussion. I would have liked to hear how preaching, prayer, other artistic expressions play into a worship gathering. I know full well that Wilt does not define worship as only “music,” and I would have been highly interested in more about how he uses music in the context of a full worship gathering in a local church.
 

My other question would not at all be directed at this chapter (so this is not a question just for Wilt but for everyone): How do we go about defining what is “contemporary” or “blended” or “emerging”? I know that Wilt did not determine the chapter title, but “contemporary” is an almost meaningless term, because “contemporary” is always changing. In the 1500s the music Luther wrote was “contemporary.” Bringing guitar into worship music in the 1970s was “contemporary.” It is the same for the word emerging. The church will always be emerging. It is hard to define “contemporary” or “emerging,” because culture is always in flux, and the elements of worship will always be changing. Yet Wilt did nail down “contemporary” as in current pop-music being used in contemporary, white, suburban types of churches right now.
 

While I am raising that issue about what is “contemporary” or “emerging” or even “blended” worship, there is yet another very important point to remember. This book is about the various perspectives of Christian worship. Yet we have not included African-American worship as part of this book, or hip-hop worship, or worship as it is done in the increasing number of house churches. We have not included how worship is approached in other, non-Western societies. All of these other ways of “worship” would also fall into the “evangelical” category. But I hope that the readers of this book understand that we are in the beginning stages of a major change as we are becoming more globally and multiethnic ally influenced. It will be interesting to see how the church will change in the future regarding how we teach and express worship. I submit this book should probably have been called “Perspectives of Conservative-Evangelical-Primarily-White-Suburban-Middle-to-Upper-Middle Class Worship.” Worship is so much broader than what is covered in this book, and I hope it is acknowledged that “contemporary” or “blended” or “emerging” is not limited to what is included in these pages. Worship is much more diverse and beautiful and global than what is reflected in the limited views in this book.
 

I found Wilt to be a kindred soul in terms of recognizing how music connects with people's hearts. Because he understands people and culture, he is able to direct, through music, their expression of their love, appreciation, honor, worship, and adoration to God. So I certainly feel he would be a great person to teach musical worship to upcoming worship leaders, and I loved how his heart was balancing Scripture with what the songs actually said. Spiritual leaders like Dan Wilt pave the way because they understand how contemporary music can be properly used in leading people in worship and in biblically connecting with the hearts of younger people growing up in an emerging world.
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The style of music you use on Sunday mornings is incredibly unimportant.
 

That might seem like an odd way to begin a chapter on “blended worship,” but it may be the most important thing we say on the topic of worship. You may be, or your church may employ, a “worship leader,” someone who plans, facilitates, and leads the corporate gatherings of your church. You may be accustomed to calling that time each week a “worship service.” You may even think of particular parts of your weekly service (such as the singing) as being “worship,” as opposed to other things that happen during that time (such as preaching or taking up an offering). Yet while none of those uses of the word are, strictly speaking, incorrect, neither do they even come close to the heart of what the Bible means by worship. According to the Bible, worship is not fundamentally what we do on Sunday mornings when we gather with other Christians. It certainly includes that, but it is much more. Worship is our service to God. It is acting and thinking and speaking as if He really is who He says He is and we really are who He says we are. Worship is the creature (you and me) serving the Creator (God).
 

This book is specifically concerned with one of the ways we most frequently talk about worship—our times together in church, and specifically the style that characterizes that gathering. This is a great thing to talk about, and obviously important, given the amount of conflict this topic generates in many local churches. However, we want to be clear at the outset that this is not the heart of what the Bible means by worship. Furthermore, if worship does not refer merely to our corporate times together, it most certainly does not mean merely our music.
 

What we hope to do in the pages to follow is put forward a rationale for a certain style of corporate gathering, what we will call blended worship. Yet our ultimate concern is not finally to advocate for one style over another, nor do we mean to take up arms in the “worship wars.” Rather, we understand that “worship” has become a painful topic in too many churches precisely because something relatively unimportant—matters of style—has been elevated in the minds of many to the very essence of our relating to God. In the process, we have all too often lost sight of something supremely important, our service to God. Our aim in the pages that follow is to put both worship and style back into their proper places and proper relationship with one another. Neither blended worship nor any other style of worship mentioned in this book defines what it means to worship God. In that sense the style of music your church uses is incredibly unimportant.
 

That does not mean, however, that questions of style have no significance. Our corporate gatherings, and the style that characterizes them, are means or tools that serve and facilitate God's people as they seek to respond to the biblical call to “worship the Lord your God, and serve only Him” (Matt 4:10; Deut 6:13). With that perspective in mind, we want to make a case for “blended worship.”
 

Blended Worship: What It Is Not

Robert Webber makes the case for Ancient-Future worship, a perspective that advocates the blending or convergence of both contemporary and historical worship traditions. He has also described this as blended worship.1 So, in order to avoid confusion, we will begin by explaining what we do not mean by blended worship and then proceed to explain what we do mean by the description.
 

First, we do not mean by blended worship a blending of truths or truth-perspectives. One of the hallmarks of the postmodern perspective is its sensitivity to the plurality of perspectives. In response to the arrogant claim of modernity that all paths lead to God, the postmodern mind humbly admits that we are all captured by our own perspectives, that no one sits in the privileged position at the top of the mountain to be able to tell that all paths lead to God, and that the best we can do is to learn from and adopt insights from other truth-perspectives as we encounter them. The concern to learn from and incorporate other perspectives is well-illustrated by Dan Kimball. He is deeply concerned to reach the postmodern generation with the gospel. To do so, however, he is not afraid to draw on ideas from outside the evangelical, or even Christian, perspective and to blend those perspectives into his church's style of worship. For example, Dan writes, “In the emerging culture, darkness represents spirituality. We see this in Buddhist temples, as well as in Catholic and Orthodox churches. Darkness communicates that something serious is happening.”2 As a result of this insight, darkness plays a prominent role in his church. The problem with blending this perspective into Christian worship is that in the Bible, darkness is not primarily an indicator of seriousness. Whether it is the thick cloud that enveloped Mt. Sinai in Exodus 19, or the darkness that came over the whole land at the Crucifixion; whether it is the symbolic darkness of blind eyes that cannot see in the Gospels, or Jesus' terrifying description of hell as the place of “outer darkness” in Matthew 22:13, darkness is an indication of our separation from God because of sin. This is why, when we talk about blended worship, we do not mean a blending of truths or truth-perspectives.
 

Second, we do not mean by blended worship a blending of diverse theological and liturgical traditions. As we understand it, this is what Robert Webber has previously argued for when he wrote that “true blended worship is the fullness of the liturgical renewal blended together with the concern for the immediacy of the Spirit” found in the contemporary charismatic movement.3 Certainly there is much to be said for dialogue between theological traditions. None of us can claim perfect knowledge; all of us can learn from others. At the same time, however, we should never lose sight of the fact that behind every distinct liturgy or “order of service,” behind every decision to include some elements of worship and to reject others, and behind many (though not all) decisions about the form those elements take, there lies a theology, a truth claim about who God is and how He relates to lost sinners through the good news of the gospel. So for example, historically, the reason Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran, and some Anglican priests wear vestments, while other Anglican, Reformed, Presbyterian, Congregational, and Baptist ministers do not, is a reflection of differing theologies of ordination and differing understandings of the role the priest or minister plays as the congregation relates to God. In one set of traditions, the congregation primarily relates to God through the sacraments uniquely delivered (or even mediated) by a priest. His vestments are a symbolic representation of a sacerdotal theology. In the other set of traditions, the congregation primarily relates to God through the Word preached by a minister. His lack of vestments speaks to a theology of the priesthood of all believers. While there is no doubt that evangelicals can and should grow in respect for the biblical office of pastor, simply to blend into our public gatherings the colorful and majestic vestments of another tradition because we feel they communicate reverence is to sow the seeds of theological confusion.
 

Related to this is a third concern, and that is that blended worship does not mean a blending of elements of worship. We will have more to say about this later when we consider the regulative principle of worship and its application to blended worship. In brief, we understand that the Bible, rather than our culture or personal preferences, should determine what we do when we publicly gather to worship God. The reading and preaching of God's Word, the celebration of the Lord's Supper and baptism, prayer, and the singing of God's praise are not options on a menu that we are free to pick and choose from. How we do those things is another matter and is what this book is designed to address. Culture, context, and the Bible will all have a role in shaping the forms and circumstances of our public gatherings. That will mean public worship in a Chicago suburb will probably feel and look somewhat different from public worship in rural east Texas, and feel and look quite a bit different from public worship on the plains of East Africa or the Andean plateau in South America. But there is no reason it should be different. We are no freer to delete biblical elements from our worship, such as preaching and reading God's Word, than we are free to add non-biblical elements, such as liturgical dance or drama.
 

Now that we have stepped on a few toes with that last point, we might as well step on a few more and say that fourth, in advocating blended worship, we do not have in mind a blending of media or means of communication. It is hard to find a church these days that is not equipped with PowerPoint and video projection capabilities. Sometimes this is used simply to project the words of the music or the outline of the sermon. But increasingly, and not just in the emerging worship movement, the primacy of the preaching of the Word is being replaced by a multimedia, and even multisensory approach to communication. Sermons are interlaced with video clips and musical interludes or even entirely replaced by dramatic storytelling with audience dialogue and response. Instead of a single prophetic voice representing God in monologue with His people, a variety of voices are blended together in dialogue with God. Instead of a basically oral/aural structure of public worship, in which God speaks and we hear and heed His Word, a blend of visual, oral, aural, and even olfactory stimuli are offered in an effort to lead people into an experience of God.4 All of this is driven by a concern to communicate effectively to our shifting culture that increasingly values the visual and the experiential over the aural and propositional.
 

The problem with this approach, however, is not in the intention to communicate. The problem is that Christianity is fundamentally a religion of the ear, not the eye. The Word of God rather than the vision of God stands at the center of any true experience of God this side of heaven. Praise God, the day will come when faith will be replaced by sight. But that day is not yet here. And until then, Christian worship must be word-centered worship: “For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. But how can they call on Him in whom they have not believed? And how can they believe without hearing about Him? And how can they hear without a preacher? … So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the message about Christ” (Rom 10:13–14,17).
 

Whether or not you project the lyrics of your songs, the preacher's outline, or the weekly announcements is a matter of preference, budget, and technical skill in your congregation. However, the fundamental means of communicating and responding to the gospel in public worship is not a matter for debate. In our public gatherings, we should be careful not to decenter or marginalize the preaching of the Word, or our hearing and heeding of it.
 

Blended Worship: Various Forms for Invariable Elements

So what do we mean by blended worship? Simply put, we mean corporate worship that consists of its biblical elements (prayer, singing, reading and preaching God's Word, the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper) but in a variety of styles or forms. Some of these terms, like worship, element, and form will receive more precise definition below. Let us begin by briefly describing the variety that we envision.
 

Singing

Rather than have corporate gatherings defined by the style of music (contemporary service vs. traditional service), our gatherings would include a mix of hymns, choruses, and praise songs that span the centuries, from hymns composed by Augustine to the latest offering from Sovereign Grace. But the variety should not just be chronological and generic. It should include style as well, drawing from hymn tunes composed by Bach as well as anonymously-composed Appalachian shape-note tunes and almost everything in between. This applies to choruses too—blended worship will mix in cutting-edge songs as well as vintage 1970s melodies.
 

Prayer

Because worship is more than singing, the concept of blended worship has something to say about the way we approach God corporately in prayer. A blended service may include prayers that have been thoughtfully and carefully prepared in advance and then read, as well as prayers that are extemporaneously given. If conscience allows, it might also include written prayers drawn from church history that are either given verbatim or used loosely as a guide and model. The content of the prayer will vary as well. Prayers of thanksgiving, praise, confession, intercession, and commitment will all be offered.
 

The variety of form should extend beyond the prayer to include the “pray-er” as well. An individual on behalf of the whole congregation will offer some prayers. And that individual will not always be the pastor. The congregation as a whole may offer others. But whether led by an individual or corporately given, the congregation as a whole should be encouraged to signal its agreement with and participation in the prayer by a loud “Amen.”
 

Scripture Reading

Too often the only time Scripture is read in an evangelical service is right before the sermon, and the only passage read is the passage on which the pastor is going to preach. Why is it that to hear Scripture read publicly these days, you have to attend a Roman Catholic mass? In a blended service, we would encourage the pastor not only to read the passage on which he will preach but also to plan for others to read publicly as well. These readings could be on the same theological theme as the sermon but from the opposite Testament being preached on, or from the same Testament but looked at from another angle. Furthermore, a blended service will not only have individuals reading while the congregation listens but will also invite the congregation to read, either corporately in unison, responsively with a leader, or antiphonally to one another.
 

By extension from the public reading of Scripture, we could also blend into our corporate gatherings corporate confessions of faith, either from our own church's statement of faith or from historic statements used by Christians around the world and across the centuries, such as the Apostles' Creed or Nicene Creed. Like the Scripture readings, these could be confessed corporately in unison, or where the content allows, in responsive or antiphonal form.
 

Preaching

If our worship is to be Word-centered, then the form of the preaching should be one that draws attention to the Word, rather than the preacher's life, feelings, ideas, or preferences. And the best way to do this is through expositional preaching. Simply defined, expositional preaching is preaching that takes the point of the passage and makes it the point of the message.
 

As soon as we say expositional preaching, many immediately think of verse-by-verse, commentary-style preaching through the Pauline epistles. Edifying, yes; boring, probably. But while that may be one way of delivering an expositional sermon, it is not the only way, nor should it be. Expositional preaching should engage the Scriptures at every level and in every genre. An expositional sermon can be preached on the message of an entire book, or even the message of the entire Bible, just as easily as it can be preached on the message of John 1:1. And the preaching in our corporate gatherings should not be limited to just those parts of the New Testament that the preacher feels most at home in, like the Pauline epistles or the Gospels. The whole Bible is God's Word, and all of it should be preached as Christian Scripture.5 Over the course of time, a congregation should be exposed to the Old Testament law, prophets, histories, and wisdom literature, as well as the New Testament epistles (both Pauline and general) and Gospels/Acts. Furthermore, if we allow the rest of the service to be shaped and informed by the central points of the sermon, then not only will our corporate worship reflect the fullness of the varied themes of Scripture, but it will also reflect the fullness of the revelation of the God who stands at the center of that Scripture.
 

Ordinances

The Bible does not appear to give us any clear instructions about how often the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper are to be observed. The subapostolic church may have observed baptism as infrequently as once or twice a year and the Lord's Supper as often as weekly.6 The medieval Roman Catholic Church did just the opposite. Since the Reformation, Protestants have varied the frequency of both ordinances, based in part on need, in part on a desire to maintain a “special” quality to these services, and in part to maintain the priority of the spoken word of preaching over the visible word of the sacraments.
 

Regardless of the frequency a church settles on, however, all of the variety of forms we have noted above may also be applied to these “special” parts of our corporate worship. Formal, structured aspects, such as the taking of baptismal vows, the confession of faith, or the renewal of a church covenant can be blended with informal, participative aspects such as personal testimonies, silent reflection, or spontaneous prayers of thanksgiving. At times, applause and shouts of praise might be appropriate, such as when a new believer is raised up from the baptismal waters. At other times, hushed reverence and somber reflection are in order, as when we are called to examine our hearts before participating in the Communion meal. Blended worship for the ordinances means services that are neither so liturgical that they are incapable of allowing for the spontaneous joy of the new birth, nor so casually contemporary that they are insufficient to convey the sobering reality of the crucifixion.
 

Biblical Basis

Is this vision for blended worship simply the product of eclecticism, nothing more than a quixotic attempt to please everyone? Well to begin with, we must not underrate the joys of living in a church where there are no “worship wars,” a point to which we will return. Yet, even more than a means for maintaining corporate harmony, the blended worship we have described also gives contemporary expression to what the New Testament seems to describe as corporate worship. The purpose of this and the following section is to demonstrate that assertion.
 

Before we can talk about corporate worship, we must return to where this chapter began, with a discussion of what the Bible means by worship. It does not take a lot of exposure to the Old Testament to realize that much of it is concerned with explaining, describing, and regulating Israel's worship of God through the sacrificial system and the tabernacle/temple cultus. The where, when, and how of worship was carefully laid out, down to the clothes of the priests, the offerings of the worshiper, and the occasions when those offerings could be made. One could almost be excused for thinking that Old Testament worship was simply a matter of showing up at the right time, in the right place, with the right animal! This is almost correct, but not quite, because when we read the prophets' critique and denunciation of Israel's worship, it is the state of their hearts, rather than their actions, that the prophets usually condemn. Consider just a few examples:
 


	The Lord said: Because these people approach Me with their mouths to honor Me with lip-service—yet their hearts are far from Me, and their worship consists of man-made rules learned by rote—therefore I will again confound these people with wonder after wonder. The wisdom of their wise men will vanish, and the understanding of the perceptive will be hidden. (Isa 29:13–14)

	Now, son of man, your people are talking about you near the city walls and in the doorways of their houses. One person speaks to another, each saying to his brother: Come and hear what the message is that comes from the LORD! SO My people come to you in crowds, sit in front of you, and hear your words, but they don't obey them. Although they express love with their mouths, their hearts pursue unjust gain. Yes, to them you are like a singer of love songs who has a beautiful voice and plays skillfully on an instrument. They hear your words, but they don't obey them. Yet when it comes—and it will definitely come—then they will know that a prophet has been among them. (Ezek 33:30–33)

	Why does the way of the wicked prosper? Why do the treacherous live at ease? You planted them, and they have taken root. They have grown and produced fruit. You are ever on their lips, but far from their conscience. As for You, You know me, LORD; YOU see me. You test whether my heart is with You. Drag the wicked away like sheep to slaughter, and set them apart for the day of killing. (Jer 12:1b–3)



The prophet's concern for the heart should not surprise us. The entire system of public worship in the Old Testament “was designed to be a means of acknowledging and living in relation to God's royal and holy presence. Obedience to God in cultic observance was to go hand in hand with obedience in every day life.”7 Thus, in Deuteronomy 6, Moses does not simply stress the need to perform the ritual sacrifices. Rather, he tells the people, “These words that I am giving you today are to be in your heart” (Deut 6:6). Though never disconnected from the sacrificial system, Old Testament worship was an expression of reverence, homage, and service to God through the totality of life, summed up in the great command to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength” (Deut 6:5).8
 

So at the very beginning of our consideration of what the Bible says about worship, we need to realize the obvious but often forgotten truth that worship is about God, not us and what we do. This is particularly important to keep in mind in a book on how and what we do in our corporate gatherings. It is true that how we worship does reflect on God. So we must care about this, for God's name's sake. We see this connection between God's nature and our worship in Scripture. So in Deuteronomy 4:15–19, it is God's nature that leads to there being no physical images of Him allowed. But the fact remains that we can become so consumed with what we are doing and experiencing that we lose sight of the point of it all.
 

There is something in all of us that wants to worship. As Dos-toyevsky said, “So long as man remains free he strives for nothing so incessantly and so painfully as to find some one to worship.”9We have an innate urge to worship because we are worshipers by nature. Yet, though this urge to worship is deep-seated and innate, it is not about us. This can be hard to grasp, but I think D. A. Carson has said it well in his introduction to Worship by the Book: “You cannot find excellent corporate worship until you stop trying to find excellent corporate worship and pursue God Himself. Despite the protestations, one sometimes wonders if we are beginning to worship worship rather than worship God. As a brother put it to me, it's a bit like those who begin by admiring the sunset and soon begin to admire themselves admiring the sunset.”10
 

When we move from the Old Testament to the New, the external structure of sacrifice and temple finds its fulfillment, not in a new, restored building, or an improved sacrificial system, but in the person of Jesus Christ. It is by means of Christ's sacrifice on the cross that we are forgiven by God. It is in the person of Christ that we meet with God. It is through His high priestly mediation that we are reconciled with God. He is the true temple (John 2:19–22), the great High Priest (Heb 7–8), the better sacrifice (Heb 10).
 

This is part of what Jesus is trying to get across to the woman at the well in John 4. In response to her attempt to deflect the discussion to matters external, Jesus responds that what God is interested in, what He has always been interested in, is worshipers who worship Him “in spirit and truth” (John 4:24). The Samaritans focused on Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, not on the temple in Jerusalem. They used this debate to justify not only their different public worship but also their separation from God's people, Israel. Jesus' point, however, is not the place of worship; it is the person who is worshiped. It is not about what we do but about who He is and how we relate to Him.
 

Sometimes people have taken Jesus' words about “spirit and truth” to mean that there are two requirements to biblical worship. First, “spirit”—for worship to be acceptable to God you have to be really into it. Often this is used to condemn as unacceptable any public worship that tends toward the formal or liturgical, and it certainly creates a bias for the unplanned and extemporaneous. Second, “truth”—for worship to be acceptable, you have to be sincere. This of course quickly feeds back into the first criterion so that we tend to equate the casual and contemporary with sincerity and the formal and planned with hypocrisy. Yet the point not to miss is that, under this interpretation, spirit and truth both have to do with us, the worshipers. This interpretation is popular among Christians today and allows evangelicals to live easily with our self-focused thoughts of worship.
 

However, instead of two separate attributes, we think that what Jesus taught here was one quality needed for acceptable worship—worship in-spirit-and-in-truth. The Spirit referred to is not our spirit but the Holy Spirit. He is called the Spirit of truth several times in John (14:17; 15:26; 16:13). And the truth is also a reference to God, even to Jesus Himself, who said that He is the truth (John 14:6). So the call to worship in spirit and in truth is an attack on unspiritual, false worship. This includes the false worship of the Samaritans but also the false worship offered even during the Old Testament, when God's people worshiped Him not according to spirit and truth but merely, though no doubt often sincerely, according to external forms. According to Christ, acceptable worship is now all about how we relate to Him. As David Peterson has put it, “In effect, the exalted Christ is now the ‘place’ where God is to be acknowledged and honoured. He, rather than a renewed temple in Jerusalem or on some other holy mountain, is the ‘place’ of eschatological pilgrimage for all the nations. The Father cannot now be honoured unless Jesus is given all the honour due to him as the Son.”11 Jesus is saying that you cannot worship God in truth without recognizing Him—Christ—as the truth. He is the focus of our worship.
 

Because of this, the New Testament largely abandons the Old Testament use of worship in relation to rites and rituals, places and times. Instead, it describes and defines worship as being the proper response of our entire lives to the grace of God displayed in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Fundamentally, worship is faith “expressing itself in obedience and adoration”12 of the Father as He is revealed and known through His Son. This understanding of worship seems to be why none of the words translated “worship” in the New Testament are exclusively associated with the public meetings of the church, much less with music—not proskunein (homage), not leitourgia (ministry), not sebomai (pray or venerate), not latria (serve)—none of them.
 

Nor does the New Testament equate worship with praise. Though the latter is certainly part of the former (Ps 111:1; James 5:13), to reduce worship to praise would be to exclude from worship the heart issues that both the Old Testament prophets and Jesus were at pains to emphasize. Jesus did not condemn the crowds for praising Him at His entry into Jerusalem. In fact, their praise was so right and appropriate that, had they failed to praise Him, the stones would have cried out (Luke 19:28–40). Yet the correctness of their praise did not guarantee the state of their hearts. Judas was among those shouting “Hosanna,” and it may be that some in that crowd shouted “Crucify Him!” just a few days later.
 

Rather, as Paul instructs in Romans 12:1, our worship is to offer our bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God. All of life, and not just our public gatherings, or our singing within those gatherings, is to be our worship of God. However, to say that biblical worship encompasses all of life does not mean that the New Testament knows nothing of what we call corporate worship.13 By both precept and example, we see God's people gathered together for both mutual edification and adoration of the Savior. So, for example, in Acts 2:42–47 and 20:7ff, we see the early Christians gathering to hear the Word preached and for prayer, as well as the celebration of the Lord's Supper. In 1 Corinthians 11:17–34 and 1 Corinthians 14, Paul gives the Corinthian church very specific instructions about how they are to conduct themselves during public worship, whether that time centered on the Lord's Supper or on preaching. In Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16, Paul positively commends singing to and with one another, both to praise God (as indicated by the word hymns) and to edify one another. In Colossians 4:16, he instructs them about the public reading of Scripture. Finally, in Hebrews 10:19–25, Christians are commanded to be concerned about one another, “not staying away from our meetings, as some habitually do, but encouraging each other, and all the more as you see the day drawing near.”
 

This concern and these instructions are a natural outworking of the fact that, though our individual lives are to be “living sacrifices,” God has redeemed us into a community whose corporate mission is to “proclaim the praises of the One who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet 2:9). This is not just our mission on earth. As Hebrews 12:22–24 makes clear, by being gathered into His people, we have been brought “to Mount Zion, to the city of the living God (the heavenly Jerusalem), to myriads of angels in festive gathering, to the assembly of the firstborn whose names have been written in heaven, to God who is the judge of all, to the spirits of righteous people made perfect, to Jesus (mediator of a new covenant), and to the sprinkled blood, which says better things than the blood of Abel.” As Carson has observed, the “local church is not so much a part of this [universal] church as the manifestation of it, the outcropping of it.”14 Given the vision of corporate worship we see in Revelation 5:6–14, in which the voices of the redeemed are joined with the angels in declaring God's praiseworthiness, we should expect no less of the “colonies of heaven” here on earth.
 

Theological Basis

Thus far, we have offered only a biblical basis for reorienting our basic understanding of what worship means that includes, but is by no means limited to, what we call corporate worship. It is only when we turn to the question of what corporate worship specifically involves that we can begin to address what the Bible has to say about what we do in corporate worship (the elements of worship) and how we do them (the forms and circumstances of worship).
 

We cannot assume we know how to approach God. This may seem like an odd statement to make in a discussion about how to shape our corporate worship, but it is crucial, because as with many other things in life, where we start will have a profound impact on where we end. If we assume that we know how to approach God, then our own preferences, predilections, and cultural biases will be major sources from which we draw when we ask the question, “How should God be worshiped?”
 

Immediately many evangelicals raise the objection: “It is the wrong question.” According to many today, God does not so much care how He is worshiped as that He is worshiped. The question of how has more to do with our “target audience” than with God. As one prominent spokesman for the importance of worship style has put it, “The style of music you choose to use in your services will be one of the most critical (and controversial) decisions you make in the life of your church. It may also be the most influential factor in determining who your church reaches for Christ and whether or not your church grows. You must match your music to the kind of people God wants your church to reach.”15 In other words, the question is not “How should God be worshiped?” but “Whom do you want to come to your church?”
 

We think the Bible suggests otherwise, for at least two reasons. First and more important, far from being unconcerned, God cares about how He is worshiped. God cares about how He is approached. Consider again Jesus' conversation with the woman at the well in John 4. Jesus says that God actually “wants” a particular kind of worshiper, one who worships in spirit and in truth, and that God seeks (zetei) out that kind of worshiper. This is the only time in the Bible that we have God being said to seek anything! And this desire of God's is clear throughout the Bible, from the casting out of Adam and Eve from the garden in Genesis 3 to the assurance that no one impure will be in the heavenly city in Revelation 21–22; from the destruction that comes on Israel for using a golden calf to worship God in Exodus 32 to the concerns in the New Testament about how Christians were and were not to behave at the Lord's Supper in 1 Corinthians 11 and in the assembly generally in 1 Corinthians 14. From the first commandment about having no other gods to the whole book of Malachi to Romans 12 it is clear that God cares how He is approached! If you have any doubts about that, ask Nadab and Abihu!
 

Nadab and Abihu were the two oldest sons of Aaron, who together with their father and brothers served as priests before the Lord. Yet Numbers 3:4 tells us that they “died in the LORD'S presence when they presented unauthorized fire before the LORD in the Wilderness of Sinai.” What was this unauthorized fire? Leviticus 10 adds to the story. Apparently, Aaron's sons offered incense before the Lord, either of a kind or at a time or in a way that God had not commanded. As a result, “flames leaped from the LORD'S presence and burned them to death before the LORD” (Lev 10:2). What exactly was their crime that it deserved such a harsh and summary judgment? Nowhere does the text question Nadab and Abihu's sincerity or piety. Rather, the narrative repeatedly stresses the unauthorized nature of their actions. Moses explained to the grieving father, “This is what the LORD meant when He said: I will show My holiness to those who are near Me, and I will reveal My glory before all the people” (Lev 10:3). God had already revealed how and when and why and what incense was to be offered before Him (Exod 30:1–10,34–38). Nadab and Abihu may have been completely sincere in their worship. But neither their sincerity nor ours is the final measure by which worship is judged. God's Word is. God cares about how He is approached.
 

The Bible suggests that, left to our own devices, not only will we fail to approach God in a way that honors Him, but we will also certainly dishonor Him. This is because the worship of God must be a reflection of God's character, not ours. That character is not found by looking to ourselves—our preferences, tastes, and desires. It is found by looking to God's Word, where He has revealed Himself. Therefore, how we approach the Father should be governed by Scripture, a theological notion known as the Regulative Principle.
 

Not all people who call themselves Christians would agree with this point. So-called “liberal Christians” do not believe that the Bible is a reliable guide to knowing what God wants. They understand it to be merely the record of other people's religious experiences. Since there is no reason that one person's or culture's religious experiences should be normative for another's, liberal Christianity argues that we can make decisions about everything from sexuality to salvation, from gender issues to worship matters, without reference to an authoritative Bible.
 

More conservative Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologies understand the church to be the reliable guide of first call for the Christian with questions about worship. They think that the Bible's truths are just a subset of what church tradition has preserved. Therefore, though something may appear one way in the Bible, the church is the final arbiter and determiner. Thus, it has the right to determine how Christians must worship God.
 

Traditional evangelical Protestants have fallen on a spectrum in which all agree the Bible alone is authoritative (unlike the theological liberals) and sufficient (unlike Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic theologies). However, evangelical Protestants have ranged from the stand that would say everything is okay in worship that is not forbidden in Scripture, to the position that only things positively taught (either directly or indirectly) in Scripture are allowed. Practically, some Protestants have said the burden of proof is on the person wanting to deny a certain practice, and others, more conservatively, have said the burden of proofs rests on those wanting to advocate a certain practice.
 

Given God's carefulness in Scripture, the latter, more careful attitude seems wiser to us. The question, “How are we to worship God?” is best answered beginning not from the desires and tastes of our worldly non-Christian neighbors, nor from our own fallible redeemed hearts in our creative devotion, nor even from our church's noninspired customs, but from the Word of God, which alone is inspired and therefore infallible and trustworthy.
 

There is a second reason we should allow the Bible, rather than our own preferences or the preferences of our culture, to govern how we worship. It is that Christians have an obligation before God to gather for corporate worship. Hebrews 10:25, as we have already seen, enjoins corporate worship on us. We also see on the pages of the New Testament the example of Christians gathering regularly on the Lord's Day, that is Sunday, the first day of the week (Acts 20:7; Rev 1:10; John 20:19). If one is a Christian, there is just no option but to attend church regularly.
 

Because regular attendance at this gathering is understood to be a necessary duty of Christians, innovation in what Christians do at this gathering has historically been frowned on by Baptists, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and even some Anglicans. This is not because we think we already know everything there is to know, but simply because Scripture, and therefore conscience, constrains Christians to be at this meeting. Because of that, it would be wrong to enforce Christians to do something that Scripture does not lay upon them. In fact, it was this very issue that motivated both the Pilgrims and the Puritans to emigrate to America in the seventeenth century. It was not that the Church of England did not understand and believe in the gospel. Rather, it was that the church authorities were forcing both ministers and lay people alike to do things in corporate worship that the Scriptures did not require, either explicitly or implicitly. Many of these extra practices were not terribly bad, like using a ring in the marriage ceremony, and some were a clear improvement over previous Roman Catholic practice, like using the prayers that Cranmer wrote for the Book of Common Prayer. Yet they became positively wrong when as “matters indifferent” they were required as religious obligations for the congregation.
 

Let us give an absurd illustration that nevertheless makes the point. Suppose you love hamsters and you love Jesus. You might decide to have a Christian hamster-owners society. There would be nothing necessarily wrong with that. It would, however, be wrong to require Christians to bring hamsters to the weekly gathering. Now let's bring it closer to home. It might be fine for you, with your own conscience allowing, to be involved in a dance intended to interpret a psalm. But nowhere does the New Testament require or even imply that Christians should dance before the Lord in corporate worship. So it would be wrong for you to force other Christians who may have serious reservations about the whole matter to take that as part of their obedience to the requirement of a weekly gathering. Or consider the Lord's Supper. Jesus Himself requires celebrating the Lord's Supper. The apostle Paul gave us clear and explicit instructions about how to conduct the meal. However, celebrating the Lord's Supper by referring to the bread as the host—translated from the Latin, the word means the victim—implies belief in the physical presence of Christ. It implies His being sacrificed again—a clearly unbiblical idea. So it could even be wrong, and an offense against another Christian's conscience, to use language in our corporate worship that is not in accord with Scripture.
 

So God cares how He is to be worshiped, and people must not demand anything in corporate worship that God does not require. For both these reasons, then, when we come to the question of what we should do in corporate worship and how we should do it, we really want to ask, “What does God's Word teach us about how He wants to be worshiped?” To answer that question, we will be helped to distinguish between elements, forms, and circumstances of public worship. Elements are simply those activities God has instituted for His worship in Scripture, either by precept, normative example, or good and necessary implication. As we will see below, prayer would be an example of these. Forms are the ways in which those elements are carried out, both in terms of content and structure. So, for example, is the song a hymn or a praise chorus? This would be a question of form. Circumstances are those incidental matters common to any public gathering that must be decided in order for the meeting to accomplish its designed purpose. Is the pray-er's voice amplified? While Scripture alone determines the elements of worship, there is considerable freedom in both the forms and circumstances. These should be governed by biblical principles and sanctified common sense.
 

First, we will consider the elements of public worship. Here we need to distinguish on the one hand those elements that God positively enjoins upon us, either explicitly or implicitly, in His Word, and on the other hand the various forms those elements may take, as well as the circumstances in which we practice them.
 

The Biblical Elements of Worship

We know from scriptural precept and example that Christian public worship is to include the elements of prayer, encouraging one another and praising God through song, the ministry of the Word through preaching and the reading of Scriptures, the collection of tithes and offerings, and the ordinances of baptism and the Lord's Supper. These at least are the ordained means through which we are to approach God in our gatherings. What follows is a brief examination of the biblical warrant for each of these.
 

Prayer

Whenever we see Christians gathering in the New Testament, we see them praying. The apostles made clear that, along with the ministry of the Word, prayer was their primary concern (Acts 6:4). Yet prayer was not simply the work of the apostles, it was also the work of the church in public worship. In the very first description of the gathered church on the Day of Pentecost, we see that they were devoted to prayers (Acts 2:42). That these prayers were offered publicly in the assembly is clear, since Paul needed to instruct the Corinthian church about how men and women should pray so as not to dishonor either God or the church in the eyes of outsiders (1 Cor 11:2–15). What is more, Paul understood these instructions not just to apply to Corinth but also to be normative for all “the churches of God” (1 Cor 11:16). The public nature of corporate prayer is also underscored in Paul's concern that prayer, whether in tongues or not, be intelligible to all present (1 Cor 14:13–19). Finally, Paul instructs Timothy about a number of matters related to public worship in Ephesus, and at the head of the list is prayer (1 Tim 2:1–3,8).
 

Song

In Old Covenant worship, while individuals may have sung praises to God in private worship, the public praising of God through song was the work of the Levites, who composed the temple choir (1 Chron 15:16–24). In New Covenant worship, however, the privilege and responsibility to praise God in song is not delegated to a special priestly group but is enjoined on the entire congregation of believers (1 Cor 14:26). So, in Colossians 3:16 and Ephesians 5:19, the entire church is instructed to sing to one another “in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” The purpose of this singing was for mutual edification and encouragement. Thus the singing was to be to “one another” and was one of the ways they were to go about “teaching and admonishing one another.” Yet it was not just for edification. This singing was also to be a means of expressing “gratitude in your hearts to God.” Far from being just a means of teaching and edification, and certainly miles from being a performance or “theotainment,” by singing believers were to be “making music to the Lord in your heart.”16
 

Preaching and Reading Scripture

At the heart of the corporate gathering for public worship in the New Testament is the Word of God, read and preached. Thus the apostle would not be distracted from the ministry of the Word, even for deeds of mercy, since there could be no greater act of charity than to proclaim the Word of life (Acts 6:4). They passed this priority on to their successors, the elders and pastors of the churches. Thus Paul instructed Timothy to “give your attention to public reading, exhortation, and teaching” (1 Tim 4:13), a charge he renewed at the end of his life in a solemn oath (2 Tim 4:1–5).
 

We have already considered the priority and centrality of preaching to the Christian life and experience of God. Therefore, it should not surprise us to find that the New Testament places preaching at the center of public worship. It is the Word of God, rather than the vision of God, that brings life to the dead. This is why Paul is so concerned that the words spoken in public worship be intelligible and why he considered preaching to be the sine qua non of the public assembly. Though he himself had been extraordinarily gifted to speak in tongues, “yet in the church,” he said, “I would rather speak five words with my understanding, in order to teach others also, than 10,000 words in another language” (1 Cor 14:19, see 26–33). Through preaching, both the “unbeliever” and the “uninformed” would be convicted of their sins, “and as a result he will fall down on his face and worship God, proclaiming, ‘God is really among you’” (14:25). More than singing, more than prayers, more than the ordinances, Paul understood it was preaching that led to changed lives and hearts overflowing in praise to God.
 

While evangelicals have always understood the priority of preaching, it is important to note the priority the New Testament also places on the public reading of Scripture. We have already seen Paul's exhortation to Timothy. He also made a similar charge to the church at Thessalonica (1 Thess 5:27; 2 Thess 3:14) and the churches in Colossae and Laodicea (Col 4:16). Peter seems to assume the same about the churches to whom he is writing (2 Pet 3:15–16), as does John (Rev 1:11; 2:1–3:22). Yet what is particularly striking about these instructions to the churches is that the Scriptures that are to be read are not merely from the Hebrew Testament, but also from the letters of Paul, Peter, and John themselves.
 

Tithes and Offerings

Nowhere in the New Testament is the tithe, or ten percent of income, explicitly commanded of believers. In fact, Jesus sets a much more challenging standard when He commends the widow who gave sacrificially out of her poverty, rather than the wealthy who merely gave tithes out of their surplus (Mark 12:41–44; Luke 21:1—4). That said, the New Testament does indicate the responsibility of the church corporate both to provide for the needs of the ministry (1 Tim 5:17,18) and to care for the poor and needy among them, particularly the widows and fatherless (1 Tim 5:3; Acts 4:34–37). The distribution of these gifts was connected to the office of deacon (Acts 6:1–6). However, the collection was clearly under the oversight of the apostles and elders and seems to have occurred when the church was gathered. For example, Paul gave instructions to the Corinthians “about the collection for the saints: you should do the same as I instructed the Galatian churches. On the first day of the week, each of you is to set something aside and save to the extent that he prospers” (1 Cor 16:1–2). That this was to happen on the “first day of the week” strongly suggests a connection to the Sunday gathering. Likewise, in the Jerusalem church, believers brought their gifts and “laid them at the apostles' feet” (Acts 4:35). Assuming the apostles and elders were not stationary, this presumes either the Sunday gathering or some other set time for the purpose.
 

The Ordinances

Though individual congregations will practice them with varying frequency, no one disagrees that Christ Himself instituted both baptism and the Lord's Supper. The Great Commission in Matthew 28:18–20 is unequivocal in the charge to baptize disciples. Christ's command in Luke 22:19, which Paul repeats and explains in 1 Corinthians 11:23–26, is clear. His disciples were to continue the covenant meal in His memory and to proclaim His death even as they bore witness to the hope of His return.
 

Based on Paul's instructions in 1 Corinthians 11, it is clear the Lord's Supper was a part of public worship. That baptism was public is not doubted, based on the numerous examples in Acts. That it was included in the regular, public corporate worship is less clear, though the connection in 1 Peter 3:21 of baptism with a public “pledge of a good conscience toward God” is strongly suggestive. At the very least, given the examples in Acts, we would reason that baptism was ordinarily an occasion for the gathering of the saints to witness the public profession of new believers. That we can point to an obvious exception, the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:36–38, does not take away from this expectation.
 

Finally, both ordinances were to be lasting in the church. The apostles were commanded to baptize disciples in light of the fact that Jesus promised to be with them, “to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20). Similarly, Paul reminds the Corinthians that, by eating the New Covenant meal, they “proclaim the Lord's death until He comes” (1 Cor 11:26).17 Thus, in both cases, the force of Christ's command cannot be temporized by changes in cultural context or for the sake of evangelistic expediency. Only Christ's return has the power to bring our practice of the ordinances as a part of public worship to an end.
 

These then are the elements of corporate worship that we see indicated in the New Testament, either by precept, example, or good and necessary implication. It may be that this list could be expanded somewhat, and there are some who would want to see it narrowed. Yet, on the whole, those who agree with the notion of the Regulative Principle would agree that these define and encompass the content of our corporate worship. Ligon Duncan has summarized it well when he has said that the Regulative Principle teaches us to “read the Bible, preach the Bible, pray the Bible, sing the Bible and see the Bible.”18
 

The Forms and Circumstances of Worship

Having considered what we should do in corporate worship, we still need to address how we do it. This brings us to consider the forms and circumstances of worship, and it is only here that we finally begin to consider the “blended” in blended worship.
 

Earlier we defined the forms of worship as the way we carry out the elements, both in terms of content and structure. While we have seen that Scripture determines the elements of public worship, Scripture also makes clear that we have considerable freedom in the forms we use.
 

So, for example, even in the Old Testament, where not only the elements, but also most of the forms were prescribed, we can see a variety of forms of song. Though by no means can we assume all the psalms were used in public worship, it is still instructive to note that they are not all alike. The forms vary in content. Some are laments, some are songs of thanksgiving, and some are hymns of praise. Some are written in an individual voice. Others are clearly corporate. Some were no doubt meant for special occasions, such as a royal enthronement or national festival, while others must have played a regular part in the daily temple worship. They also vary in structure. There are acrostic psalms and responsive psalms, short psalms that feel like praise choruses, and long complex psalms that recount Israel's history. Furthermore, though we do not know what most of the words mean, there are indications in the inscriptions (miktam, maskil, sheminith, etc.) that the kind and style of music and instrumentation varied as well.
 

The same can be said for prayer. To the extent the psalms give us insight not only into the singing of the Old Covenant, but also its prayers, we see a variety of forms here as well. There are prayers of lament (Pss 9, 10, 25), prayers of confession (Ps 38, 51), prayers of praise (Pss 8, 117), and prayers of thanksgiving (Pss 107, 138).
 

Lest we think that only those songs and prayers recorded in Scripture were used in Israel's corporate worship, consider the following:
 


	Rejoice in the LORD you righteous ones; praise from the upright is beautiful. Praise the LORD with lyre; make music to Him with a ten-stringed harp. Sing a new song to Him; play skillfully on the strings, with a joyful shout. (Ps 33:1–3)

	I waited patiently for the LORD, and He turned to me and heard my cry for help. He brought me up from a desolate pit, out of the muddy clay, and set my feet on a rock, making my steps secure. He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God. Many will see and fear, and put their trust in the LORD. (PS 40:1–3)

	Sing a new song to the LORD; sing to the LORD all the earth. Sing to the LORD, praise His name; proclaim His salvation from day to day. Declare His glory among the nations, His wonderful works among all peoples. (Ps 96:1–3)

	Sing a new song to the LORD, for He has performed wonders; His right hand and holy arm have won Him victory. (Ps 98:1)

	God, I will sing a new song to You; I will play on a tenstringed harp for You. (Ps 144:9)

	Hallelujah! Sing to the LORD a new song, His praise in the assembly of the godly. Let Israel celebrate its Maker; let the children of Zion rejoice in their King. (Ps 149:1–2)



What is striking about all of these psalms is not only that they speak of new songs being sung in response to God's mercy and salvation, but also that God seems to take special delight in His mercy drawing forth from us new expressions of praise and honor. In other words, Scripture suggests that God is glorified, not just when we sing the songs already in the hymnal, but when our energy and creativity are captured by His glory and issue forth in songs that have not yet been sung, in prayers that have not yet been heard.
 

When we turn to the New Testament, which of necessity concerns us much more closely, we see a similar freedom with regard to the forms of worship. Perhaps the main way this is communicated is the striking absence of prescribed forms in contrast to the rules and regulations of the Old Testament. So, for example, in Levitical worship, the clothing of the priests was carefully regulated (Exod 28). Yet not once does the New Testament speak to how the pastor should dress, the general rules of modesty excepting. The same could be said for any number of other forms, from how a new priest was to be consecrated (Exod 29) to the precise way in which the various sacrifices were to be offered (Lev 1–7) to the timing and sacrifices of the various festivals (Num 28–29). But nowhere does the New Testament tell us how to install a new pastor, or what prayers to offer and when to offer them, or what order our public services should follow.
 

Instead, the apostles taught and enjoined on the churches the elements we have already considered and then gave principles that should inform and govern our conduct. But they stopped short of prescribing fixed forms for worship. In Colossians 3:16, for example, the apostle Paul instructs us to sing, but the instruction itself implies that this singing will take on a variety of forms—psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Not only does he not go on to lay down a ratio of hymns to songs, it is not even clear that this list of forms is meant to be exhaustive.
 

Or consider prayer. When the disciples asked Jesus to teach them to pray in Luke 11, He gave them a form of prayer we now know as the Lord's Prayer. However, in all the subsequent prayers recorded in Acts and the Epistles, not once do we see the form of this prayer repeated. Instead, what we see are the principles of this prayer (adoration, intercession, petition, confession, etc.) developed, expanded, and applied in a variety of other forms. Even baptism and the Lord's Supper, which of all the elements have the most prescribed forms (the Trinitarian formula, the use of bread and the fruit of the vine, self-examination, waiting for one another), are extraordinarily simple in comparison to their Old Testament counterparts.
 

Consequently, we understand that, in our corporate worship, we are at liberty, even encouraged, to use hymns and praise songs, to offer up a variety of prayers, to change the order of our service from time to time, to use formal and informal styles, to use a variety of accompaniments and to sing a capella, to preach sermons on whole books and single verses and everything in between, and the list goes on.
 

The same applies to the circumstances of our worship. In this culture, when people gather in order both to listen to an orator and to participate in music for an hour or so, they have certain reasonable, common-sense expectations. They expect to be able to hear and see the orator. They expect to be able to sit and stand comfortably, with ease of access and sufficient “personal space.” In North America people often expect a temperature-controlled environment, or at the least, sufficient protection from the extremes of weather. They often expect at least a minimal program. Once again, this list could be multiplied. The point is that nowhere does the Bible directly address any of these matters. We have freedom, within the bounds of common sense, to provide for these needs. We can accommodate seating with pews, stackable chairs, or state-of-the-art reclining theater seats. We can install central air or open the windows and pass out fans. We can put the preacher on a raised platform, or we can project his image on a Jumbotron. This is not to say that every solution to meeting these needs is equally good or wise. There will be consequences, some of them unintended, to the decision to provide cup-holders in your meeting hall, or to project announcements on a screen rather than print them on a bulletin. It is to say that just as there are no fixed forms of worship in the New Testament, neither are there required circumstances.
 

This freedom with respect to forms and circumstances, however, does not mean unfettered license to innovate, nor does it leave everything simply to taste and preference. Though we have liberty to use a variety of forms in a variety of circumstances, every form we use and every circumstance we create must be in accord with the principles of God's Word—especially those principles that explicitly touch on our corporate gatherings. What follows is an exploration of five such principles. The list is not meant to be exhaustive but only instructive of how we should think about the blending and use of a variety of forms in worship.
 

The forms of our worship should be intelligible, both to the congregation and to visitors. In 1 Corinthians 14, Paul addresses the problem of a multitude of speakers in the public assembly, many of whom were speaking in another language, perhaps all at the same time. No doubt the services were Spirit-filled and lively, but they also elicited from Paul several principles that should generally govern the forms of worship we use. And the first of those is that our public worship should be intelligible. Paul asks, “Unless you use your tongue for intelligible speech, how will what is spoken be known? For you will be speaking into the air” (1 Cor 14:9). He goes on to say that, though he is thankful that he too speaks in tongues, “yet in the church, I would rather speak five words with my understanding, in order to teach others also, than 10,000 words in another language” (14:19).
 

Paul's concern is both for the Christians who are present and for non-Christian visitors. He desires that the Christian will be able to say “Amen”—“I agree”—to the prayer offered or the teaching delivered. He also wants the non-Christian to be convicted of sin and moved to repentance and true worship of God. Neither will happen if what is being said cannot be understood.
 

While Paul's concern is specifically the regulation of the gifts, the principle is capable of broader application. Are the forms that we use for prayer, teaching, singing, and even Bible reading (translation version being an example of form) intelligible? At the least, this means our public worship should be conducted in the vernacular. Thus the Reformers were concerned that not only the Bible but public worship be in a language the people could understand, rather than a Latin that was intelligible only to an elite few.
 

Even more, we should be concerned that the poetry of our song lyrics not be so archaic as to be impenetrable. Likewise, the music should not be so difficult as to be unsingable except by the trained musician. Further, as many have pointed out over the last twenty years, we should be careful that our prayers and sermons are not so full of insider language that visitors, especially non-Christian visitors, are left befuddled as to what we are talking about.
 

Of course, this principle can be taken too far. Some words, like justification, redemption, and atonement, are so central to the gospel that we cannot abandon them simply because a biblically illiterate populace no longer understands what they mean. At that point, our responsibility becomes education for the sake of communication. Likewise, we always need to be aware that words such as love, God, and authority may have become so distorted by our culture that we are better off assuming misunderstanding in the absence of positive teaching. As Carson has rightly noted, “Corporate meetings of the church… have the collateral responsibility of educating, informing, and transforming the minds of those who attend, of training the people of God in righteousness, of expanding their horizons not only so that they better know God (and therefore better worship him) but so that they better grasp the dimensions of the church that he has redeemed by the death of his Son (and therefore better worship him).”19 Certainly neither cultural narrowness nor biblical illiteracy should be the final arbiter of whether a certain hymn should be sung or a certain prayer offered. Nevertheless, even with that important qualification, we should always evaluate our forms of worship for their intelligibility.
 

The forms of our worship should be orderly. Closely connected with the priority of intelligibility in Paul's mind was the value of order. When the apostle turns in 1 Corinthians 14 to give the Corinthians instructions about their public worship, he begins by noting, “God is not a God of disorder but of peace.” He concludes the section with the exhortation that “everything must be done decently and in order” (1 Cor 14:33,40). Apparently, the Corinthian assembly was somewhat chaotic, with people speaking up as they pleased whenever the Spirit moved them. Further, the service was somewhat unbalanced, with many speaking in tongues, but few interpreting or prophesying. Finally, it appears that women were teaching inappropriately or disrupting the service with questions that could have waited until they got home and could ask their husbands (1 Cor 14:26–36). In response to this, Paul gives the principle that public worship should be characterized by decency and order.
 

Many evangelicals immediately bridle at this principle. It seems to lend itself to stultifying worship and the quenching of the Spirit. But given that Paul, in verse 39, says that we should be eager to prophesy and that we should not forbid speaking in tongues, he can hardly mean that our worship should be rigid, inflexible, or rote. Rather, closely connected in his mind with intelligibility is the concern for a worship environment allowing and encouraging others to “evaluate” what they are hearing so that they can learn and be encouraged (1 Cor 14:29,31). Also, Paul is concerned that neither the reputation of the church nor the reputation of God be sullied through chaotic, disorderly conduct. As Peterson rightly notes, “God is not honoured by a free-for-all, in which people seek to contribute at any cost, regardless of the effect on others.” Instead, since God is a God of peace, “order and not disorder will be a sign of the Spirit's presence and control” and thereby bring glory to Him.20
 

What this means for the forms and circumstances of worship is that, whatever we are doing, it should be done in a manner that even outsiders would consider orderly. At the very least, only one person should be speaking to the whole assembly at a time, and there should be a limit to the number of people who contribute on any occasion. But the application goes even further. Is the music appropriate to the lyrics being sung, and do the musicians play in a way that assists the singing? Is there a sense of flow or order to the service, or is it random and haphazard? We need to remember that the opposite of order is not only chaos but also discord.
 

The value of decency and order also speaks to the importance of planning and preparation. To far too many evangelicals, spontaneity has become equated with sincerity, while preparation seems to imply artificiality and even hypocrisy. While there is no question that preparation can lead to a mere performance, it is simply not true that spontaneity ensures authenticity. Those leading the service should be prepared, and not fumbling about, unsure of what should happen next or what they are going to say next. Thought should be given ahead of time to how songs and hymns will be introduced or to the content of a prayer. After all, if it is reasonable to expect the preacher to prepare his sermon ahead of time, and the musicians to practice their music, then there is no reason to expect any less of the others who are leading in public worship.
 

The Puritans provide an excellent example of preparation out of concern for decency and order. Referring to one public fast at the Westminster Assembly,
 

Dr. Twisse having commenced the service with a short prayer, Mr. [Stephen] Marshall prayed large two hours, most divinely confessing the sins of the members of the Assembly, in a wonderful, pathetic, and prudent way. After, Mr. Arrowsmith preached an hour, then a psalm; after which, Mr. Vines prayed nearly two hours, Mr. Palmer preached an hour, and Mr. Seaman prayed nearly two hours, then a psalm. Mr. Henderson then spoke of the evils of the time, and how they were to be remedied, and Dr Twisse closed the service with a short prayer and blessing.21

 

It goes without saying that no one can pray for two hours, and have people commend him for the content of that prayer, without giving advance thought to the matter. Today, public prayers are not measured in hours, but in minutes, or even seconds. However, that does not mean that they and every other form of our worship could not benefit from careful planning and preparation.
 

This value also applies to the circumstances of worship. Everything from lighting to sound systems to informational signs to childcare can either contribute to or diminish the sense of order, decorum, and decency of our public worship. The leaders should know roughly how long the various elements are going to take. People should not show up expecting a two-hour service and find themselves still sitting there three hours later. In this regard, a printed or projected program can be especially helpful.
 

None of this means that God is more honored the more rigidly public worship is controlled or the more thoroughly it is prepared. God is not pleased by mechanical worship any more than He is by chaotic worship. Nor does it exclude the possibility of the spontaneous, the unexpected movement of the Spirit, or the responsiveness of the leader and the congregation to what is actually happening around them. Rather, the value of decency and order ensures that such freedom will not be lost in the anarchy of disorder and confusion.
 

In many ways, both of the previous principles are subsets of Paul's greatest concern in 1 Corinthians 14, and that is that the forms of our worship should be edifying. As Peterson has noted, the language of “edification” is used more in this chapter than in any other chapter of the New Testament.22 According to Paul, the main way that the Corinthians could pursue loving one another in the manner of 1 Corinthians 13 was to seek to order their actions, including their public worship, in ways that built up others rather than themselves. So Paul contrasts the man who speaks in tongues with the man who prophesies. The former “builds himself up” while the latter “builds up the church” (1 Cor 14:4).
 

This concern for edification might seem a strange emphasis to those who are accustomed to thinking of worship as only an expression of our love for God. But in fact, love aims not only at making much of God, but also at making much of God by building others up. In this, Paul is consistent with Hebrews 10:25, which states that the purpose of our regular assembling is “encouraging each other, and all the more as you see the day drawing near.”
 

Ultimately, it is the edification of others that makes Paul so concerned about intelligibility. This is why in his mind the one who prophesies is “greater” than the one who “speaks in languages,” because it is the one who speaks in words everyone understands that builds up the church (1 Cor 14:5). And this is also why Paul is concerned about decency and order. It is only when this principle is ap plied that “everyone may learn and everyone may be encouraged” (14:31). Paul's greatest concern, both for himself (14:6) and the Corinthians (14:13), was that love be displayed in their lives through the edification of others. Edification, not spontaneity, not style of music, not even the presence of supernatural spiritual gifts, was the true mark of the spirit in their lives and the true measure of the spirituality of their worship. “So also you—since you are zealous in matters of the spirit, seek to excel in building up the church” (14:12).
 

The implications of this principle for the forms and circumstances of our worship are obvious. Those that facilitate, either intentionally or unintentionally, simply “a private communion with God, either by spiritual exercises or ritual,”23 fail the test of love. Forms and circumstances that, again either intentionally or unintentionally, have the effect of individualizing the assembly—closed eyes, darkness, the isolating loudness of the music, not caring what others think, feeling free to do whatever expresses what you are feeling at the moment—fail the test of love. Again, Peterson says it well: “Even though contributions might be rightly motivated they may not be beneficial to others. Certain subjective expression of faith can even be a source of embarrassment in a public context. Here is an important criterion for assessing the helpfulness [we would say lovingness] of testimonies, hymns, choruses, and various other [forms] that might go to make up a congregational meeting today.”24 As Paul says in the previous chapter, which is also the context for his teaching on public worship, “If I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so that I can move mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing” (1 Cor 13:2). Christians love God and one another in public worship by ensuring that the forms of their worship contribute to the edification of those present.
 

Since public worship is the activity of the church assembled, the forms of our worship should be unifying. This can be taken in two different ways, both of them important. On the one hand, our worship should be unifying rather than individualizing. We spoke to this briefly above, but it perhaps bears more consideration. It seems that much that happens in contemporary evangelical corporate worship is entirely unaffected by whether there is one person or a hundred people gathered in the room. Music is performed so loudly that you cannot hear yourself sing, much less the person next to you or across the aisle. The lights are dimmed, and we are encouraged to close our eyes in private meditation. Confession of sin is silent, and therefore only individual. Even our comfortable theatre-style seating physically separates us from the people on either side. But it is not just the physical context. Many, if not most, contemporary praise songs and choruses are written in the first person singular, encouraging us to focus purely on “my experience” of God. Applications in sermons focus almost exclusively on what the passage means for the individual Christian and rarely include implications for the church as a whole or even the larger community. Scripture is rarely read corporately, or even listened to corporately, and antiphonal and responsive readings have largely been relegated to the ash heap of history.
 

All of this seems at best unbalanced and at worst undermining of what corporate worship is about. There is a legitimate distinction to be made between corporate worship and private worship. Therefore, we should not simply craft forms of worship that allow us essentially to have our private quiet times in a big room with lots of other people. Rather, the forms of our worship should deliberately bring us together as a body of worshipers. We want to work hard to cultivate a corporate experience in a very individualized day and age that sets out difficulties for the gospel. This, it seems, is at least in part what is behind Paul's instructions to the Corinthians to “wait for one another” when they celebrated the Lord's Supper (1 Cor 11:33). It is not that they could not meaningfully reflect on Christ's death individually. Rather the whole purpose of the meal being a communal, corporate meal was that their worship was to be an expression of love for one another (11:21–22) and unity as the body of Christ (10:17).
 

One practical outworking of this principle in our own church has been a bias toward congregational music, rather than performed or “special” music, and toward accompaniment that is mere and enhancing, rather than full and enveloping. In a culture accustomed to passively consuming entertainment products, we try to be careful not to recreate the experience of a spectator at a concert. Rather, because one of our goals is corporate worship that is unifying, we normally use an acoustic guitar rather than an electric one, a piano rather than a loud organ (though there are certainly exceptions!), and we often sing a capella rather than with any accompaniment at all. There is no sound regularly more powerfully moving or unifying than the sound of hundreds of people singing together God's praises. Rather than divide our congregation generationally over instrumental preferences, we have sought to unite them through the sound of their own voices lifted up in praise to our common Redeemer.
 

We must consider another aspect of this principle: The forms of our worship should be unifying rather than divisive. There are two almost inevitable effects of defining our worship by a particular style or form, particularly a style of music. First, we teach that “worship” is essentially an experience produced by a particular aesthetic form. Second, as a result of this conditioning, we feed the “worship wars” in our churches.
 

For far too many evangelicals, worship has been reduced from service to God to an experience of God. As a result, we have become obsessed with questions of aesthetics and style. When we move to a new city, we church-shop based on the style of music or service. When we grow dissatisfied with our current church, we assume that the problem, in part, must be that we need a different style of worship. What all of this betrays is that in public worship, what we are fundamentally after is an experience. That experience no doubt differs from person to person. Some are searching for that spiritually “orgasmic” wave of emotion that carries them along for the rest of the week. Others are seeking a profound experience of transcendence and awe. Others are looking for a feeling of warmth and acceptance. Attached to each of these experiences that we have defined as “worship” is a style, often musical but sometimes more, that produces the emotional state we are seeking.
 

Not surprisingly, we not only grow attached to our particular worship style, but we also become advocates for it. Before we know it, we are combatants in the “worship wars.” Only we do not consider ourselves warriors. We simply want to be able to worship God, and we want others to be able to worship Him too. Hence the questions of hymns versus contemporary music, organs versus praise bands, liturgy versus spontaneity become intensely personal questions as well as extremely important questions.
 

All of this is badly mistaken. As we have already seen, worship generally, and public worship particularly, cannot and should not be reduced to an experience. Though worship involves our emotions, it can never be defined by our emotions. It is possible to worship God heroically without rapturous emotions. Just ask Job. It is also possible to be overcome with emotion without worshiping God. The unrepentant adulterer who stands in church with tears streaming down his face as he sings “I Will Glory in My Redeemer” is not worshiping God, regardless of what he is experiencing at that moment.
 

When we define worship as an experience, we have inevitably framed the discussion about the “what” and “how” of public worship in terms of our own spiritual desires. Yet, as James reminds us, it is our desires that lead us into conflict with others. “What is the source of the wars and fights among you? Don't they come from the cravings that are at war within you? You desire and do not have. You murder and covet and cannot obtain. You fight and war” (James 4:1–2). The worship wars of our churches are the result of our desires being attached to the wrong things. We desire a certain experience, created by a certain style of music. But our desires are frustrated by a pastor stuck in the previous century, by a worship leader whose taste in music is poor, by the young people in the church, by the old people in the church, by the lack of good musicians, by the presence of the wrong sort of musicians, and so on. As Peterson notes in his introduction, “something is seriously wrong when people equate spiritual self-gratification with worship!”25
 

Instead of defining our public worship by an identifiable style of music or liturgy, God's Word and the peace of the church compel us to define our worship in relation to God Himself. “What ought to make worship delightful to us is not, in the first instance, its novelty or its aesthetic beauty, but its object: God himself is delightfully wonderful, and we learn to delight in him.”26 We want to help rather than hinder our appreciating and celebrating God's glory, Christ's cross, the hope of heaven, and other glorious truths. The God of whom we sing should excite us more than the music we use distracts us. That should be the maturity in worship for which we strive—to be more sensitive to the God of whom we sing than the music we use to do it. We want music that reflects God's glory rather than obscures it. To the saved heart, the richness of the gospel will always exceed even the most impoverished music that celebrates it.
 

When we define our public worship by a single style or form, we inevitably train our hearts and our desires to that form and so set the stage for division. When we refuse to define our worship by a single style or form, we cut the nerve of the worship wars. The blending and variety of our forms become unifying, precisely because they are no longer defining.
 

Finally, the forms of our worship should promote reverence for God. God Himself is the substance of our worship. So the forms of our worship should be appropriate to the object of our service. According to the author of Hebrews, that means we are to “serve God acceptably, with reverence and awe; for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb 12:28–29).
 

In his commentary on the Psalms, James Montgomery Boice stated:
 

No people ever rise higher than their idea of God, and conversely, a loss of the sense of God's high and awesome character always involves a loss of a people's moral values and even what we commonly call humanity. We are startled by the disregard for human life that has overtaken large segments of the western world, but what do we expect when countries like ours openly turn their back upon God? We deplore the breakdown of moral standards, but what do we expect when we have focused our worship services on ourselves and our own often trivial needs rather than on God? Our view of God affects what we are and do.27

 

The opposite, however, is also true. What we do affects our view of God, especially when the actions in question are the ways we approach Him in public worship. The psalmist calls us to “serve the LORD with reverential awe, and rejoice with trembling” (Ps 2:11). To give reverence to God is to approach Him in the “fear of the Lord.” It is to give Him the weight and honor and glory that are His by right. It is the opposite of treating Him lightly or frivolously. It is the recognition of the profound distance that separates the Creator from the creature, a distance accentuated by our sin and His holiness. It involves the acknowledgement that God alone is Judge of all the earth, including us, and that His judgments are always right.
 

Therefore, the various forms of worship we use should be capable of promoting such reverence. For example, we could fill our public worship with children's songs, like “The B-I-B-L-E” and “My God Is So BIG.” Yet, while such songs may be appropriate for a child's instruction, they generally do not evoke reverence and awe in adults. In our attempt to create blended worship that draws from various styles, we need to evaluate whether or not a particular style, or combination of styles, enables the gathered community to worship God with “reverence and awe.”
 

Yet this reverence also includes joy and delight. We see this in the way that the psalmist parallels reverential awe with a trembling rejoicing. Reverence is serious and solid, but never doleful or sour. As Jonathan Edwards said, “God is glorified not only by His glory's being seen, but by its being rejoiced in.”28
 

This joyful delight should not be confused with mere pleasure in a song or happy emotions. Rather, it is a delight in God, despite our circumstances, because we have found Him to be delightful, and infinitely so. So the various forms of our worship should not so much produce joy in themselves, but joy in the Lord. As John Newton so movingly wrote,
 

Savior, if of Zion's city
I, through grace a member am,
Let the world deride or pity,
I will glory in thy name:
Fading is the worldling's pleasure,
All his boasted pomp and show;
Solid joys and lasting treasure
None but Zion's children know.29

 

Carson has observed that “there is so much more to know about God than the light diet on offer in many churches; and genuine believers, when they are fed wholesome spiritual meals, soon delight all the more in God himself.”30 The forms of our worship should provide the substantial fare that leads to the lasting treasure and solid joy of delight in God. These then are some of the scriptural principles we should use as we evaluate the various forms and styles available to us in blended worship. We will always bring our own sense of taste and style, our preferences and aversions, to the table. But no matter how much we like or dislike a particular form, we want to submit it to these considerations. Likewise, the temptation to innovate for its own sake or to give in to sheer eclecticism is restrained. The result is that we liberate our corporate worship from both the randomness of the eclectic and the tyranny of our desires.
 

Historical Context

Robert Webber has very helpfully and concisely considered the immediate historical background to the phenomenon known as blended worship. He has rightly pointed out that much of evangelical public worship, both in content and practice, has been shaped by and is a response to the challenges of the Enlightenment world-view.31 In his estimation, blended worship is a response both to the inadequacies of corporate worship framed by the Enlightenment and to the shift in our culture to a dynamic postmodern worldview, with its appreciation and appropriation of multiple perspectives within a community and process-oriented approach to communication.32
 

Webber has also specifically located the origin of blended worship in the convergence of the liturgical renewal movement and the various contemporary worship movements of the twentieth century. In fact, he quite precisely dates the start of blended worship to a conference in 1987 in which leaders of both movements were brought together in order to explore a synthesis between the two.33 We have presented a definition of blended worship that is more limited in scope and less revolutionary in design. Yet the historical context that Webber has provided is extremely helpful. It draws attention to both the role of a host culture in shaping worship and the need for awareness of and dialogue between traditions, if we are not to be captured by our own subculture. In that sense, the blended worship movement in general, and our more limited approach to blended worship in particular, can both be understood as expressions of the local church's “responsibility to expand the limited horizons of one narrow tradition”34 in order to display more fully the amazing diversity and breadth that is the body of Christ. No one church, much less one public service, can incorporate and blend every biblically informed tradition. Yet in this postmodern age, we are more aware of the dangers of being captured by a single tradition, shaped by a single history and culture, and more able to appreciate and learn from “the traditions of brothers and sisters in Christ outside our own heritage.”35
 

While the immediate historical background to blended worship is important, the historical context for these questions reaches back much further than the mid-twentieth century. Since the Reformation, with its concern that both the Bible and public worship be in the vernacular, questions about the introduction, use, and blending of contemporary forms with the traditional have characterized evangelical discussions of worship. Yet, while the discussions were about matters of style or form, the dispute was always a question of biblical warrant and principle. Was the form in question appropriate to public worship and the content it conveyed? Was it consonant with the principles of God's Word for worship? Far from being driven by a principle of contemporaneity or innovation for its own sake, Protestants were concerned to be able to justify their forms biblically. A few examples should suffice.
 

Prior to the English Reformation, and despite the official Roman missal, there would have been a fair amount of variation in public worship from diocese to diocese.36 As part of the effort to establish the reforms enacted first under Henry VIII and then his far more Protestant son, Edward VI, the Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, produced the Book of Common Prayer. First published in 1549, and later revised in 1552 along more clearly Protestant and Reformed lines, this comprehensive form for public worship was intended both to instruct the populace in the essentials of the Prot estant faith as well as to prevent priests secretly loyal to Rome from continuing to practice the mass and other “popish idolatries.”37
 

The Book of Common Prayer, especially the 1552 edition, was extremely useful in solidifying the early gains of the Reformation and establishing the basic principles of Reformation theology in the people's minds and hearts. However, over the next hundred years, while Reformed thinking continued to develop about the nature and practice of biblical worship, the Book of Common Prayer did not. Over time, a group of preachers and lay people known as Puritans grew up within the Church of England. They desired to see further reforms and greater purity within the church. One of their basic complaints concerned the use of certain forms in the prayer book, such as the requirements for clerical dress, the use of the sign of the cross in baptism, and prayers for the deceased. As long as such forms were optional, their use left up to the conscience of the individual, and so long as they were not contrary to an explicit command of Scripture, the Puritans were content to use the Book of Common Prayer, at least loosely. But when, under the administrations of archbishops such as Matthew Parker in the sixteenth century and William Laud in the seventeenth century, those forms were strictly enforced and required, many Puritans cried foul. John Cotton's comments are typical of the Puritan argument. With respect to these forms and ceremonies, he noted that there was a “limitation of Church-power… to the observation of the Commandments of Christ, (Matt 28.20) which made it appear to me utterly unlawfull, for any Church-power to enjoyn the observation of indifferent Ceremonies which Christ had not commanded.”38 What is important about the Puritan complaint, for our purposes, is not their use or nonuse of liturgy, but their evaluation of the elements and forms of worship according to whether or not they were in accord with Scripture. It was the Bible, rather than tradition, utility, pomp, or beauty, that was to be the rule and guide for public worship.
 

At the time the Puritans were making their complaint about the prayer book, congregational singing among English speaking Protestants was limited to the Psalter. This too was an aspect of their reaction against and reform of the “popish” choirs and music of the Church of England. In Puritan singing, only biblical psalms, literally translated, were used as lyrics. No musical instruments were used for accompaniment. Instead, a precentor would line out the tune, and the congregation would join in from memory.39 However, the late seventeenth century introduced a new and innovative form of Christian singing: hymns. Scandalously contemporary, hymns were at first used only in private gatherings in homes or for individual and family worship. However, by the 1720s, some ministers and congregations in England and New England were beginning to experiment with their use in the public gathering.
 

One of the leading proponents of the new form was Isaac Watts, who first published Hymns and Spiritual Songs in 1707. Though he at first wrote and published only for private devotional use and not corporate worship, his hymns were soon introduced into Sunday worship on both sides of the Atlantic. George Marsden has noted that Watts justified his work on the basis that “it was not necessary to use exact biblical words, only that hymns and spiritual songs be based on Scriptural themes.”40 Controversy ensued. On the one hand, proponents of the innovation argued that the old method had become so cacophonous and disorderly as to be dishonoring to God, while the new form actually promoted edification and reverence. On the other side were those who saw in the standardization of parts and the substitution of human for divine lyrics a decisive move toward formalism and popery. Though matters of aesthetic preference were clearly involved, both sides were also concerned to justify their position in light of biblical principles. That each chooses to emphasize a different principle does not change the significance of that fact.
 

Finally, in the nineteenth century, another innovation of form caused considerable stir among American Protestants. In 1860, David Benedict described the introduction of the organ to accompany congregational singing at the First Baptist Church of Pawtucket, Rhode Island, where he served as pastor: “This instrument, which from time immemorial has been associated with cathedral pomp and prelatical power, and has always been the peculiar favorite of great national churches, at length found its way into Baptist sanctuaries, and the first one ever employed by the denomination in this country, and probably in any other, might have been seen standing in the singing gallery of the old Baptist meeting house in Pawtucket, about forty years ago.”41
 

The trend spread, especially in wealthier urban churches, but not without controversy. Some viewed the innovation as a sign of encroaching worldliness and a greater concern for entertainment than edification. Benedict acknowledged that “to the attractions of the gallery, rather than the pulpit, some slyly ascribed the full houses which we generally enjoy.”42 In 1855 in Newnan, Georgia, Sarah Sargent left First Baptist Church “when her church refused to buy an organ.” However, she did not join another baptistic church. Instead, “she joined the Presbyterians,” who were presumably more enlightened on the question of church music, their views of baptism notwithstanding.43 Though he himself seemed reconciled to the organ's use, Benedict's contemporary musings on the future of church organs are indicative of the biblical nature of the debate.
 

How far this modern organ fever will extend among our people, and whether it will on the whole work a re-formation or de-formation in their singing service, time will more fully develop. The original purpose of our small instrument was to assist the old-fashioned gallery choir… and so long as the musical concern in question is thus employed, we may reasonably expect it will be viewed with favor by spiritual worshipers, but whenever it shall assume an overwhelming influence, and only a few artistic performers be retained in the singers' seats, to be directed by men who take but little interest in any of the services of the sanctuary, except what pertains to their professional duty, then a machine, harmless in itself, will be looked upon with disfavor if not with disgust by the more pious portion of our assemblies.44

 

In other words, should the form ever become an end in itself, rather than a servant of the element of singing and an aid to mutual edification, it would cease to be harmless because it would cease to be in accord with the Scriptural principles of public worship.
 

To our modern ears, each of these debates could sound petty and legalistic. Surely, we ask, there are more important uses of our time than arguing over whether hymns, organs, or set prayers can be justified from the Bible. Perhaps. But perhaps this brief and very incomplete survey of the “worship wars” of the last four centuries should alert us to how a-theological and a-biblical our own “worship wars” have become. Perhaps the debates of a previous age seem petty, not because they were, but because we have become so slight in our own concerns, assuming that God will be pleased with almost anything we offer, all the while consumed with satisfying our own preferences. If we are to pursue biblically faithful blended worship, we will need to be able to think carefully and precisely about the various forms, so that our blended worship is truly acceptable worship, “with reverence and awe.”
 

So What Does a Blended Worship Service Look Like?

Obviously, and by definition, we cannot set out a standard template for a blended worship service. The forms and thus the “feel” of the service will vary. But as we have already seen, though the forms are variable, the elements are not. So there are a few things we can say, at least, about what blended worship can look like. What follows are some concluding thoughts about the role of preaching as the organizing center of blended worship, and then some sample, annotated services from our own church. These services are not meant as templates. Rather, they are suggestions of how we can faithfully worship God in our corporate gatherings with a blend of forms, but always according to the Word.
 

At the heart of God-centered blended corporate worship is a God-centered sermon. What does that mean? It means that time must be given in the minister's schedule for such a serious and careful sermon to be prepared. It means that time must be given within the service for the preaching of the sermon. While there is no automatic increase in virtue with every increase in length, what does it say about our churches that some feel quite satisfied with themselves when they “still” allow the preacher “a full 20 minutes”? One reason evangelical preaching is not as shaping and formative as it has been in the past is that evangelical Christians are more impatient of careful listening. They want more passive, less cognitively engaging forms of worship, in which they are simply “led into worship.” Yet, when we give in to that desire, we lose the most important, most life-changing aspect of worship: not our speaking to God, but God's speaking to us, creating and transforming us through the power of His Word.
 

The sermon also relates to and informs the rest of what we do in corporate worship. It interprets and explains baptism and the Lord's Supper—signs that were never meant to stand apart from the preached Word. The sermon should explain the Scriptures read in the service and should determine which passages are selected. It is the sermon that should be shaping our prayers in the service. What does the passage of Scripture we are to study that Sunday lead us to praise God for? Is it His goodness or His faithfulness? His righteousness or His truthfulness? His Law or His promises, or His providence or His sovereignty? His creation or wisdom or holiness or kindness or beauty or mercy? His Son, His Word made flesh? Does the passage being preached lead us to praise Him for His immutability or His greatness or His anger or His justice or His joy? Our praises should be shaped by God, and particularly by those aspects of God that we are considering together in the sermon.
 

The sermon can also be central in guiding us in what sins we confess. When we consider God's goodness in a text, are we led to confess our own impurity? Does considering His faithfulness perhaps provoke in us a desire to lead God's people in confessing our sins of unfaithfulness? If we study God's righteousness in the Scriptures in the service, let us confess our own sins and unrighteousness, our own need for salvation, and so bring glory to God that way.
 

What about the prayers of intercession? One of us visited a church not too long ago where the pastoral prayer was one long rehearsal of recent hospital admissions! The “gall bladder club” was referred to! Now there is nothing wrong with praying publicly for those of our number who are sick—and we certainly do that in our own prayers—but that should hardly be the limit or even the main scope of our intercessory prayers in the worship service. Pray for other needs in the congregation. Thank God for His goodness in various ways. Obey the Bible, and pray for those in authority over us! And do not just pray for those in political authority! Pray for those who have gone out from your number to preach the gospel. Pray for missionaries, and for foreign lands. Pray for God's kingdom around the world. Pray for other churches in your area—and even and especially churches of other denominations! Demonstrate in your prayers the vastness of God's kingdom. If you are the pastor, pray for those matters you will be covering in your sermon to be formative in your own congregation's life and corporate character. Is God truthful? Then pray that we would be honest and hard working. Is God a God of law and authority? Then pray that we would be obedient. Is God a God who makes promises? Then pray that we would be a people marked by faith. Do you see how God's character as it is set forth in your passage can shape the entire worship service?
 

What songs and hymns will you sing? Just your favorite ones? Are they selected because they fit the time allotted, or are they selected primarily for emotional impact? Whether we are pastors or service leaders, or simply members of the congregation, we should all want to make sure that the service is filled with music that reflects the truth talked about in the Scripture that is being preached that day. We should strive for movement in the songs, not just in terms of style but in terms of content. Rather than sing the same few choruses over and over, our singing can develop from more general praise to more specific praise, perhaps with songs of intercession and even confession in the middle. At the end of our service, in response to the sermon and indeed the whole service, we can conclude with a corporate song of commitment, or a reprise of the greatness of God and His gospel that we have been considering throughout the service. The sermon should not merely influence the songs we sing but determine them, so that the entire service becomes an amplifier for the transforming Word of God.
 

The Word of God preached should be at the center of a blended service. From there, we should be careful in all the forms we use, to ensure that the Word of God is read, sung, prayed, and seen. But that's not all we want for the Word of God in a blended service. We also want the Word of God to be received, to be heard and heeded. Ultimately that is the work of the Holy Spirit. Yet we can at least create an opportunity by blending one more thing into our service, and that is silence. Too often, Sunday morning services are run like a television talk show—fast-paced with no “dead air-time.” But in doing so, not only do we create an environment conducive to passive entertainment, but also we squeeze out the gaps and spaces that we need and the Holy Spirit uses for reflection, meditation, and conviction. Slow the pace of your service and allow time for reflection, especially after the sermon and at the conclusion of the whole service. Leave little gaps between elements in the service, and leave a long gap after the final word of the benediction and the start of whatever postlude or closing music you use. This will give the congregation time to collect their thoughts, to pray, and to identify what they need to be reassured of or convicted about. If worship is ultimately our service to God with our whole lives, then silence at the end of corporate worship is often where the agenda for our week's worship is set.
 

Five Sample Services and One
Sample Prayer of Confession



 



Theme: The Risen Christ

Preparation Music

Hymn: “Alleluia, Alleluia! Give Thanks” (1973, The Word of God Music)

 

Praise Song: “Ascribe Greatness to Our God the Rock” (1979, Integrity's Hosanna! Music)

 

Praise Song: “Jesus, Holy and Anointed One” (1980, Mercy/Vineyard Publishing)

 

Scriptural Call to Worship: Colossians 1:12
 

Prayer of Invocation
 

Choral Call to Worship (Choir)

Hymn: “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today” (Words and Music, 18th century)

 

Hymn: “This Is the Day That the Lord Has Made” (Words and Music, 18th century)

 

Prayer of Praise
 

Scripture Reading: Jonah 2
 

Prayer of Confession

Praise Song: “Depth of Mercy” (Words, 18th century; Music, 20th century - 1997, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Hymn: “Jesus! What a Friend for Sinners” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Pastoral Prayer & Prayer of Petition

Hymn: “All Creatures of Our God and King” (Words, 13th century - paraphrased 19th century; Music, 17th century - harmony, 20th century / 1926)

 

Prayer of Thanks

Message: “Living History: The Church of Rome” (Acts 21–28)
 

Closing Hymn: “Amazing Grace! How Sweet the Sound” (Words, 18th century; Music, 19th century)

 



Theme: God, the Righteous Judge

Preparation Music

Praise Song: “We Believe” (1986, Graham Kendrick)

 

Hymn: “How Sweet the Name of Jesus Sounds” (Words and Music, 18th century)

 

Praise Song: “We Will Glorify” (1982, Singspiration Music)

 

Welcome

Scriptural Call to Worship: Revelation 21:3
 

Nicene Creed (Corporate Reading)
 

Hymn: “Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Hymn: “Am I a Soldier of the Cross?” (Words and Music, 18th century)

 

Prayer of Praise

Praise Song: “I Will Glory in My Redeemer” (2001, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Antiphonal Scripture Reading: 1 Corinthians 14:1–5
 

Prayer of Confession
 

Scripture Reading: Matthew 13:1–23
 

Pastoral Prayer & Prayer of Petition
 

Praise Song: “Give Thanks” (1978, Integrity's Hosanna! Music)

 

Prayer of Thanks

Message: “Key Commands: Ctrl+Alt+Del” (Deuteronomy 26:16–28:68)
 

Closing Hymn: “It Is Well with My Soul” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 



Theme: Our Glorious God

Preparation Music

Praise Song: “In My Heart” (2000, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Praise Song: “We Will Glorify” (1982, Singspiration Music)

 

Hymn: “I Will Sing the Wondrous Story” (Words, early 20th century; Music, 19th century)

 

Welcome

Scriptural Call to Worship: Hebrews 9:24
 

Hymn: “The Law That Once Was Placed by God” (Words, 20th century; Music, 19th century)

 

Scripture Reading: The Ten Commandments
 

Corporate Scripture Reading: Mark 7:17–23
 

Prayer of Confession

Hymn: “Here Is Love” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Prayer of Praise

Hymn: “‘Tis a Point I Long to Know” (Words, 18th century; Music, 19th century)

 

Hymn: “The King of Love” (Words, 19th century; Music, Traditional Irish Melody)

 

Pastoral Prayer & Prayer of Petition

Praise Song: “Give Thanks” (1978, Integrity's Hosanna! Music)

 

Prayer of Thanks

Message: “Apostolic Exhortations” (James 4:1–2)
 

Closing Hymn: “Come, Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy” (Words, 18th century; Music, 19th century)

 



Theme: Our Electing God

Preparation Music

Hymn: “He Leadeth Me! O Blessed Thought” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Praise Song: “Amazing Love” (1989, Make Way Music)

 

Praise Song: “In My Heart” (2000, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Praise Song: “Salvation Belongs to Our God” (1985, Restoration Music, Ltd.)

 

Welcome

Scriptural Call to Worship: Psalm 89:1–2
 

Church Statement of Faith (Corporate Reading of Article 1, “Of the Scriptures”)
 

Hymn: “Let All God's People Praise the Lord” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Praise Song: “In His Time” (1978, Maranatha! Music)

 

Hymn: “‘Twas with an Everlasting Love” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Scripture Reading: Genesis 18:1–14
 

Prayer of Praise

Responsive Scripture Reading: John 8:31–47
 

Prayer of Confession

Hymn: “Create in Me a Clean Heart” (1986, Maranatha! Music)
 

Pastoral Prayer & Prayer of Petition

Hymn: “We Give Thee But Thine Own” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Prayer of Thanks

Message: “Basic Christianity: Election” (Romans 9)
 

Closing Hymn: “Amazing Grace! How Sweet the Sound” (Words, 18th century; Music, 19th century)

 



Theme: Our Faithful God

Preparation Music

Hymn: “Precious Lord Take My Hand” (1938, Hill & Range Songs, Inc.)

 

Praise Song: “Blessed Be the Lord God Almighty” (1984, Scripture in Song)

 

Praise Song: “Mercies Anew” (2002, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Hymn: “O the Deep, Deep Love of Jesus” (Words and Music, early 20th century /1974, Hope Publishing Company)

 

Welcome

Scriptural Call to Worship: Psalm 89:52
 

The Apostles' Creed (Corporate Reading)
 

Praise Song: “Glorify Thy Name” (1976, 1981, Maranatha! Music)

 

Praise Song: “I Will Glory in My Redeemer” (2001, Sovereign Grace Praise)

 

Hymn: “For He Alone Is Worthy” (Words, traditional; Music, 18th century)

 

Hymn: “Hark! I Hear the Harps Eternal” (1967, Lawson-Gould Publishers, Inc., 19th century Sacred Harptune)

 

Prayer of Praise

Responsive Scripture Reading: 1 Kings 8:56–61
 

Prayer of Confession

Hymn: “How Deep the Father's Love for Us” (1995, Kingsway's Thankyou Music)

 

Pastoral Prayer & Prayer of Petition

Hymn: “We Give Thee But Thine Own” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Prayer of Thanks

Message: “The Transforming Effect of Divine Perspective” (1 Corinthians 1:1–9)
 

Closing Hymn: “The Solid Rock” (Words and Music, 19th century)

 

Prayer of Confession
 

Heavenly Father, we come to You this morning to confess that we have used our lips, our minds, our energies to build ourselves up, rather than build up others. We confess that we have been consumed with the pursuit of being greater—greater than those around us; greater than those You've placed in authority over us; greater, if it could be, than You. In our efforts to be greater, we have rejected and scorned Your Word, and we have rejected and scorned the example and teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ, who taught that whoever would be greatest must be a servant of others, and who demonstrated this by giving His life as a ransom for many.
 

Father, we confess that instead of using our words to strengthen others, we have used our words to tear them down. We have been quick to criticize rather than encourage; we have delighted in exposing others'faults, rather than in love and mercy covering over them. We have used our tongues to exalt ourselves, rather than humbly speak Your words for the comfort and support of others. We have gossiped, we have lied, we have distorted the truth in order to deceive—all to the end of building ourselves up in the eyes of others, and in our own eyes.
 

And Father, we confess that even as we have publicly spoken in ways that did not edify, in the secrecy of our hearts and minds, we have done even worse. We have envied the success of our neighbors, and hated them for it; we have lusted after others, and degraded them in our minds' eye. We have written script after script in our minds, spoken only to ourselves, that justify our sins, that enflame our worldly desires, that exalt our pride, and that question and even deny the perfection, the goodness, the wisdom of Your will for our lives. In the secrecy of our minds, we have exalted ourselves, even as we have publicly used our words to tear others down.
 

And Father, in doing these things, we have failed to keep Your law and Your commands. We have not loved You, and we have not loved our neighbor. Father, forgive us. Father, for the sake of Your Son, who did not seek His own glory, but instead gave Himself up on the cross as a sacrifice for sin, have mercy on us. Cleanse our lips, and cleanse our minds. Transform our desires, our will, our joys, so that we might be people who delight in exalting You and whose love for You is evidenced in our love towards each other. In the name of Jesus Christ we pray. Amen.
 



 

Scriptural Assurance of Pardon—Romans 11:33
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Response by Timothy Quill

The chapter on blended worship begins with the thought-provoking statement, “The style of music you use on Sunday mornings is incredibly unimportant.” It comes as no surprise that many believe the style of music used on Sunday mornings is indeed incredibly important, as are all elements of style such as art, architecture, vestments, and ceremony. The way a church worships is shaped by what the church believes, teaches, and confesses, or at least it should, because style in turn shapes the beliefs and piety of the church. Churches that believe the Holy Spirit works directly in the heart, independently from the means of grace (i.e., the Word and Sacraments), intentionally choose highly emotive musical styles. Dan Wilt's chapter on contemporary worship makes this point repeatedly. One cannot put a religious text to a different musical style without affecting the text itself. The text determines the style/tune, which in turn carries and interprets the content of the text. Music is not neutral. Certain musical styles are suited to specific theological texts, others are not.
 

Lawrence and Dever again grab the attention of the reader with another comment in the opening paragraph: “According to the Bible, worship is not fundamentally what we do on Sunday mornings when we gather with other Christians.” I had to read this sentence more than once. The first time through I heartily agreed, for worship is not fundamentally what we do but what God does. It is there that God is present giving out His saving gifts. But then the authors continue, “Worship is our service to God. It is acting and thinking and speaking as if He really is who He says He is and we really are who He says we are. Worship is the creature (you and me) serving the Creator (God).” I would take this a step further. In worship we come into the presence of God where His Word confronts us and identifies us as not only His creatures but also sinful creatures who need to hear our Lord's life-giving words of forgiveness. Therefore, worship is first God confronting and serving us with His law and gospel through which the Holy Spirit creates and sustains saving faith. Only then does this faith respond with sacrifices of thanksgiving, praise, and adoration. Worship is God's service to us.
 

All of life is to be one of worship, but corporate Sunday morning worship is fundamentally the fount and source of all worship which is then expressed in private devotion, in acts of charity, and through one's faithfulness in life's various vocations. Who we are is defined by God, who made us new creatures in the miracle of Holy Baptism. We are His saints, yet sinners, who live in our baptism through daily repentance. The daily rhythm of our lives is shaped by the weekly return to the Divine Service on the Lord's Day where we are forgiven and strengthened by His grace and presence in Word and Sacrament. We then move out once again into our calling during the week.
 

The diverse chapter titles in this book are indicative of our age. Every day it seems like new titles are added to the bewildering taxonomies that make up contemporary worship. Just what is blended worship? In one sense, the history of the liturgy has seen a constant blending of new threads into the garment that is the historic liturgy. At its best, it is a careful, thoughtful, and slow process. Sometimes a thread here and there needs to be removed. Sometimes careless craftsmen destroy beautiful garments or concoct hideous new creations. So what classifies worship as blended in the 21st century? “While some—most notably theologian Robert Webber—have a more sophisticated, nuanced use of this term, it frequently amounts to little more than a quota system for music and dramatic skits.”1
 

In describing their understanding of blended worship, the authors distinguish between invariable elements and various forms. The necessary, nonnegotiable biblical elements are prayer, singing, readings, preaching, and the ordinances of baptism and Lord's Supper. The heart of the corporate gathering is the Word of God, read and preached. In this, Lawrence and Dever are consistent with the traditional Baptist understanding of worship. Forms or styles on the other hand may and should vary. Music should include a mixture of hymns, choruses, and praise songs from many centuries and traditions. For the authors, blending is in reference to forms or styles.
 

Lawrence and Dever distinguish between elements and style. I would add that style or form also includes the ordo or overall structure or order of the service. Here the authors have not departed from their Baptist tradition. The sample services in the appendix demonstrate that the authors have not invented a new structure ex nihilo, but have begun, and properly so, within the historical tradition of the Baptist denomination. It is basically a service of the Word, that is, the reading of Holy Scripture and the sermon preceded and followed by Scripture sentences, prayers, and singing. For the early Baptists this meant singing the psalms. Later came hymns. Today contemporary praise songs are blended with traditional hymnody. Thus the structure of the services in the appendix follows a traditional Baptist (and also Congregational and Presbyterian) ordo to which has been added a time for musical preparation. This is indicative of the so called “preliminaries” of the eighteenth-century American revival. The “preliminaries” included a series of lively songs to prepare the people for the readings and sermon. Thus the flow of the service moves toward the climactic point, which is the sermon, after which the service quickly comes to an end.
 

Lawrence and Dever make an important clarification in the section “Blended Worship: What It Is Not.” First, it is not a blending of truths or truth perspectives. This leads logically to the second point that by blended worship they do not mean “a blending of diverse theological and liturgical traditions.” They understand that “behind every decision to include some elements of worship and to reject others, and behind many (though not all) decisions about the form … there lies a theology.”
 

To illustrate this they note that Catholic, Orthodox, and Lutheran pastors wear liturgical vestments which reflect their theology of the office of the holy ministry. Reformed, Presbyterians, Congregational, and Baptist ministers do not wear liturgical vestments. The lack of vestments reflects their theology of the priesthood of all believers. The authors correctly observe that “simply to blend into our public gatherings the colorful and majestic vestments of another tradition because we feel they communicate reverence is to sow the seeds of theological confusion.” This is a prudent and pastoral observation that should not be taken lightly, and it applies both ways. It is almost impossible to imagine a Russian Orthodox priest wearing a three-piece suit and flashy tie at the Divine Liturgy. In recent years some Lutheran pastors have been discarding their historic vestments for suits or sport shirts. This results not only in liturgical disorientation and loss of identity among the laity but, as the authors rightly note, “sow[s] the seeds of theological confusion.”
 

Lawrence and Dever are to be commended for their emphasis on Christianity being “fundamentally a religion of the ear, not the eye.” “The Word of God rather than the vision of God stands at the center of any true experience of God this side of heaven.” And again, “It is the Word of God, rather than the vision of God, that brings life to the dead.” Here the authors touch on what is problematic with much popular praise music today. Architecturally the focus is no longer on the pulpit and altar from which the Word is proclaimed and the Sacrament administered. Altar and pulpit are replaced by the praise band. Music has been “sacramentalized” and becomes the chief means of experiencing God's presence. The musical experience becomes an end in itself and the texts are too often void of biblical and theological content.
 

The authors rightly observe that most contemporary praise songs promote an individualistic piety. In their words, “Many, if not most, contemporary praise songs and choruses are written in the first person singular, encouraging us to focus purely on ‘my experience’ of God.” Lawrence and Dever have it right. Consumer-driven churches are adopting popular entertainment practices in an effort to generate religious experiences. This teaches that “‘worship’ is essentially an experience produced by a particular aesthetic form.” “For far too many evangelicals, worship has been reduced from service to God to an experience of God.”
 

The Prayer of Confession at the end of the chapter is a thoughtful exposition of the law. It is heartening to see such attention to confession in an age when many churches have rejected the biblical understanding of sin. However, writing new confessions in which specific sins are enumerated is problematic. They have the tendency to become check-list prayers in which the penitent must keep up with the pastor and try to figure out how and if he or she really needs to confess a specific sin. The mind will ask, “Yes, I did that one,” or “I didn't do that,” or “I sort of did that, I think, but I'm not sure.” It is hard to put your certain “Amen” at the end of such confessions. Thus the corporate confession of sins is more appropriately a general confession to which all can confidently add their “Amen.”
 

Granted, saying the same general confession every Sunday may become repetitious. Thus it is common liturgical practice to provide a moment of silence before the confession so that each person might reflect on his sins on the basis of God's Word. Many liturgical hymnbooks also address the issue of repetition by providing several general confessions.
 

The discussion of specific sins is best left to the sermon (in particular, those sins addressed in the sermon text) and to leave the confession of specific sins for private confession and absolution. It is interesting that those who regularly make use of individual or private confession are more likely to find the general confession “relevant” and meaningful.
 

Confession is followed by holy absolution. The sample Prayer of Confession in chapter four, however, is followed by what is called the “Scriptural Assurance of Pardon” and the reading of Romans 11:33, “Oh, the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How unsearchable His judgments and untraceable His ways!” This is neither holy absolution in which the forgiveness of sins is applied directly to the repentant sinner nor is it even an assurance of pardon. It is a doxological reflection on the greatness and inscrutability of God but contains no explicit and comforting mention of His grace. Furthermore, a distinction needs to be made between the designations “Assurance of Pardon” and “Holy Absolution.” There is a difference between actually forgiving a person's sins as is done in holy absolution and merely assuring them of pardon for their sins. In absolution, the living, efficacious words that the pastor speaks at the Lord's command actually do what they say—they forgive sins. Words of assurance do not claim to deliver, grant, or bestow forgiveness of sins to the penitent. Rather, they point the penitent elsewhere with the assurance that somehow God forgives them. I can assure someone that I deposited a million dollars for them in my safe at home. It is quite different than putting the actual cash into their hands. Most people would prefer the cash in hand.
 

By nature, Baptist worship lends itself to blended worship. Historically it was opposed to prescribed liturgical forms. It did not produce or require the usage of a common order of service or book of worship. As a result one finds a great deal of variety among the various congregations, churches, conferences, and conventions. Lawrence and Dever represent the commitment to the essential elements of prayer, singing, confession, and the Word. Blending music from the nonliturgical tradition (hymnody, gospel hymns, revival songs, and contemporary music) is consistent with Baptist tradition if done with care and theological integrity. The five sample services in the appendix of the chapter suggest a conservative commitment to Baptist theology. A blended service that incorporates the Apostles' Creed connects the confession of the congregation to the church catholic and serves as a defense against heresy and sectarianism.
 

Response by Ligon Duncan

There is so much in Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever's chapter with which I agree. Their definition of worship and their entry into the discussion of the issue at hand is excellent. Their upholding of both the broader and narrower definitions of worship, as well as the Regulative Principle of worship, is much appreciated. Drs. Lawrence and Dever keep first things first and demonstrate a great deal of wisdom, charity, and insight throughout their chapter. They set forth and maintain a healthy order of importance in their discussion: the importance of the heart; the elements of gathered worship; then, and only then, the forms and circumstances of gathered worship. I also appreciate the five exceedingly wise, helpful, and, most importantly, biblical principles that they lay out to guide and direct the freedom that exists with respect to the forms and circumstances of gathered worship.
 

The reason Lawrence and Dever have been assigned one chapter and I, myself, have been assigned another is because we obviously disagree on some things. Being in agreement on the two most crucial points in the whole worship discussion, the distinction between broader and narrower worship and the Regulative Principle of worship, one may ask why we were assigned different chapters. The answer has to do with the very challenging question of how to apply the Regulative Principle of worship.
 

Lawrence and Dever hold that there is great freedom with regard to the forms of worship in which the biblical elements are expressed. They qualify that freedom with wise biblical principles. This seems all very agreeable. Yet the question arises, how much freedom is there? How long is the tether that keeps the forms and circumstances of worship from impacting the very elements of worship? It seems that Lawrence and Dever may leave themselves open to forms and styles of worship that may prove unhelpful as appropriate carriers of biblical elements of worship. There may be freedom with forms and styles. Yet the very nature of the biblical elements themselves and the nature of corporate worship may put tighter constraints on our freedom with forms and styles than Drs. Lawrence and Dever suppose.
 

Response by Dan Wilt

Introduction

Lawrence and Dever have done an excellent job offering their views on the nature of worship and its activity, as well as making the case for the “blended worship” expression that is the terrain for our exploration here. I have worshiped in many evangelical churches where the blended formats described here are employed, and I have always felt both at home and enlivened in my awareness of who God is and what God has done for us all. The openness and willingness to be self-critical, as well as the honest quest to connect authentically with the communities of both faith and culture around them, is admirable and courageous in blended worshiping communities.
 

Affirmations

I would affirm the focus on the Scriptures so inherent to this position, and the contention that the public reading of Scripture is vital to the care of souls. There is a sweet and welcome air of openness to being culturally informed to some healthy degree in Lawrence and Dever's writing. There is a willingness to consider the wider spectrum of human emotional expression as a part of the blended worshiping experience. The mingling of liturgical ideas with a concern for the immediate activity of the Spirit of God is refreshing (and very attractive, I might add, for postmoderns—at least in concept). The role of worship expression as educator I heartily affirm, and the discussion on elements, forms, and circumstances related to worship was both encouraging and helpful.
 

Challenges

Having said the above, it was quite shocking to me that I disagreed with the very first sentence of this chapter, namely that “the style of music you use on Sunday morning is incredibly unimportant.” Once again, it seems that (in classic evangelical “style”) style is apparently ultimately unimportant in the worship equation. Even in the most open language of the evangelical worship culture, any sense we are becoming too attached to ideas the culture is attached to may mean our demise. God is somehow perceived to live dispassionately disconnected from the blood and bone of our mundane daily experience. So our unique preferences formed by our time, space, and culture are seen as peripheral to God's welcome into relationship.
 

As I have stated before thousands, across the span of twenty years of ministry and travel, as far as human beings are concerned, worship is indeed all about God. However, I would never say that, from God's perspective, our passions and unique sensibilities have little or no part to play in the mutual engagement of heart- and self-disclosure that is biblical worship. In other words, life's journey is worship. Yet that journey is shared between God and His people in such a way that our preferred styles can be an invaluable traveling aid. We may not all get to God in the same type of vehicle or by the same route, but we will all have to meet Him in the same place of the heart—often unlocked by a very particular style, or way, of communicating to each unique heart.
 

The word style comes from the Latin root stylus, which means “to write.” If God's fashion statement is that He writes on the world with love, sacrifice, generosity, compassion, goodness, and redemption, then we are to live in that same sacred style in the world. Musical, aesthetic, and communal preferences should enhance that Godward way of living, rather than being seen as confusing and disconnecting us from one another and God. As I said in my response to the “Traditional Evangelical Worship” chapter, style, preference, and diversity are gifts from God to us and from us to one another. When we experience the hardening of the categories, we become prejudiced with our preferences and jam up the whole communal occasion that is our generation's worship life. Style will always divide us if either party holds opinions on style deeply in one's “core belief system” rather than more lightly in one's “peripheral belief system.” Style can be a gateway, though it should never be considered a goal in and of itself. To attach our opinions to God in these matters seems to me to engender division and prejudice rather than open-hearted conversation.
 

I would challenge the language that “emotional fixes” are always bad in relationships. Emotion-packed moments in a marital relationship can propel us forward into seasons of greater intimacy and friendship with one another. Emotional engagement, especially in such a dysfunctional age, and in an age that values the holism of the human person (much like the biblical Jewish view), is vital for a generation's healing, mind renewal, and reinvigorated commitment.
 

Again, I bring the same challenge to these writers as I did to the chapter on traditional evangelicalism: I challenge the rampant use of the term biblical. I often believe, in evangelical contexts, it is a subtle substitute for the word right. Biblical principle should indeed inform our practices, and biblical practices should, to some degree, inform many of the activities of worship in which we choose to engage. However, to say that we are biblical, and then to emphasize both form and content in what that means in both biblical and evangelical worship expression, is a slippery slope. Things will have to look a lot more Jewish (and smell a lot more Middle-eastern) before we can say that our worship expression is more authentically “biblical” (or “right”) than another. We have never been good at separating principles from practice in the history of the church, sometimes for good reason but almost always to our confusion and detriment.
 

I return to the notion that an action or an idea not being explicitly biblically prescribed or explained in the Scriptures does not mean that it is fruitless, or “secular.” Nor does it indicate God is uninterested in it as a sacred arena of activity. If this were so, then the fields of molecular biology, quantum physics, gourmet cooking, and plumbing would prove problematic to us. They would have scant biblical basis concerning their importance to the human experience and should be silenced because of their lack of biblical attention.
 

For example, it is true that “dance” is not overtly spoken of as a primary mode of expression in Christian worship in the New Testament. However, this is true only because dance in Jewish culture was an assumed activity, embedded in biblical story after story in the Old Testament, and considered a matter of course in worship and public life in Jewish tradition. Why discuss it if it is common course for the populace? We are severely limited by our readings of the Bible if we demand that it speak directly in the text to every arena that is valuable in life. I must admit that, when I read a sentence stating that liturgical dance or drama is not a biblical worship element, I laughed out loud. The pomp of Jewish ceremony riddling the ancient historical drama, mixed with the richness of Hebrew dance history and tradition, shouts to us that biblical worship history is rife with both elements. I believe that the Bible is best read with a view to its inspired principles, as we embrace its living stories, its guidance, and its power. When we read it as a crosscultural rule book for worship songwriting, planning, and activity, I think we get into muddy waters.
 

I must also admit that I find the common evangelical talk about “The Word” quite confusing. The Word is Jesus, John tells us. Then, the Word is the Hebrew Scriptures, as in Paul's day. Then, the Word is the New Testament, combined with the Old. Then, the Word is the component of sacramental worship expression that is the reading of Scripture. Then, the Word is the preaching exegetically, or otherwise, of the Scripture. The linking of Jesus as Word, with the Bible as Word, with the Word's place as preaching in worship I find to be a blurring of lines that is rarely challenged in today's Christian culture. All of these “Word” ideas begin to take on the divinity of Jesus, or at least a place of unquestioned prominence (such as oratory preaching), because of this sharing of a term. I personally do not believe that the classic “preaching of the Word” is the only (or even primary) way that people come to faith and are built up in their faith—watching others live out their faith in daily action is the primary vehicle of transformation.
 

The Word of God is indeed sharper than any double-edged sword, can divide between soul and spirit, and is powerful and inspired. Yet the thought that to preach is to transform is magical and lacks substance (an idea usually based on the ideas of the Word as preaching this double-edged sword and our preaching not returning void). Jesus is that Word, and we as His followers are called to live out His Word in the world, evidencing that God is near, that God is able, and that God is bringing all history to Himself. Action, in this age, may speak louder than words. Words, laced with music, seem to be having an even greater impact on today's culture than words spoken.
 

To make statements such as “the Word of God” is more vital to faith than “the vision of God” sounds like an in-house quip that finds no root in thoughtful biblical study. The Word, as in the Scriptures, is meant to lead us to the vision of God, just as God uses other embodiments of His heart in people who know, live, and love those Scriptures to lead us to that same vision. The Word, as in preaching, just as the music and the actions of faith (and even the aesthetics of the building), must lead us all to a fresh and lasting vision of God. In seeing Jesus with the eyes of our heart, we are transformed—not simply by hearing a preacher preach.
 

While this may seem to be an issue of semantics, I grow tired of the idea that being “preached to or preached at” should always be at the center of the worship service. For almost two thousand years the love feast, or Eucharist, has taken the central place in global expressions of liturgical worship as an experience of sensory image and symbol that thrusts us deep into the unspoken (or spoken) story of God's redemptive activity in the world. I am grateful for Luther's work related to the Scriptures and the eminence of preaching. Yet I long for reflection on our oratory-centric worship systems, which often see the musical expression of worship as simply a brief “John the Baptist” for the real meal deal: the preaching. The single mother may recount the words of the sermon she heard last Sunday morning as she weeps at the end of a long Monday in her bedroom. Yet chances are that a song will come to her mind and may fill her heart with an overwhelming sense that God is very present in her time of need.
 

My last comment relates to the “Regulative Principle” (“Worship according to Scripture, i.e., singing, praying, reading, preaching, celebrating sacraments, giving offerings, confessing faith, and making holy vows”) purported in this chapter. While I appreciate the purpose of the principle, I ask what the expressions that will characterize the lion's share of your life and mine today have to do with worship? What about loving my wife and children with undying love? What about enjoying community, eating together, expressing creativity and innovation, extrabiblical study, scientific and artistic inquiry, cultural involvement, and so forth? We have a subculture that has rightly focused on what is good expression in gathered worship. However, we have poorly used God's expansive gift of the Scriptures to limit our ways of expressing worship instead of enlarging us. As the early church father Iranaeus put it, “The Glory of God is a human being fully alive.” The kind of theologically founded praxis that I hear in the Regulative Principle, in my humble estimation, could be hindering the evangelical church from being the viral influence that we are optimally designed to be in the world.
 

I would like to thank these authors, and the blended worship movements in the church today, for taking the kinds of risks that will connect with the culture and that authentically spring from people who are connected in a healthy way with culture in the church. There is a wealth of pain surrounding these kinds of changes, and I commend those who pay the cost to see the church move forward in impacting our world for the Lord Jesus.
 

Response by Dan Kimball

One thing I really dislike about writing these responses to the other chapters is that we are not sitting around a table together, talking back and forth, making eye contact, sensing vocal tones and facial expressions, and having actual interaction as we respond. For me, it would be more natural to critique someone's chapter in a dialogue fashion. But I've seen books like this, and I know that is not the way things are done.
 

Although I have not met Michael Lawrence, I have met Mark Dever and have had the privilege of chatting with him at breakfast in Santa Cruz. I have often read the blog (www.9marks.com), of which Dever is a part, and I have an overall sense of the great ways God uses him in the kingdom. I have been extremely impressed with his strong commitment to the local church and historic orthodox theology. So reading this chapter was quite fun for me because I was also interested to get to know Dever further through his writing on worship.
 

I loved that Lawrence and Dever started their chapter by defining what “worship” is. I did the same thing in my chapter because I also felt it would be critical to have an understanding of the biblical definition of worship as the foundation of any discussion. I eagerly continued reading, but suddenly I was surprised to see them jump rather quickly to refer to me in a negative way. They chose to describe what they felt blended worship gatherings “are not” and used me as an example of being in danger of “blending of truths or truth perspectives.” It was a three-sentence quotation, taken out of context from my book, that described how we darken the room for worship gatherings. In the quotation, I stated that in our culture today, dimly lit, darkened rooms can communicate and set a tone that something serious and even “spiritual” is happening.
 

In any event, I was saddened reading what they wrote about me because they are naïve and what they concluded was not true. And I was saddened that Lawrence and Dever seem to have fallen into the unfortunate trap I have observed lately out of some Reformed Baptist and Calvinist circles. There is a tendency to jump quickly on anything “emerging,” immediately assuming that anyone “emerging” does not have a high view of the authority of Scriptures or that they all dabble in syncretism. They tend to think that paying attention to communication styles and culture results in a lack of biblical discernment or in theological compromise. Consequently, as Lawrence and Dever do here, they inaccurately form hypergeneralized conclusions that become recorded as “facts” about someone who is part of anything “emerging.” Basically they have accused me of syncretism.
 

So apparently it does not go without saying that having candles, with the lights dimmer and the room darker, has nothing whatsoever to do with any type of compromising or blending truths in worship. It is no different than being sensitive to forms of communication. It is nothing more than setting a tone and an environment, such as many churches do at a Christmas Eve worship gathering when candles are lit for singing “Silent Night,” or at a New Year's Eve Communion service that is candlelit in an attempt to connect emotionally. It is very much like candles being used at weddings to convey a sense of wonder and joy that a sacred covenant before God is about to be made between two people.
 

If Lawrence and Dever were here and we were in conversation, I would want to ask them to help me understand why they used the Bible verses they chose to back up and explain why it is dangerous to worship with dimmed lights and candles. They quoted Bible verses in their chapter, comparing worship in a darkened room to “the thick cloud that enveloped Mt. Sinai in Exodus 19, or the darkness that came over the whole land at the Crucifixion; whether it is the symbolic darkness of blind eyes that cannot see in the Gospels, or Jesus' terrifying description of hell as the place of ‘outer darkness’ in Matthew 22:13, darkness is an indication of our separation from God due to sin.”
 

I guess, using that questionable logic and hermeneutical approach, I would have to say that Dever's church is also in danger when they keep it lit up, because “Satan himself is disguised as an angel of light” (2 Cor 11:14). Evil can come in the form of light as well as darkness. I know of Wiccans who meet in bright rooms. There are cults that wear all-white clothing and meet in the daytime in brightly lit rooms. Using Lawrence and Dever's dictum regarding darkness, I would have to say that Dever's church is in danger if they also meet in a brightly lit room and not a dark room—which I do not believe. I am simply trying to show how silly it is to say that the darkness or brightness of room should be equated to “blending of truths or truth-perspectives.”
 

Lawrence and Dever would also need to warn Jesus about worshiping in the dark. Jesus spent the night outside in the dark praying all night as He was choosing His disciples (Luke 6:12). The Lord regularly prayed in the dark instead of waiting until the sun came out: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, He got up, went out, and made His way to a deserted place. And He was praying there” (Mark 1:35). Jesus was resurrected in the dark (John 20:1). The star of Bethlehem that God used to guide the Magi could only have been there in the darkness of the night sky. The imagery of hell that was used includes “fire,” which is light, not dark.
 

With all due respect to Dever and Lawrence, I understand that Scripture uses the metaphor of darkness to communicate about bad things at times, but this is usually when describing what goes on in the heart and the inner person. It is not about the amount of darkness or light in a room. Have neither of them ever taken their wives out to an Italian restaurant that is dim and candlelit? That conveys an intimate mood, just as it can set a tone for worship gatherings. If that is a wrong thing, I hope they are consistent to avoid all dark or candlelit rooms or restaurants that could lead to “blending truths and truth perspectives” in the places they bring their wives.
 

Now of course I say all this half jokingly, but actually I am a little defensive seeing Lawrence and Dever rely on clearly ridiculous thinking in order to build their argument. I take this time and space to explain to readers of this book that Lawrence and Dever have inaccurately conveyed my real thinking in the book I wrote on this topic.
 

As I read the rest of their chapter, however, I sensed that in an overall way they seem to feel it is always detrimental to have “experiences,” or to have the senses involved in worship in almost any form. I agree that experiences pose a possible danger if taken to an extreme, and if the Scriptures and preaching of the Word do not occur as a central element in worship gatherings. However, I think that the fear of using images—or forms of teaching or worship that are not just “words”—can be taken to such an extreme that we can forget that God teaches us using emotions, senses, experiences, and visuals. He communicates with human beings with emotions, and nonverbal images are part of how we communicate to one another and also how we worship. We should not be afraid of seeing experience as part of learning or worship. Even listening to preaching is an experience when the pastor uses emotion or personal illustrations to make a biblical point. We see that all throughout the Bible. Baptism is experiential and visual. We are dipped entirely in water or sprinkled with water, and that is very experiential and symbolic. Communion is very experiential. We are eating bread and drinking juice or wine that we taste, we touch, we feel.
 

Lawrence and Dever shared about staying “Word-focused.” But Jesus was the “Word.” The Word became “flesh,” a body—not only spoken words. With this strong emphasis on not being anything but Word-focused, I imagine Dever and Lawrence would say they do not like to have any images used in worship gatherings. Their logic would preclude even using a cross as a symbol or having stained glass in church buildings. Please know that I deeply share their concern that, without Scripture, experiences or symbols can become subjective and inauthentic. I have a very high view of the authority of Scripture and, as I shared in the chapter I wrote on emerging worship, the Bible should be taught in sermons every week, and the sermons should be prepared with great study and care. In our church we teach the Scriptures from a sermon for thirty to forty minutes every week. Anything we do with prayer stations or visuals ties directly in from Scripture, focusing on it as the guideline and authority.
 

I believe that the way human beings communicate is beyond only words. So worshiping and communicating our love and passion for God may also be more than only words. As I shared in my chapter, people learn differently. Not everyone learns best through words or retains what is taught only through words. As Christian leaders and teachers, we want to teach with the most powerful, effective methods for training disciples of Jesus. This may be teaching the Bible with words, but it may also mean using visuals, art, and other interactive forms of learning. Teachers who want their students to learn and retain what they teach need to pay attention to the best possible learning methods that lend themselves to teaching the Scriptures. I would bet that, in Dever's church Sunday school classes, they use art and interactive teaching and not just lectures to teach children the truths of Scripture. In the same manner, with the goal of teaching the Scriptures so that people can learn best and worship God, they should not be afraid to continue this with adults. Teachers should consider various learning styles if they are serious about teaching the gospel effectively.
 

I believe that Lawrence and Dever are trying to say that style is not important. Yet, at the same time, we need to admit that style does matter in how things are communicated and taught. If I were to walk into their church, no doubt style would be apparent—style in the architecture, the way people dress, of music and the song selection, of the fonts and graphical layout used in their bulletins, and many other things. We make decisions, whether conscious of them or not, to live out and express things in a certain style. And we can never forget that the medium and the style impact the message.
 

As much as there is a desire to protect the church using only “Word-focused” worship, we must remember that the subtle stylistic things we do in addition to words also communicate. I believe Mark wears a suit and tie when he preaches. To one group, suits and ties represent respect and reverence. To many others in our emerging culture, however, suits and ties can represent power, control, corporate business, politicians, stuffiness, and even greed. Most people today do not normally wear suits and ties on Sundays (and less and less through the week, even in most businesses). But one can criticize wearing suits and ties in the same way one can criticize pastors who wear robes.
 

The humorous and ironic thing is that one can make the very same case for Mark wearing a suit and tie when he preaches. If he were to wear a suit and tie in most churches today, especially in California and in ones that many young people attend, the overly formal and unnaturalness of wearing a suit and tie would create separation and a false sense of “reverence,” which can “sow the seeds of theological confusion.” In cultures where men do not normally wear suits and ties except for rare formal occasions, this causes a separation so that when a pastor stands out as different, people may not understand the priesthood of all believers. Images and style communicate to different people and different cultures. We must recognize that and not be afraid of it. These are such insignificant things in the larger scope of it all.
 

With a passion to remain biblically true to the original patterns of the early church, why would Lawrence and Dever not see the significant difference in what they do in worship and what the early church was originally like? The early churches met in homes, probably looking at each other in a family-like environment in a small room. Communion was part of a meal; it was not taken separately. The teacher sat among the people. There was most likely interaction, because it was a house meeting that lent itself to intimacy. They wore the average clothes of that day and did not dress up to look different. In many churches today we walk into a room and sit in rows of pews looking at the backs of each other's heads. The leaders are up on a stage, and there is a physical pulpit. The style in which a preacher preaches, using formal points and an outline, would be foreign to early church meetings. People who attended a church from the first two hundred years or so of church history would probably walk into a worship service—like both Mark's and mine—and think, “What the heck is this?”
 

We want to hold to the original way the church worshiped, so we pray, preach, and have the ordinances. Yet how different from the original early church in style and format is the way we do those things today? I do not imagine in Dever's church they have a time when they give each other holy kisses (we do not in our church, either). However, the Bible indicates several times what we should do as the church meets with one another (Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26). The point is that what we do in worship gatherings changes, as culture changes, from what was done in the early church.
 

Another thing: Lawrence and Dever's description of “blended worship” honestly did not seem very “blended” to me. If we really are going to be “blended,” where do we stop the limits of blending within evangelical circles? It looked to me as if their song selection was not very blended. For the most part it was old songs, with a very few contemporary songs. Most of the “contemporary” songs were “Sovereign Grace Praise” songs. I was familiar with them, and I even went to the Web site where one can listen to the songs. The style of those songs (at least the ones shown as samples by Mark) did not sound contemporary to me. “Contemporary” may mean having been written in the mid-1990s, as was the case of the songs they listed. Yet their examples sounded much like 1980s praise music. If we really are “blended,” then where is the equal amount of what truly would be contemporary songs?
 

If we are truly “blended,” then where are hip-hop songs? Where is any global music influence? Why are turntables not used in the “blend”? Why are there no African-American worship styles reflected? Where are the songs sung in so many churches today by Delirious?, Matt Redman, and the David Crowder Band? If a worship gathering is “blended,” where is the blending of “emerging” expressions of worship that are becoming more common in many churches using art or prayer stations? The “blending” that Dever and Lawrence described seemed to be “blending” only a fairly limited and specific style of a primarily middle to upper class, somewhat suburban, clearly Reformed approach to worship. It was certainly not a blending of culturally diverse elements incorporating a fuller picture of the variety of worship existing in evangelical churches today.
 

Here is the main question I want to ask: Are our worship gatherings and the whole life of what our churches do actually changing believers? Are people who have put faith in Jesus and the substitutionary work He did on the cross learning the Scriptures and being changed by the Spirit to love God more, love people more, pray for their enemies—whether the room is light or dark? How is the Spirit changing our church communities to be loving people? Where is the fruit of new conversions? As a result of the blended worship gatherings and preaching in a large metro area such as Washington D.C., how mission minded are the people of the church becoming? I would love to hear how Michael's and Mark's people are being the church in the world. I would like to know how the church is seeing reproduction—tangible fruit of people outside the faith coming to know Jesus, repenting, and trusting in Him. That, to me, is a huge sign of whether our worship services are being used by God to change people to be missionaries and allow the Spirit to use them as they are in the world.
 

I think Lawrence and Dever and I are in alignment with a high view of the authority of Scripture and the importance of teaching the Bible in worship gatherings. I never want to oppose anything in the Word. But the Scriptures themselves do not give very many guidelines for how we are to worship when we meet as a church on Sundays. Lawrence and Dever and I are all Word-focused, hoping to see the Spirit of God use our teaching and the Scriptures to change people's lives and shape us into true worshipers who worship in spirit and in truth. I just cannot imagine that God, who created all the visual beauty and wonder in His creation and created us in His image, would not also be pleased with our giving Him glory by expressing worship back to Him creatively. And I cannot imagine He would not want us to learn about Him through the authoritative and inspired Scriptures, not only through words, but also through visuals, art, and other creative methods. We are, after all, serving on the same mission for the sake of the gospel.
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The Background of This Chapter

In preparation for writing this chapter, I read the biographies of the other writers contributing essays to this book. As I read them, I felt fairly humbled. By no means do I have the academic credentials of my fellow contributors. Four of the other five authors have research Ph.D. degrees. I do have a seminary degree and am planning to enter a D.Min. program soon, but I am not a scholar. Therefore, both my approach and writing style in this chapter will reflect the perspective of a pastor and practitioner rather than a professional scholar. I will be speaking as one who has been deep in the trenches of ministry, primarily to those who have grown up in an emerging, post-Christian culture. I have had the opportunity to travel widely, so I will also reflect extensive discussions with church leaders from all over the United States, and especially a wide variety of church leaders working specifically with emerging generations.
 

I grew up outside the church. I came to the faith in high school, but I was not a regular part of any church until I was twenty-four years old. The only churches I ever experienced before that time were ones that felt to me like funerals. The organ music and droning responsive readings caused me to get very sleepy. The preaching was confusing, its language geared to what felt like “insiders.” I actually loved some of the tradition and ritual, but it was done without life or explanation. Everyone wore formal clothing, which felt odd to me. I wondered why people who had come to worship God had to focus on an exterior form of dress code when most of them probably did not dress up like that during the week. I remember thinking as I sat in one worship gathering, “Was dressing up in formal and fancy clothes in the Bible?”
 

The other church worship experience, while I was in college, was going to a meeting where everyone was hyperhappy and clapping and smiling and singing. This was almost the opposite of what I experienced with the more formal, droning-organ type of church. As I scanned the room, I saw no one I could relate to. I was in a punk-rockabilly band at the time and dressed in all-black, and—I am not exaggerating—as I scanned the room, I saw a sea of pinks, whites, and light blues. Everyone was dressed in pastels. This was the 1980s, so the popular Miami Vice trend in clothes might explain the colors. The overwhelming imagery was of pastels, gleeful clapping and smiling in a hyperjoyous way, singing songs I did not recognize in a musical genre to which I could not relate. The speaker was overly enthusiastic and had people cheering about a certain announcement. From an outsider's perspective, I felt as if I were in a high school's pep rally for the kick-off of the football season. So I fled the room. I understand much more now what was going on, and I would not leave the room now as I did then. Yet, from an outside, nonchurch-going (yet Christian) perspective, my experience and interpretation at the time were understandable and valid.
 

I say this because I came into the evangelical church culture without any predetermined expectations of what church and worship were about. I did not have any grid from which to view what a “worship service” should be like. I only knew I wanted to worship God, connect with other Christians, and learn about the Lord Jesus. Even later during seminary years, we never explored what historical and traditional expressions of worship in churches should look like. Church history was required, but it consisted mostly of the names of key leaders, events, and creeds, with little emphasis on the history of worship. When I eventually got to a place where I could think through what worship could be in a church, I had no denominational guidebook to tell me how it should happen.
 

This was not all bad. Having no background of a church and worship culture forced me to the Scriptures as my primary text for designing worship gatherings. It felt as though I were starting from a clean slate, with the Bible in front of me, to see what the church should do when we gather weekly to “worship” the risen Jesus in community. The Scriptures are what I examined, to see what they said about what to do when the church gathers for worship. What I discovered, though, was that the Bible gives few guidelines on how to worship when the church meets. Rather, the Scriptures focused more on the heart of a worshiper.
 

What Is Worship?

The books I have written go into this topic in much more detail than is allowed here.1 But I will recap some of the things I discussed previously because I want to build a biblical foundation for why I will say the things I do about emerging worship. First, let's begin with a definition of worship. What is it?
 

Worship in the Hebrew Bible

Many full volumes have been written about worship in the Hebrew Bible, so this is simply a quick glimpse. The most commonly used Old Testament word for worship is [image: image] (or [image: image]), which means “a bowing down.” This word emphasizes approach to the holy presence of God. It signifies bowing down in reverence. Throughout the Old Testament, we see various expressions of worship. At creation there is singing and shouting—“the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). In Genesis 28:18 Jacob dedicates the place of his dream, where God spoke to him, and pours oil over a stone as an expression of worship and remembrance. In Exodus chapters 25 and 26, God gives detailed instruction about the design of the tabernacle and how God wanted worship to be carried out for this time period.
 

The temple was eventually constructed, with more elaborate, formal worship. Some of this came straight from the Scriptures, whereas some became more of what the Israelites determined regarding how they should go about the duties of worship. It is fascinating to study the tabernacle and the temple and see how they point to Jesus in their various instruments and practices of worship. Colors, water, blood, scents, menorahs, music—all were parts of what God designed for the people of Israel. Yet we learn in Hebrews 8:5 that it was merely a glimpse and shadow of heaven. Then God, in His timetable, sent Jesus to come and begin a new era for people as He lived out a life of example, served people, announced the kingdom, died on the cross, rose from the dead, and promised the coming of the Spirit. The Holy Spirit came in the second chapter of Acts, and the Christian church was birthed.
 

Worship in the New Testament

The early church was excited, scared, and confused at first about hearing the news that Jesus had risen from the dead and then ascended to the right hand of the Father. As they began coming together to understand what His death and resurrection meant, they needed to meet together regularly—to learn from the Scriptures, to comfort and encourage one another, to worship the risen Jesus. Initially, the church had no place to meet formally, so they met in temple courts. According to Acts 2:42–47, the following practices characterized these early church gatherings:
 


	 Teaching

	 Fellowship

	 Prayer

	 Miracles and healing

	 Sharing of life

	 Eating meals together in homes



We see a beautiful worshiping community that met daily, at least for a short period of time. The church was on a mission, with people being saved as a result of their worshiping community. The temple was a bustling, busy area with much activity. The early Christians probably did not come, sit down, hear a sermon (as we think of one), sing a few songs, and then go home. The worship at this time was probably some sort of wonderfully exciting mix of the apostles teaching here and there among the groups, discussion, and songs of praise as they hung out together. All of this was being witnessed by the other people in Solomon's Colonnade, and they no doubt wondered what these Jesus people were doing.
 

The temple was destroyed in AD 70, and by this time these early worship communities were meeting in private homes. Formal leadership of elders and deacons was established to care for the churches. Scripture demands that leadership and some sense of order be present when the church gathers to worship. Yet Scripture itself reveals very little about what this worship was supposed to be like. The most commonly used word for worship in the New Testament is the Greek word proskuneo, which means “to kiss toward.” Charles Ryrie states that kissing the earth was an act done historically to honor the deities of the earth, as well as lying down flat in reverence.2 Our English word worship is a shortened form of “worthship,” which means to attribute worth to whatever we are worshiping. The Greek word used in the Septuagint to translate [image: image]/[image: image] is proskunein. This word signifies submissive lowliness and deep respect.3
 

When the church met, the focus was to attribute worth and value to God, to move their hearts and minds in awe of the resurrected Christ. Teaching from the Hebrew Bible and the letters of Paul, and other missives being written at that time, circulated from house church to house church. The early Christians began to meet weekly (1 Cor 16:2). They experienced community and love for each other when they met, and they had communion and celebrated the Lord's Supper (1 Cor 11:20–29). Initially, they commemorated the Lord's Supper in the way Jesus first led it, with the bread and wine as part of an actual meal. Through time, the bread and wine became distinct and separately taken in the remembrance of Jesus' death and resurrection. The early church met in homes, and they had elders who shepherded them (Acts 12:12; 18:7; Col 4:15). They really took care for the poor seriously (Rom 12:8,13; 2 Cor 9:6–11; Gal 6:10; James 1:27). They sang (Eph 5:18–20). However, only 1 Corinthians 14:26 indicates what their meetings were like: “How is it then, brothers? Whenever you come together, each one has a psalm, a teaching, a revelation, another language, or an interpretation. All things must be done for edification.” This verse shows that there was an expectation of participation from everyone there. Obviously, if home churches had only twenty to fifty people, then this would be easy to do.
 

My point is that from the Scriptures themselves we have limited information about what a worship gathering originally looked like and what was supposed to happen. We do get glimpses of what they did, yet God did not choose to say, “When you meet each week, I want the church to do these things in this particular order for a worship service.” We know, however, that we are supposed to have teaching, prayer, Communion, and interaction when we meet weekly. Later in history, we see in writings such as Justin Martyr's First Apology (from around AD 150) that the church met on Sunday, engaged in teaching, Communion, prayer, and so forth. We see other glimpses of early church life in the writings of other early church fathers with instructions about Communion and worship practices. Yet, again, the church sorted these worship practices with its best thinking and opinions. These were not specific commands or instructions from the Scriptures. Another indication of the nature of early Christian worship is that some practices stemmed from Jewish synagogue worship.
 

As time went on, the church moved from worshiping in homes to meeting in buildings structured and modeled after the Roman law courts. Eventually, church architecture changed to emphasize the majestic and transcendent (think of medieval cathedrals). I really believe that the architecture and design of our worship spaces reflect our values and even our theology, something I will tackle later in this chapter. The table for Communion was the centerpiece of the church buildings, although when the Reformation occurred, the pulpit became the centerpiece of the church building to protect and elevate the Scriptures in response to incorrect teaching in the medieval period. Pews were brought in and became the established seating norm for church buildings. Pews forced people to sit in a way that keeps them very focused toward the front of the room where the preacher is. Church architecture eventually took another turn, modeling the design of the buildings after theaters, with the focus on the stage and even with theater seating and sloping floors for better views of what is happening on the stage.4
 

Formalities and liturgical orders became part of the church, as all types of denominations arose, practicing different expressions of worship. Through the centuries a wide variety of worship styles, formats, methods, and tools developed, from hymnals to overhead projectors to PowerPoint and video projectors, from choirs to pop ensembles to rock bands with drums. All types of worship expressions emerged through time. So today we have a fairly diverse spectrum of what “church” does when gathering to worship. In any town or city, on any given Sunday, all sorts of worship expressions occur in all sorts of churches, within blocks of each other. That there are different perspectives on worship today is the premise of this very book, although, of necessity, this book covers only a few. Nevertheless, there are dozens if not hundreds of worship approaches today.
 

A brief overview of the history of worship suggests the following points:
 

First, one really cannot make a case from the Scriptures for what a worship gathering should specifically look like. We have very limited knowledge of or specific guidelines on what should occur in a worship gathering. We see glimpses of things such as teaching, prayer, song, Communion, and so forth. However, our knowledge is limited and not detailed. We do not know what sequence of events took place within worship, how long they met, or how they set up a room for worship. We know that some sequence of worship may have stemmed from the practice of the synagogue, but what we know is limited.
 

Second, almost all of the specific ways we worship in most churches today are neither directed nor informed by the Scriptures themselves, but rather evolved from people in church leadership, reflecting the culture of their time. Godly men and women during different periods of church history did their best to design worship gatherings that reflected their culture and values and theology. The various robes pastors wear, the styles of music, the liturgy, the way Communion is served, the format and style of preaching, the order of the service itself, the way people dress when going to a worship gathering, and the musical instruments used do not come directly from instructions in the New Testament. Now, as I have said, of course the essentials of worship (preaching, prayer, Communion, etc.) must be present, because they are seen in the New Testament. The New Testament, however, does not direct how to do these things. How a church worships generally reflects the culture that gave birth to its particular worship practices. The various practices “emerged” at different time periods in church history. Whether Reformed, Pentecostal, traditional, or contemporary, they all emerged at one point in time. Some worship practices persist in almost the same way they originated and have changed little through time. Others are of more recent origin. Yet, I repeat, the fact is that Scripture does not direct the forms, variety of practices, and expressions of worship. Rather, these originate from people reflecting their culture and theology.
 

Third, we should be more concerned with how people's lives are being changed by the Spirit as they encounter God in worship than the ways we actually practice worship (provided we are not violating Scripture). I believe that sometimes we get so caught up in arguing about forms of worship (for example, should we be contemporary or traditional) that we forget what is most important in all this: Are people really worshiping? When we meet to worship as a church, are we “bowing down,” whether in our hearts or in our bodies, in reverence and honor to our God and Savior? Are we “attributing worth” to the God we are coming to worship? Are people's hearts melting in their love for God when they gather to worship? Are their lives reflecting a repentant lifestyle as a result of the teaching and preaching? Are we seeing the people's hearts breaking for the lost as a result of being in a worshiping community?
 

I recently read someone's description of what to look for in a church. The list was entirely about forms of practice and methodology in a church. I admire the desire to ensure that churches are going about things scripturally, but the list felt so horribly negative. It felt like a list that one would have to agree to if he or she were to become a member of a very fancy golf club. The list felt like it was stating proper ways to prevent getting the greens messed up or the carpet in the lounge dirty. It was so sad reading the list, thinking that this was used to determine what church and worship are supposed to be. There was not one thing mentioned about looking to see if “hearts are bowing down” or if lives are being changed by the Spirit and seeing the fruit of the Spirit in people. There was not one thing mentioned about looking to see any signs that the church loves God and their neighbor. As Jesus said, these were the two greatest commandments. It seems we can get so guarded about the “rules” of worship that we can forget Jesus directed us to focus on the heart.
 

I think our worship should focus on how we are honoring and revering God and His holiness, rather than on the methodology of how we do that (as long as it does not go against Scripture). If we really are worshiping, then our lives cannot help but be changed as we learn about Him, thank Him, and praise Him as a community. We become loving people, caring people. The fruit of the Spirit is seen in us. We see deep growth, but then we see numerical growth as a result of deep growth.
 

I sense that many times church leaders can get intellectually wrapped up in how well we parse words and exposit a passage rather than how the Spirit uses our teaching actually to change lives. We can feel as if we are doing our job well when we see Christians nod their heads in admiration of our sharp thinking skills, rather than whether the people are really having their hearts changed and the Spirit molding them into more loving, Christlike people. On the other extreme, we can get so caught up in freedom of worship that we do not see Scripture taught. People are subtly taught that the experience itself is worship, but there is no emphasis on growth in the knowledge of God through Scripture.
 

Worship Is a Lifestyle, Not Just What Happens in a Weekly Meeting

Before we begin defining emerging worship and describing what happens once a week in an emerging worship church meeting, there are two very important reminders I need to make. Although I will be speaking about the weekend worship gathering, worship is a lifestyle (Rom 12:1–2), not just the weekly meeting. Worship should be reflected in all we do and in all we are. I pray that we are teaching our churches this, so that Christians measure their lives as acts of worship—not just that they come once a week to “worship.” In most emerging churches I know this is a major priority in communicating the lifestyle definition of worship to the people.
 

The same thing can be said for the word church. We cannot really “go to church.” Rather, we are the church. As I use the word church in this chapter, I am thinking of the people of God wherever they are, not just the weekend meeting. This may seem to go without saying, but not recognizing it has major ramifications. We can incorrectly teach people that they only really “worship” when they “go to church,” instead of correctly teaching that worship is a lifestyle. I am under the foregoing presuppositions about the words worship and church as I write this chapter. We have framed the definition of “church” and “worship,” and now we ask …
 

What Is “Emerging” Worship?

With all this in mind, for the remainder of this chapter I want to address what “emerging worship” is. To start, the word emerging simply means “what is coming to the surface.” Expressions of worship are always emerging. I showed that, in the Old Testament, various expressions of worship emerged through time. In the New Testament, we see house-church worship emerge. We then see all types of worship emerging throughout church history. We see many denominations emerge with diverse ways of worship emerging as well. This book covers five different perspectives on worship that have all emerged at different time periods.
 

So what I mean by “emerging worship” is simply expressions of worship that are relating to how people in today's culture communicate, learn, and express their love to God. That is how most forms of worship originated throughout church history. However, what is critical in thinking about the church meeting together to worship is to ensure we never forget the purpose for which we are gathering. Whether in the early church, the Reformation, the contemporary era, or whenever, what should burn at the forefront of our minds is the question, what are we gathered to do? What should be included in our worship gatherings?
 

All that I say in describing “emerging worship” adheres to the following guidelines, which frame what I believe should be in every worship gathering. Such a list offers important parameters for what emerging churches should do when they gather for worship.5 I offer these in the form of eight questions:
 


	 Did we lift the name of Jesus up as the centerpiece of why we gathered? (Rev 5:6,13–14; Col 3:17; Phil 2:9–11)

	 Did we have a time in the Scriptures, learning the story of God and man and inviting and instructing everyone in how we can be part of His story today in kingdom living? (2 Tim 3:14–4:4)

	 Did we pray together and have enough time to slow down and quiet our hearts to hear God's voice and yield to His Spirit? (Acts 1:14; John 4:23–24)

	 Did we experience the joy, love, and encouragement of being together as a church? (Heb 10:25; John 13:34–35)

	 Did we take the Lord's Supper together as a church, whether weekly, monthly, or however we do it? (1 Cor 11:20–32)

	 Did we somehow remind everyone of the mission of the church and why we exist? (Matt 28:18–20)

	 Did we enable people individually to contribute something as part of the body of Christ? (1 Cor 14:26; 12:27)

	 Do we see and sense the Spirit of God transforming lives as a result of what we put effort into doing each week?



“Emerging worship” simply takes the guidelines—what we can determine to some degree from the Scriptures should happen when we gather—and then culturally contextualizes them for our emerging culture. Again, this is what most churches have done throughout history: their worship expressions have been shaped by their culture. The music we use, the clothing and pastoral garbs we wear, and even the way we preach are not based on the Bible but on historical forms of communication. I am not saying that culture dictates worship, but what I am saying is that culture shapes how people learn, communicate, and express themselves. Therefore, since worship is about our expressing love and adoration to God, and leaders teaching people about God, then of course the culture will shape our expressions of worship. As long as we are not in violation of Scripture or allowing how we worship to cheapen our view of God or His holiness, then we should have a great deal of freedom to see various expressions of worship emerge. To me, then, it is unwise to be locked into a certain form of worship as though this is how it is to be done “for the next hundred years.” Of course we should honor tradition, but we should not be imprisoned by it. The question is, are we worshiping in spirit and in truth, and are we allowing the Spirit to transform our lives as a result of our meeting together? To box ourselves into saying that we should only worship in one way does not seem to accord with the Bible. After all, God Himself allowed expressions and forms of worship to change throughout the Bible.
 

So emerging worship is simply expressions of worship that are culturally sensitive to our emerging culture—how people think, learn, and communicate—without minimizing God's character or violating the eternal truths of Scripture. Emerging worship is about worshiping God with all our hearts, minds, and bodies in ways that resonate and connect with how we communicate and express our love for Him culturally today. I fully understand that culture should not dictate what we do. Yet the fact is that most of what we do in our churches today was originally dictated by the culture at the time it originated. We just kept practicing it, and it became the norm.
 

Defending What Is Not Really Defensible
in Terms of Worship Styles

I have heard people strongly defend not changing things in worship. The argument is that if we allow culture to influence what we do in worship, this dilutes what we do and should have no place in church. But although culture does not dictate what we do, it does change things. If we don't believe that, if we feel we should stick to the “biblical way,” we should all be meeting in homes for worship. And we had better change how we preach, because preaching in the early church was not about standing up at a pulpit and preaching a sermon with alliterative points. Our preachers should not stand but sit down, as they did in the early church meetings. And we should be taking Communion as part of a meal, not just as separate elements in isolation in a cup and with bread.
 

The truth is that none of us is really worshiping the way the early church originally worshiped. Thus, if we argue that we should not be influenced by culture, then we must recognize that most of us already have been (although the culture that influenced us might stem back to the 1500s). So many worship arguments—about style especially—lead to Christians getting stuck in one particular format of worship.
 

Emerging worship should honor the past and historical expressions of worship from throughout church history. There are beautiful, beautiful rituals the church developed throughout history. I will not at all say to abandon those. In fact, I think we should be bringing many things in from mainline churches and liturgical practices that many Baptist and Bible-type churches have ignored. But I do not think we should be bound by them and say that we are locked into certain forms of worship—whether traditional or contemporary or emerging. It is funny: even saying traditional or contemporary is subjective today. What was contemporary a decade or two ago is now considered traditional by many! That is why all these categories are really silly when you think of it. The critical thing is asking, “Are we really worshiping when we meet?” and doing the best we can to sense that God is pleased with our worship no matter what style it may be. It is important that we are open to change because we are facing some serious issues for the future of our churches right now, and as petty as it may be, worship styles and approaches to worship are a major part of it. Let me finish with one more point here before we move ahead.
 

I hope we take seriously the fact that so many emerging generations are disappearing from our churches. A lot (though not all) has to do with our worship services. I am not saying all we need to do is come up with something new for the sake of being new. After being entrenched in youth ministry for years, I noticed that even in the wonderful, Bible-teaching, contemporary church I was part of, emerging generations, for the most part, were not connecting there. The church had great preaching, contemporary music, and so forth, and thousands were part of it. It was anything but a dead or dying church! But apart from a small percentage of younger people, I was seeing that the church service was not connecting with emerging generations. When I began to scan the country and ask questions, I found that most churches were experiencing the same phenomenon: There were lots of Baby Boomers and older generations, but a close look at the church population in various cities and communities revealed a dearth of people under age thirty-five or so. As I talked to senior pastors and leaders, many would say that they had plenty of young people in their churches. I would then ask how many, and it was scary to see how few there really were.
 

A study of the drop-out rate in churches indicates that around two-thirds of high schoolers drop out of their churches as soon as they graduate and are no longer forced by their parents to attend. When one actually asks them why, the answer generally has to do with the culture of the church, the expressions of worship, the way the preaching occurs, and so on. I hope that church leaders do not shut their eyes to what is happening in most churches today with the disappearance of emerging generations. I hope we do not get so dogmatic about worship styles that we end up losing generations from our churches.
 

You could criticize this and say, does this mean we always have to be changing our worship? And I say, why not? Do we care about people? The important thing is always asking the questions I raised earlier: are we really worshiping, and are we staying true to what we know the Scriptures say? Are we seeing lives transformed? That is what is important, and I would rather change than see the church peter out, as many churches sadly are doing.
 

The Impact of Learning and
Communication Styles on Worship

If we are serious about wanting to design worship services that the Spirit can use to transform lives, then we need to understand people. I do not see this as being anthropocentric! I see it as being smart—wanting God to be so central that we do whatever it takes to communicate most effectively who He is and to allow people to communicate worship to Him in the way they can express it best. Researchers variously categorize the ways people learn, but the four primary ways are as follows:
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By the sixth grade, children have usually developed a “learning style” that will generally remain constant the rest of their lives. According to Marlene LeFever, for every ten students in an average sixth-grade class, one will find:6
 


	 Two auditory learners

	 Four visual learners

	 Four tactile/kinesthetic learners



Yet ninety percent of all teaching in our churches is auditory. That means eight out of ten people are not being taught in the way they best learn. What is interesting is that most preachers are auditory learners. Therefore, those who are preachers go about communicating and teaching that way. But this is the best way for only twenty percent. However, it is a cycle, because auditory-learning preachers generally determine the way the Bible will be taught in their churches, and this means teaching the way they like to learn! If only twenty percent of people are auditory learners (and worshipers), perhaps we need to rethink what we do when we gather for worship and how we preach. An old Chinese proverb says, “I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do and I understand.” That is a crucial facet of emerging worship.
 

Our culture is shaping how people learn. Children are growing up absorbing image-driven media and surfing the Internet. We must take seriously the fact that this could increase the percentage of visual learners. If we are serious about preaching and teaching, perhaps we need to rethink the most effective approaches to preaching and helping people to learn the Scriptures. Church leaders should not be afraid to reconsider how we go about our preaching and teaching if this means Christians are going to grow in Christ.
 

People Express Worship in Different Ways

Gary Thomas has identified nine spiritual temperaments or “sacred pathways” that explain different ways Christians express their love for God.7 They are worth noting, because what this means is that worship is a gathering of people who have diverse ways they best express worship to the God they love. Thomas shows that in the Bible we see worship happening in different ways:
 


	 Naturalists: Loving God out of doors (Pss 23; 29; 84; Isa 41:17–19; Mark 6:31–32; John 4:35).

	 Sensates: Loving God with the senses (Rev 8:24; Deut 6:5; Ps 45:1; Ezek 1:1–3; 1:26–2:10; 3:12–13; 43:3; Mal 1:11; Luke 7:36–38; Rev 1:10,13–17; 4:1–11).

	 Traditionalists: Loving God through ritual and symbol (Gen 12:7–8; Exod 25:40; 40:12–15; Lev 10:8–11; Num 15:37–40; 21:4–9; Josh 1:8; 2 Kings 18:4; Ezra 8:35; Neh 8:3; Jer 7:4–7; Amos 5:21–24; Matt 23:27; Luke 4:16; Acts 3:1; 16:13; 21:26; Rom 3:25; 8:3; Col 2:16–17; 1 Tim 4:1–5).

	 Ascetics: Loving God in solitude and simplicity (Num 6; Isa 64:6; Dan 9:3; Joel 1:13–14; 2:12; Zech 7:1–10; Matt 4:1; 6:5–6,16–17; 14:13,22–23; 26:36–39; Mark 1:35; 6:30–32; 14:32–36; Luke 22:39–46; John 17).

	 Activists: Loving God through confrontation (Pss 7; 10; 68; Prov 24:11–12; Ezek 33:1–20).

	 Caregivers: Loving God through loving others (Esth 2:11; 4:1, 13–14; 8:7–8; Ezek 16:49; Story of the Good Samaritan; 1 John 3:14, 17; Phil 2:4; Heb 6:10; James 1:27; 1 Pet 4:9–10; Matt 25:35–36; James 1:27).

	 Enthusiasts: Loving God with mystery and celebration (1 Chron 13:8; 15:16; 16; 2 Chron 29:26; Luke 19:37–40; Acts 16:25; Eph 5:18–19; Acts 3:7; 1 Cor 14:40; Acts 8:9–24).

	 Contemplatives: Loving God through adoration (Pss 63; 73; 116; Song of Solomon; Isa 41; 49; 59; 61; Jer 2:2; Matt 26:6–13; Luke 10:38–42; John 14–17).

	 Intellectuals: Loving God with the Mind (Deut 33:10; 1 Kings 4:29–34; Ps 49; Prov 1:5–7; 2:3–4; 4:7; Matt 22:37; 1 Cor 13:2–3; 1 Tim 1:3–7; 6:4–5; 2 Tim 2:23–25; Titus 3:9–11; Luke 2:46–47,52; James 3:1).



Now, going back to the New Testament, we do not see that the early church worshiped in ways that correspond to all nine of these pathways. We are just not sure all of that did happen, but we are sure their focus was on teaching of the Scriptures, prayer, music, loving each other, and other activities when the church gathered. However, recognizing that people worship differently means that we can look at our worship gatherings and ascertain the primary ways we should design them, thus setting parameters for people to worship.
 

Most Churches Focus on a Cognitive and One-Way Expression of Worship

I say “most” because there are many Pentecostals and very experientially oriented churches that focus more on emotion and music. Still, I contend that the bulk of contemporary evangelical churches are essentially composed of preaching (through one person standing and talking) and singing a few songs. Liturgical churches add some ritual to the gathering as well. Yet people generally come in, take a seat, listen, sing a little, take Communion, and go home.
 

This is exactly the way many people love to worship! They are more cognitive learners. They want to sit and listen and learn through auditory methods of communicating the Bible. They want to express their worship primarily by sitting and listening and taking Communion and singing a few songs. This is wonderful, and I would never say this form of worship is wrong. It matches certain people's learning types. What I am saying is that one cannot make a biblical case that this is the only way people ought to worship and learn about God.
 

In our emerging culture, emerging generations are growing up and learning in a visual world. Schools and colleges are changing how they teach and using more interactive forms of learning. Yet in the church, with these same people, we adhere primarily to auditory methods. I still believe in preaching, and in our church we preach forty-minute sermons. However, I think we need to shift our design of worship gatherings as we understand our emerging culture and how people think, learn, and communicate.
 

A Movement to a More Multisensory Experience

The way we view emerging worship in our church is to think about God's being the ultimate creator. He created us in His image, and we also are creative beings. So when we gather as a church to learn about Him and to express our worship to Him, our thinking is, why not do it in the way He designed us—as creative human beings? We should not be holding to forms of worship as mandatory if they are merely cultural. We should not be afraid of new (or old) forms of worship and teaching as long as they align with Scripture and we see life change as a result.
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The graphic illustrates approaching worship through a “palette” of various expressions. An artist's palette comprises many colors that the artist can mix in various ways to paint something. If we, metaphorically, are “painting” our love and worship to God, then we can look at emerging worship as expressing worship and learning about God when we gather as a church.
 

The “Brushes” of Worship Expression
in the Emerging Church

Brush One: Prayer
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The fact is that the Holy Spirit draws our hearts to God, convicts us, reminds us of teaching. In an emerging worship gathering, we “paint” with the brush of prayer being dipped into everything we do. We determine our sermon topics by praying about them. We select our songs by praying about them. Worship gatherings are not programs we put together. Rather, they are supernatural gatherings in which the Spirit works in our lives. So prayer is essential in designing what we do when we meet. In our church, we have a prayer team that meets an hour before the worship gathering. They are also available during the whole worship gathering for people to pray with. As we plan a worship gathering, prayer must be behind the whole thing.
 

Brush Two: The Scriptures
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The New Testament church would gather, read the letters from Paul, and examine the Hebrew Bible. The Scriptures were a very central part of the worship gatherings of the early church, so they should be a central part of Christian worship gatherings today. Therefore, in emerging worship we see the Scriptures as one of our paint brushes. We may dip the Scriptures into various “colors” for expressing worship, but it needs to be the Scriptures, not the “colors,” that shape what we do. In planning emerging worship, the Scriptures need to be painted through the colors of teaching, spoken word, art, prayer stations, and music—not vice versa.
 

In our church we select sections of the Bible to “paint” in worship. What I mean by painting is that we express the Bible's content in various ways to teach and interact with it. We generally teach series at our church, because teaching a series allows the church to have some sense of direction and focus. This past year in our setting, we have taught through Matthew 5–7 (the Sermon on the Mount), which took five months to complete. We called this series “Vintage Christianity.” We walked through highlights from the book of Acts, where we taught sections of it and called the series “Be the Church: the Adventures of a Missional Church.” We did a series called “Jesus in Suburbia: How We Can Extend the Love of Jesus to Others Where We Live.” In this series each worship gathering focused on an example of someone in the Bible who was sharing God or Jesus with others in some form. In one worship gathering during this series, we actually read the entire book of Jonah aloud, teaching through sections of it. We talked about Jonah as a reluctant missionary. We also took one worship gathering of this series to walk through the book of Esther and show how God places people in strategic places. We recently finished a nine-week series walking through the entire book of Song of Solomon, which we called “Sacred Romance.” We currently are teaching through the book of Daniel in a series we are calling “Not in Kansas Anymore.”
 

Teaching the Truths of the Scriptures All the More, Not Any Less.

In emerging worship we desire to see the Scriptures taught all the more, not any less. However, many emerging churches expand the forms of teaching. We want to teach Scripture through preaching and words, and that is why in our church we do preach for forty-five minutes. Yet we also add other elements to teach. The desire is to communicate Scripture in the maximum possible way so that more people with different learning styles can learn and respond. Therefore, some of the criticism I have heard about emerging churches not taking Scripture seriously is quite far from true for most of us. Yes, we also use some more experiential elements of learning and expressing worship, but that is in partnership and mixed with teaching in a style using words. The fact is that, in any relationship we have with someone, we do not use only words. Emotions are involved. I know that emotions and feelings can be misleading; that is why the truths of the Scriptures need to be the “brush” of what is used for all we do.
 

Our desire is to create a culture where people hunger for the Scriptures and where we teach them how to study the Bible on their own. No matter what creative element we may do, we see the Scriptures woven into it. We saturate all we do in Scripture, from explaining the songs we sing by Scripture, to reading it corporately, to teaching it through sermons, to having prayer stations using Scripture to meditate on or interact with it. In our church, we also are developing a lay “School of Theology” so that people can learn apologetics, theology, hermeneutics, and other subjects centered on learning about what it means to be a disciple of Jesus. In our midweek community groups that meet in homes, almost all of them study through books of the Bible. I am saying all this to respond to some of the criticism saying emerging churches do not take the Bible seriously, or that emerging worship gatherings are all experiential. That just is not true. I cannot speak for all emerging churches, but I have been to enough of them to say that in these worship gatherings I sense a deep reverence and desire to be in the Scriptures at a very serious level.
 

A “Palette” of Emerging Worship

After the Scripture “paintbrush” is selected, regarding what the worship gathering's teaching theme or focus will be, we employ creativity to determine how to design the worship gathering. As I wrote in the beginning of this chapter, we want to conform to what the Scriptures teach should take place within a gathering. Again, nowhere does the Bible prescribe the order of what should happen, nor what other elements or type of music the church should include. So what most churches have in their worship gatherings is generally what their denomination historically added, based on a particular time period and culture when the denomination began.
 

After we select the Scriptures, I as the primary teacher write a fairly extensive teaching outline that lays out, week to week, what will be taught during the particular series. I write out the Scriptures as well as some historical background of the section or book of the Bible from which we will be teaching. We then have a monthly meeting with the volunteer creative arts worship team. On this team, which a volunteer leads, are representatives from each of the “colors” on the palette of worship. Someone represents the “Sacred Space” team. Someone else represents “Fine Arts.” I represent the “Teaching” part. (We will walk through the different “colors” next.)
 

We meet in a coffeehouse and really try to live out Ephesians 4:11–12, which says that the pastors and leaders are to equip the people of the church for the work of the ministry. We have team members who are gifted in these areas of worship design and who work together to design what we do as our church's acts of corporate worship. When we meet, I hand out the sheets I have prepared in advance for the worship team (we usually do this a month in advance of each series). We then open the Bible and read the whole book or whatever section we are teaching that upcoming month. In our last meeting, we passed a Bible around the table, and each team member read a section. Thus, the Scriptures are at the forefront of how we plan any worship service. We then begin talking aloud about the series, brainstorming as a team. We try to think through people's learning styles and how the different “colors” of the palette of worship will resonate with more people. This way, we do not design what we do to be simply “my” way of learning and expressing worship. Rather, we strive to involve others in the planning to reflect a wider variety of people. I will walk through the various “colors” of the palette now.
 

Sacred Space:
 Creating a Gathering Space That Reflects Our Values
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Any space is sacred for worship. The word sacred simply means “set apart” for a divine purpose. One can worship God from any place at any time. However, when we meet somewhere from week to week, the space in which we meet reflects, to some degree, our values and theology as a church community. Whether a church realizes it or not, when people walk into their regular meeting place for worship, something is communicated. The early churches met in homes. So communicating “family,” togetherness, and intimacy was easy. There was no need for anything but the home and the people, because the church was the people. I wish it were as simple as that today. The fact is that it matters what we communicate through the space in which we meet for corporate worship.
 

When people walk into any worship space, their eyes will be drawn to something. In most churches it is the stage and the preacher. Some churches are designed like a theater with sloping floors to highlight the stage and preacher even more. Some churches have stained glass around the room, which moves one's heart to know that Jesus and the Bible are part of this meeting. Some are lit up bright, and some are darkened. When one walks into a space, something is communicated.
 

When I first began thinking about all this, I started listening to emerging generations about what they thought of church. So many of them would often talk about the meeting space. It was fascinating. I began understanding that there is something important about what is valued in places we meet. I heard comments that certain contemporary buildings did not feel like “church” but felt more like a place where business seminars are given. Some commented on the height of the stage—how the preacher seems to be a “celebrity” in the focus on him (or her) elevated higher than everyone else. Some commented that, if they were to be in a church, they would want the room to feel like a church. When I asked about what that meant, they commented that they wished the cross were more visible. They wished the worship gathering felt more like a community than the presentation of a rehearsed program.
 

So, with this, we began thinking about the space and set-up. We ended up with our worship gathering space reflecting what we hope the church community is about. Instead of having the “preacher” and pulpit as the centerpiece and focal point of the room, we built a huge cross and put that as the central focal point of the room. We want our worship space to show immediately that Jesus is the reason we are here. We set up a smaller elevated stage area, but off to the side of the cross—so the teacher is still easily visible, but not as the focal point of the meeting. We did the same for our worship band. They generally arrange themselves off to the side of the room, where people can still see them, but not as the primary thing you look at during the musical worship. People then have the empty cross still as the focal point, and also the lyrics projected on screens.
 

Although we are not a house church, we still strive to create as much of a community feel as possible, so that it is “us” meeting there to worship God, not “us” the pastors and “them” the people who show up for the meeting. We use a mixture of tables and chairs set up as much in a “homey” way as possible. Because we have several hundred people in our worship gathering, it isn't easy to create this feeling, but we are trying our best. I know of a church of around two hundred people that actually has the entire room set up with only couches and chairs, and it feels like a huge living room. The pastor there sits in the center on a stool and talks from among the people, rather than from above them on a stage. The band there also is off to the side rather than on a stage.
 

We have candles around the room, but it is not a gimmick. Generally, when candles are used in any Christmas Eve service or for a unity candle in a wedding, they symbolize important truths (e.g., the light of Jesus or two people becoming one). Candles evoke the emotion that something serious and spiritual is happening. So we use candles simply as a way of reminding people that this is a spiritual meeting. When I hear people criticize the use of candles, I usually ask them if they use candles at Christmas Eve and almost every one says yes. So I then ask, why limit it to only Christmas Eve? We keep the room dark overall, lighting it up when the preaching takes place (so that people can read their Bibles).
 

This issue of sacred space may sound superficial, but probably most people reading this book worship formally somewhere. What is set up in your weekly worship meeting room? What is the focus of the room? What is communicated by the architecture? What hangs on the walls? Every church does pay attention to this. When I talk to critics of emerging worship, I ask them about their worship spaces and find that they too pay attention to aesthetics, but in a different way. Or they pay attention to the way the pastor dresses. So it is a reality that virtually every church thinks about sacred space sometimes without even realizing it. In our emerging culture, there is no reason we should not rethink why we set up things the way we do and create a sacred space within which to worship.
 

The Sacred Space Team comes about two hours before the worship gathering begins and puts up artwork that artists within the church have created. The team also sets up all of the Prayer Stations. They have, for example, set up a table with a Hebrew scroll and a magnifying glass on it. So, when people walk by that, it communicates that we are here to study the ancient Scriptures as a community. The space in which we meet is a large, multipurpose room that also functions as a gym, and the walls are all blank. So we project images from video projectors onto the walls of the room. The images generally are art pieces that tie into the teaching that is taking place, or words that are artistically designed to reflect the teaching that night. It is amazing how projecting images onto these walls creates a mood that is completely different from the mood that the blank walls create. We have used images of gothic cathedral interiors. In an instant, one can turn a big empty room into a space that has beautiful images of architecture designed to set people's mind and hearts on our transcendent God. These are not gimmicks. We are striving to teach through what we do in the space.
 

Again, every worship space does subtly communicate what the church values. Even if one is in a building built in the 1950s, when he or she walks into the worship room, values are communicated. What is the most prominent thing in the room? What décor is used, and what is behind the décor? What are the things hung on the walls, and why are they used? Are pews used? Do rows of pews where people look at the back of other heads and sit in a restricted fashion communicate “family”? What emotions are evoked when one walks in? Every church has values that are on full display by the room in which they meet. If you had to think of your meeting space now, what would it reflect? And why is the room arranged the way it is? Are there reasons? I do not want to sound picky about worship space, but those who do not think this is important most likely communicate things about their views of worship and of God that they would rather not communicate.
 

Musical Worship: Teaching That Worship Is More Than Just Music
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Music is a very big part of most gatherings in emerging worship. The reason is that music has been a large and influential part of the lives of emerging generations, much more than for most former generations. In the past, people chose churches based on the denomination. Then it switched to people choosing churches because of the preaching. Sadly, I believe the emphasis has shifted, among emerging generations, to the music. It is not that I do not love music and see it as an immensely important part of how we worship. Yet, over the past ten years, music has defined particular churches and is the reason why many people attend them. Many in the emerging church are trying to change this and define church more holistically.
 

As I said earlier, in our church we set up the band off to the side, or in the rear of the room on occasion. This way the band is not spotlighted. I have been in emerging churches where the band is in the corner of the room, somewhat out of sight. Even if the band is not in the direct spotlight, they still can lead. However, where we place things (what we spotlight) does communicate what is most important to us. The pre-Reformation church placed the altar (table for Communion) in the center, and the Reformation church largely replaced the altar with the pulpit in the center. In many ways, contemporary churches have placed the band in the center.
 

In our church, we generally start off with about ten minutes of musical worship. There is a benediction of some kind at the beginning and sometimes a reading from Scripture. Then the band leads in pop-worship songs that are usually upbeat and mainly celebratory. The musical worship leader selects both modern pop-worship songs and hymns. We even stop and teach the origin of hymns and make sure people understand all the lyrics of a song before we sing them. The worship leader often stops and teaches the meaning of words that may be confusing in old hymns to make sure people are understanding what we are singing about. In new songs, we may read the Scripture aloud that the song is based on. So we really try to teach through the music.
 

We try not to be “programmed.” The worship leader actually lists about thirty song titles in the bulletin, and almost every week there is a point in the worship gathering where people in the church can call out several songs from that list. Thus, the people take part in choosing the songs for the worship gathering. Yes, doing spontaneous songs like this lessens the “quality” (there is always some shuffling of PowerPoint slides as the computer operator has to find the songs). Yet it strongly communicates that we are in this together, that everyone plays a part. This practice lessens the barrier between those “up front” and those in the church gathering. We were recently having a meeting with our congregation leaders, as usual asking for their comments on how things are going. One young woman in her twenties said, “Remember a few weeks ago when Josh (our musical worship leader) forgot the lyrics and had to stop the song in the middle of it?” I said, “Yes, I remember.” She then said, “Do that more often!” She explained how it shows that worship is not a program or performance, and there is a value to that. I am not saying that quality is not important. We want to honor God in all we do, but some worship gatherings do feel so much like a performance that it comes across as being inauthentic, even if the hearts of those leading it are authentic.
 

After several songs we normally give community announcements and have one of our home communities (home groups, or small groups) give a brief report on what they are studying, learning, or doing in their community. The reason we do this is so that we are constantly communicating that, although this is a weekly meeting, this larger meeting is not “the church.” The church is the people all week long. The larger gathering is simply when the people of the church all meet together.
 

Generally, the sermon starts after the community announcements. After the sermon the musical worship begins again and lasts for about another twenty-five minutes. For the most part, during this post-sermon time, the music is more contemplative. The songs are usually softer and focus on introspection and self-evaluation of our hearts. We sometimes bring in some Taize songs (melodic, Scripture-based songs originating from a monastery in France) and more hymns. While people are singing, we allow people to get up out of their seats and interact with Prayer Stations or go over to a prayer team for prayer, or just sit and sing quietly or pray. We have formed a small choir that helps to lead musical worship on occasion and does special songs encouraging the church to meditate on Scripture shown on the screen while the song is being sung. Usually near the end of the night, we sing more upbeat, celebratory songs until the end of the worship time. Generally an ending benediction is said, or a community prayer posture is used to conclude the night.
 

In emerging worship it is important to define worship as being more than just the music. We are constantly saying “musical worship” to remind people that there are also other aspects of worship. I think it is important to teach and model this, so that we communicate that “worship” is not just something that happens when people are singing.
 

Teaching and Spoken Word: Using Words to Worship
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Teaching from the Bible is a given in any worship gathering. The Bible is full of examples of how we need words as part of teaching and worship, so of course that is still a part of worship and learning. Yet I hope I am making the point that teaching through words alone is not the only way one can teach the Scriptures. In this section, however, I will focus on teaching with words.
 

Study for transformation. Teaching depth and theology and setting the personal example of the joy of studying the Scriptures are the key elements for life transformation. A very refreshing aspect of most emerging churches is the return to taking the Bible seriously. As I explained earlier, in our church we generally teach through chapters of the Bible or books. Yet I do not personally feel one needs to do only verse-by-verse teaching through books of the Bible. We need to remember that the early church read letters and discussed them. They did not have someone read one verse and then stand behind a pulpit and speak about it for thirty-five minutes preaching an outline. They read long sections of Scripture or entire epistles aloud. I talked to someone who used to subscribe to only verse-by-verse preaching, and he realized that most people in the church could not explain the theme of the book or how it all fit together. This individual has since changed—still doing expository teaching but not in the way he was taught in seminary. We still need to be expository in all our preaching. Expository preaching is preaching that concentrates on explaining the meaning of a particular text or passage of Scripture.
 

We absolutely must have preaching that expounds what Scripture says, carefully explaining its meaning and applying it to the church. That is critical! What we teach about God shapes people's attitudes toward God. How we teach doctrine shapes people's thinking about their spiritual lives and what it means to be a follower of Jesus. So, in emerging worship, preaching needs to be taken very prayerfully and seriously. However, we need to be careful not to assume that our way of teaching and preaching is the biblically prescribed format. For example, the Bible never says that we should give three- or four-point sermons. The Bible never says that we should always end sermons with application points. What it says is to watch doctrine and preach with the wisdom and power of the Spirit, not our own wisdom and power.
 

In emerging worship we need to approach the Scriptures not only academically but also with very close attention to what it means to our lives. So many churches move to the extreme—either all application, pulling out a verse or two from the sermon generally out of context, or all knowledge, pumping up heads with hardly any heart in it. In emerging worship our preaching also needs to explain how we reach our conclusions. We need to explain the backgrounds of the book and show people how exciting looking into the Scriptures can be. We must create that sort of culture as leaders in our church. Emerging generations are hungering to know God and the Scriptures. I pray we will not lose this opportunity by getting locked into methods of preaching that are not connecting with people today. The way most people were taught homiletics (how to preach), with outlines and breaking things down a certain way, is not connecting with emerging generations.
 

When a book of the Bible is poetry, read it as a poem. When a book is narrative, treat it as a story and engage people in the story. We need to be showing people the joy of studying the Scriptures, creating a positive environment so they see that it is not just for trained pastors. In our church, we often say we are asking God to transform us into a “worshiping community of missional theologians.” We specifically use the term theologian as a major part of who we hope to be as a church, so that being thinkers about the Scriptures, studying them, and discussing them are part of our church culture. Yet this means that from “up front” we need to stress constantly that anyone can study the Scriptures today. There are commentaries, computer programs, and other kinds of helps that were not easily accessible to people even twenty years ago. Emerging worship seeks to light a hunger in people to become people who study Scripture on their own and not just see the worship service and preaching function as the big “feeding” for the week. We should be teaching people to “feed themselves” as adults should, not to be dependent on the preacher for their weekly feeding.
 

This concept is threatening to some preachers, because it takes power away from them. However, if we provide classes training people in how accurately to study and learn from the Scriptures on their own, would it not make a healthier church? Preaching needs to be full of depth and create a hunger for people to study more on their own, and not see the preacher as their primary source of Bible study.
 

Have the pastor move away from the spotlight. Have the pastor move away from the spotlight to be a spiritual shepherd-leader who is one of the people, instead of the big kahuna on the platform. Preaching needs to happen, but in the emerging church, leadership is shifting to less attention on a solo leader. Emerging generations are looking for leadership, but instead of the ultracharismatic, superstar leader, they desire a shepherd who can be trusted. Preaching in emerging worship needs to be less about being a perfectly rehearsed “message” and more heart and interaction with the people. Sermons that are so choreographed and done so perfectly can come across as being inauthentic.
 

Emerging generations are looking not for sermon-crafters, but for shepherds who use the teaching time to shepherd them. There is a big difference between the two. Instead of the shepherd hiding behind a big pulpit, they are looking for someone who is like them and among them, yet leads them and teaches them. I recently attended a denominational church where I got to know the pastor fairly well outside of his church. When I went to the worship service, it was like I was seeing a whole different person. He wore a different outfit; he had a whole different sort of approach to how he communicated. He stood up on this stage behind a pretty massive pulpit. He used sayings and words that I had never heard him say otherwise. I could tell that his sermon was written out word-for-word. I think his preaching would have been many times more effective if he were more of himself, got out of that outfit, stepped out to speak from among the people. Sure, he can have his sermon written out, but it would be so much more effective if it sounded like him rather than someone else that seminary taught a preacher was supposed to sound like. The reason we got to know each other is that their church is getting older and older, and they are not seeing younger people in their church. From the visit I had to their worship gathering, I could see why: because the values of what a preacher was to previous generations have changed for emerging generations.
 

Again, I am not advocating dishonoring a church's tradition, but we need to look at why we do some of the things we do. Is it in the Bible, or is it man's creation of what to do that came later in church history? If so, what was created at one time period to be effective in how we worship may not be effective in today's emerging culture. We need to be good leaders to discern how best to lead people in worship in our culture today. The question is, are we preaching the Scriptures and seeing life transformation by the Spirit as a result? I do not think Jesus will be very concerned about how professionally we parsed a Greek word, or if our sermon outlines were acronyms. He wants us to preach and teach accurately. Yet the important question is, are we seeing lives changed as a result? Are we seeing people become more and more like Jesus each year? Are we seeing people understand God's character and holiness and respond to this?
 

Move away from the Bible-answer-man and motivational speaker mentality. On teaching with words, we should move away from the Bible-answer-man and motivational presenter mentality, from the one who has all the answers, to a spiritual director and guide who admits that the Bible and the Christian life are sometimes messy and even mysterious. I am currently writing a book for church leaders called They Like Jesus, but Not the Church. I have interviewed about a dozen people in their twenties who primarily either grew up in a church and left it or have never been part of any church. All of them respect and admire Jesus, but they want little to do with churches. One of the common things I keep hearing over and over again is they feel that preachers come across as Bible-answer-men who seem to have an answer for everything. They said that when sermons are given, they always end neatly with application points and tidily wrapped conclusions. They said that they do want answers, but they feel church leaders ought to confess that the Bible is often a difficult book to understand. The repeated thing I hear from those who left the church is that the preaching was too unreal—not acknowledging that life is not always tidy and that sometimes there are more questions than answers in the Bible.
 

These young people I interviewed were not questioning the resurrection or some other cardinal belief of the faith. It was more about how the preaching they experienced felt more like motivational talks by Tony Robbins than dealing with what it is like to interact with a supernatural God, a risen Jesus, a Holy Spirit-controlled life, a supernatural world with demons and angels. The packaging of sermons into neat little presentations was disturbing to them. I do not at all believe that we need to be changing what we do to suit the ears of people. We need to stand for truth, teach repentance, and so forth. That is not a bad thing, and that is not what is losing the emerging generation. Instead, it is how preachers go about their communication that is losing them.
 

Preaching in emerging worship must be honest with the difficulties of being a Christian. We need not have all the answers. We can say, “I don't know” sometimes, and it is not a bad thing. This does not seem very important, but it is crucial to how we teach, because we want people to learn. We should take things like this seriously. Because we care about people, we should listen to what they say about preaching so they will listen! Again, I believe more than ever that we cannot afford to avoid hard issues, the topics that people do not like to hear about. We must be bold in our preaching, but boldness need not come across as arrogant or “know-it-all.” Nor does it need to be “Here are three easy steps to a happy family.” We need to teach the struggles of life. We need to avoid wrapping things in neat packages, because life is not a neat package. This ends up backfiring on us. If people do what we say with this type of preaching and it turns out not to work, then we have lost their trust. I have heard enough stories to say that many preachers are doing this very thing, and emerging generations are leaving the churches because of it.
 

Be Bereans. We should create a culture of questioning and dialogue instead of a one-way format. I love the passage in Acts 17:10–12 that says the Bereans went home and studied the Scriptures to see if what Paul was saying was true. God commended them for that! I think that, in our nontrusting culture, preachers need to build trust with people all the more. Our preaching needs to have the sense that we are not above others, that people can ask questions and dialogue with us.
 

This is hard to do in larger worship settings, but even with several hundred people in a worship gathering, I am able to stop and ask questions. I ask for input. It shows that I am valuing them and their input, not just thinking I know it all. It is hard to do this in large groups, but it is possible. In our congregation, we also have “theological think tanks” about once a month. These occur after the worship gathering is over. We allow people to write out questions, comments, and disagreements on cards. I then have an open forum about their questions, dialoguing with them. I am always saying, “No question is dumb,” and “Don't feel bad if you disagree with me, but ask me why I reached the conclusion I did.” These are wonderful times of interaction with people about the sermon, showing them that I care about their opinions and questions more than just spouting out my own.
 

Empower women. Empower women “up front,” no matter what your theology of women in ministry is. This is a major issue that I cannot explore in this chapter, except to say we must pay serious attention to having women ministering up front. This is not so much of an issue for many people, because they have female pastors and elders. However, many churches are male-led and male-dominated. In those churches it is often rare for a female to be on the stage doing anything but singing in the choir or serving as a back-up singer in the band. This is an extremely important issue in emerging worship. If one is theologically conservative on this issue, there is no reason not to have females at least reading Scripture, occasionally teaching (under the authority of the male elders if that is how it works in a given context). It is too big an issue in our emerging culture simply to ignore, and it may require some rethinking to find out how to incorporate females in our worship roles. I may be pinching a sensitive nerve here, but I need at least to raise this issue.
 

Involve other people in Scripture reading and other ways of teaching. In emerging worship, there is a strong belief that the church should not revolve around one person when we gather. So, in as many ways as possible, we need to conceive of ways to involve others in our worship gatherings to communicate that the definition of “church” is the people, not just the paid staff. Many emerging worship gatherings are having the sermon Scriptures read by people from the church rather than the preacher. In our setting, every week we have a reading of the text from which we will be preaching. It is generally a long section; so we have people from the church who come up and read it. I normally do an introduction of sorts and then say, “Let's hear the passage.” Then I have it read by someone else.
 

If a Scripture reading consists of poetry, then we need to read it poetically. When we went through Song of Solomon, we set up a reading area with a curtain in front of it, so one could see only the silhouettes of the people reading. They read the passage romantically as it was written—sometimes it was quite steamy-sounding! When we taught on the book of Jonah, I asked someone I know who is an actor to read it word-for-word but to read it creatively, and he read it dramatically. When we read narratives, we have people read them as they would a story.
 

Having others in the church reading Scripture communicates so much. It also involves more people. In emerging worship, the more people you involve as the church in worship, the better, and the reading of the Scriptures by others is a wonderful way to do this. A few weeks ago, we were teaching on 1 Corinthians chapter 12 and what it means to be part of the church. For that night, I had the entire chapter broken into twelve sections and printed out. I then asked for twelve volunteers, who lined up on the stage. I handed them each a section of the chapter, and they each read it. To be sure, it was not a beautiful oration, because they were just reading it there unprepared, but it communicated that the church is not one person.
 

I know a church where the pastor meets during the week with around twenty or thirty people from the church. He walks through the Scripture passage they are using in the upcoming weekend sermon. This group then discusses it and helps shape the message for the upcoming Sunday. This is a great way to involve community in thinking through Scripture and bring to the whole church what they have been discussing. Church leaders can spend time and energy helping people to learn how to study and approach the Scriptures. The more we do this outside of the worship gathering, the more we create a culture of people digging into the Scriptures on their own. Every church leader's heart should be to see people develop the skills to study the Scriptures throughout the week. However, I wonder if we sometimes do more damage by feeling that they cannot really do it without us. We set up a culture in which the pastor is the one to feed the sheep every week. I agree that sheep need feeding, but adult sheep should begin to learn to feed themselves. They will be unhealthy if they keep depending on others as they grow. As I said, I still believe in preaching. We do it each week! Yet I am more concerned with creating a culture where people learn to feed themselves for more healthy spiritual development.
 

Other ways of using the spoken word in emerging worship. We can use the spoken word in worship in diverse ways, including the reading of ancient prayers from throughout church history. Emerging generations are generally void of much knowledge about church history, yet there is a respect for history and the roots of the church. So bringing in prayers from the saints of the church throughout the ages is a beautiful way, not only to pray and worship, but also to show that the Christian church does have a glorious history and that people have followed Jesus Christ throughout the world over the past two thousand years. Generally, when we read ancient prayers in our congregation, someone sets up some of the story behind the prayer.
 

In many contemporary churches and conservative churches, there is almost no use of anything liturgical—no responsive readings and no readings from the Book of Common Prayer. Most have never even heard anything of a historical nature such as this. What a joy it is to read prayers and texts from throughout church history in our worship gatherings—not to be dictated by them but to include them and benefit from them. I hear over and over again people who have never heard prayer or responsive readings say how beautiful and rich they think they are. The interest in things ancient and in seeing the church's roots is a wonderful part of emerging worship.
 

Responsive readings are another way to foster active participation in worship. Some try moving away from these types of worship practices because they are perceived to have lost life and seem dreary (and this is often true). I have been in churches where responsive readings sound like droning, horrible, gloomy statements. Yet in emerging worship we can use them with joy and life, explaining their rich meaning. The same can be said for benedictions. There are so many beautiful benedictions that we can use in concluding a worship gathering. We can explain them, but most do not need explanation. With emerging worship we do not have to limit worship to certain forms or time periods. Alongside current expressions, we can reach back into church history and bring so many beautiful things into our worship gatherings.
 

There can also be times of reading Scripture projected onto screens with images on which to meditate, or poetry readings about Jesus that people may want to share with the church. Reading poetry can be just as worshipful as singing. The lyrics, of course, must be examined, but there are so many ways to incorporate prayer, readings, and poetry, all as acts and expressions of worship. Lectio Divina is also being rediscovered by many emerging churches. This is where a verse or two from Scripture is repeated a few times and meditated on. I know some people do not like the word meditate, but the way emerging churches do this is to use Scripture. It is not the emptying of the mind to nothing. Rather, it is the focusing of the mind on Scripture. This is another controversial issue in some circles, but there is nothing wrong or unbiblical with focusing on Scripture in this manner.
 

Understanding the limitations of the “sermon.” I want to emphasize how much I value preaching and sermons. But realistically, we can overestimate the impact sermons have. If we desire people to learn the Scriptures, we must also encourage them to “feed themselves” throughout the week. I sometimes wonder if we put so much emphasis on the sermon to do the feeding that we create Christians dependent on the preacher and the sermon. This can be unhealthy, because we should be praying for the people in our churches to be students of the Scriptures themselves, not merely to depend on the weekly sermon. I realize that it is the Spirit of God who changes people and that sermons are a tool of the Spirit. Yet the reality is, even with great preachers, most people in the church do not remember sermons from three weeks beforehand. Most preachers cannot even remember what they preached three weeks before! Studies have found that people have a very limited retention of sermons. When they do remember things, it is generally a story that was told. So, I think that we need to admit this and not simply ignore it if want to make disciples who really grow in the Scriptures.
 

In our church, we have created ways for people to be in the Scriptures and learn outside of the worship service. We instituted a lay school of theology where we hold all sorts of different classes, all centered on the Bible. We also have community groups meeting during the week to help people develop the skills of personal Bible study. The point is that this does not happen primarily by listening to sermons. Thinking the sermon is the main way people are fed creates malnutrition the rest of the week, subtly teaching people that only the pastor really can study and learn to a higher degree.
 

Fine Arts, Painting, Sculpture:
Using More than Words to Worship
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Emerging worship stresses the need to think about communication and teaching in a more multisensory way and not be afraid of moving beyond words. Emerging worship takes the preaching and teaching of Scripture very seriously. The Bible clearly says, “Proclaim the message; persist in it whether convenient or not; rebuke, correct, and encourage with great patience and teaching” (2 Tim 4:2). In the New Testament, the Greek word kerusso is most commonly translated “preach.” It means “to be a herald” or “to proclaim.” Emerging worship focuses on whether or not we are proclaiming and heralding the teachings of Jesus and the Scriptures and seeing lives transformed by the Spirit. That is what is important: proclaiming and heralding the truths of Scripture.
 

Yes, we absolutely need to do this in words. The Bible is written in words. But other senses can teach and proclaim. Jesus was the Word in flesh. God did not send just words, but also flesh. Emerging worship uses words, but we do not want to limit communication to only words. Earlier I tried to show that people are not all auditory learners. Thus, in preaching we can also use images to help us teach. Quite often when I am preaching, I use art on slides with biblical scenes portraying the section of the Scripture on which I am preaching. I primarily use ancient art because it is public domain (I don't have to pay any usage fees) and less likely to be “cheesy.” I occasionally use photographs. I try to think through how to communicate with words and images, not for the sake of using images, but to be a better communicator and help others retain the information.
 

I admit that, apart from possibly Exodus 31:1–4 (“The Lord also spoke to Moses: ‘… I have filled him with God's Spirit, with wisdom, understanding, and ability in every craft to design artistic works'”), we cannot say the Bible gives examples of using art in worship. (It does not say we should use hand bells or robes or suits when we preach, either.) Art and visuals can emotionally connect with people in ways that words cannot. So, if we see art as a way both to express worship and to teach and proclaim Scripture, then it should only enhance our communication, enabling people who express themselves through art to be able to do so as an act of worship.
 

In using such tangible forms, we generally have artists help teach through art in emerging worship. For example, when we taught through the Beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount, we had eight artists set up around the room. Each was given one of the Beatitudes to paint. They were able to express the Scripture passage in any way they felt would communicate it. We had each verse written on a canvas, so that the Scriptures themselves were there with the art. Thus, as we taught through the Beatitudes, around the room people were painting them. In the last worship gathering of the series, we set up each of the paintings on a table. We wrote out prayers about each Beatitude, asking God to shape us into disciples who live them out, and placed them on the tables next to the artwork. We then allowed time in that worship gathering for people to walk around the tables and pray for God to shape their lives in whatever way that particular Beatitude was suggesting.
 

Another example of the use of art in emerging worship is when we had a two-week teaching series on heaven and hell. In the first week as I taught on heaven, an artist stood near the front of the worship space and, as I was teaching, painted on a large canvas images of light and color and beauty. The next week, as I taught on hell, the large canvas was there again. This night the artist took black paint and turned the beauty of the painting from the week before into a dark hell, representing the absence of God. By the end of the message, the entire canvas was black. This was an ideal way to use art to express visibly what I was teaching verbally.
 

Churches can also use art to express prayers or worship. One church I have visited places butcher paper on the walls around the room. During the preaching and musical worship, people can make their way over to those places and express prayer and worship through artistic media. In our church we set up tables with art supplies for those wanting to express themselves in this way. We give some suggestions and leave some scriptural verses that tie into the teaching for them to use as a basis for what they create.
 

At times I have concluded messages by telling people to draw out a prayer that words alone cannot express. They can then go to areas to get paper during the next musical worship set and draw an artistic expression of a prayer to God. We have distributed clay and allowed people to select a Scripture passage and try to shape the clay into something that represents the passage, praying the Scripture as they shape the clay. All these activities are very Scripture-focused, but they allow people to do more than just listen passively to someone. Rather, they express the teaching and Scripture and pray about it more through artistic expression.
 

In one of our worship gatherings, we talked about the body of Christ and how each person is a part of it. After the sermon ended, we went into a time of around twenty-five minutes of contemplative music and singing. As that was happening, we set up four tables around the room where people could share in the creation of a large mosaic into which each person would place a piece. We explained the symbolism: how each piece is important to what the final art piece will be. This allowed people to participate tangibly in creating an art piece that correlates with the teaching. The mosaic itself is a large cross mosaic of Jesus. In the last week of the series, we will bring all the pieces together to show that we each are part of the body of Christ.
 

During teaching about the narrow road and broad road from the Sermon on the Mount, we actually altered the entry experience where the curtains we used as partitions were widened in the entry for the night we taught on the broad road. At the end of the entry in full view were some artistic words painted that had the passage from the Sermon on the Mount about the broad road. When we taught on the narrow road, we took the curtains and made a thin entry way. Also at the end of it, we had an artist create the words from that passage to be hung in full view when one walked into the space.
 

Using art does not distract from the teaching. It only enhances it. Not everyone participates in the interactive art that is part of the worship, because some do not express worship that way. However, many do who otherwise would have only sat and listened with no opportunity to respond to the teaching or to express prayers in a way they connect with.
 

Prayer Stations in Emerging Worship
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Our church's venture into prayer stations was not initially by design. We wanted to make the room we meet in feel more intimate. To do this, we bought black partition curtains and set them up around the edge of the room. This creates more of a round feel to the set-up and allows the large room to feel smaller. We used to have a longer set of musical worship after the teaching time, in which people would remain seated. Quite often after I preached, I would slip behind those curtains to pray (or to hide!). I also would go behind the curtains quite often when we would take Communion. This gave me the freedom to kneel down or lie on my face and pray. On one occasion I mentioned to everyone there to feel free to take Communion and then go behind the curtains for prayer if they wanted to. I was amazed that so many people did it. Dozens of people slipped out of their chairs and went into the area behind the curtains to kneel and pray. Some looked as if they were doing serious business with God and needed the space to be alone.
 

After seeing this, we began encouraging people every week to feel free to go behind the curtains to pray after the message ended and during the musical worship. We then started taking more advantage of this, creating specific prayer tables where people could engage in interactive prayer on the evening's teaching. I gathered a number of ideas for prayer stations from some of the alternative worship churches in England. They were creating fully participatory worship experiences based on Scripture.
 

Normally, at the end of a sermon, we explain what the prayer station is, so that people understand how it ties into the sermon. Then the band continues to lead in more songs of worship. Generally, during this time the songs are more contemplative, and people can slip out of their chairs and make their way to the prayer stations. In any given worship gathering, probably about twenty-five percent of the people do this, with the rest remaining in their seats. Thus, it is not a mass exodus of people leaving their chairs; it is a slow and respectful moving around of people, going to various places to pray. This time usually lasts around twenty-five minutes. At the end, the music generally becomes more upbeat, signaling that the gathering is about to end. It is more natural then for people to return to their seats from one of the prayer stations.
 

Here is an example of the kind of prayer stations we set up when we taught about being salt and light from Jesus' Sermon on the Mount. The table was set with two bowls of pretzels on it. One contained salted pretzels and the other contained unsalted ones. We had the Scripture about being salt written in large words on butcher paper behind the table. We gave instructions on a sheet of paper for people to taste each and notice the difference. The instructions had them pray for God to make them salt and help them not to lose their flavor to the world. We had another table set up with a map of the world laid out on it. The Scripture about being salt was also written in large words behind the table. When people came to this table, they found a bowl of salt crystals with the instructions to take some salt and drop it on an area of the world and as they did to pray for the Christians in that country to be salt in their communities.
 

Sometimes we have set up a series of prayer stations at tables, and the teaching occurs at each table. In this way, we explain a section of Scripture, using a prop or something to represent the teaching (a vine might be on the table if, for example, we are teaching on John 15). After the sermon, people go to particular prayer stations to pray and ask God to change them in accordance with the Scripture.
 

Now to some these examples may sound silly and youth-group-like. Yet the fact is, adults are participating in this. I have seen grown men weep at prayer stations like this. I watch young adults get on their knees and pray as they participate in prayer stations. Remember, getting up out of one's seat and actually doing something in response to the message further enhances the teaching for some people—and who can argue with setting up places for people to pray about a sermon?
 

In addition to the prayer stations, we have set up what we call a “prayer cove.” It is in the corner of the worship gathering where we set up a curtained section with an entry way draped by a Jewish prayer shawl. We have taught that the prayer shawl is symbolic of God's covering. In the prayer cove are people who are trained to talk and pray with anyone in need of prayer. This happens mainly during the postmessage worship time when there is musical worship lightly playing. It gives people who possibly were convicted by the Spirit during the message to go and pray with someone about it. Or if people are in need of someone to pray with them, they always have someone there for them when we come to worship as a church.
 

It is hard to describe these things in writing, but I must say that it is not chaotic. It is beautiful to see people slip out of their chairs and go find a place where they can kneel down (the Hebrew word for worship means “to bow down”), where they can interact creatively with Scripture and the message. By no means does everyone suddenly get up and do this. It is a natural thing. Some people slip out to go to the stations, and the rest remain seated to sing, to reflect, to pray. There is a slow movement of people to prayer stations or to slip behind the curtains for private prayer if they want to do that. By the end of the musical set, generally people sense that the meeting is ending, and they make their way to their seats again. These prayer stations are all saturated in Scripture for people to read, and almost always they tie directly into the teaching. We do not do these every week, but over half the time we have something like I've just described.
 

I often wonder: if prayer is such a crucial part of what we believe the church should be doing, then why do we do so little of it when we meet in corporate worship? Emerging worship tries to give people time and space to pray, to quiet their hearts. It attempts to give people the time to see if the Spirit may be moving in their hearts to convict them or encourage them.
 

Many times we conclude with benedictions we find in various worship books from different denominations. And there are some beautiful prayers someone will read as we close. We will also occasionally close a worship gathering with a body prayer. We have people actually place their hand on their heart or extend their arm or kneel, and the whole church prays about something, using a prayer posture. Praying is a major part of emerging worship. Having a variety of ways to pray seems not to make prayer mundane, as, sadly, it feels sometimes.
 

Some of the visual orientation of prayer stations may be hard to imagine. Photographs and further examples of prayer stations can be found on the Web site www.vintagefaith.com.
 

Film, Video, and Photography in Emerging Worship
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In our church, film and video are probably used the least of all the tools I have discussed. Other emerging churches use a lot more than our church does, but I am personally more reserved in this area. Quite often we use film clips from well-known movies that help set up a point or develop a tension to which people can relate. Then we turn to the Scriptures for the teaching about this. This is nothing really emerging about any of this—many churches have been doing this for years. However, it can be effective in setting up a situation for teaching, like Jesus telling a story to make a point. We can use a film clip that has part of a story and then teach from the Scriptures. One can use film in much the same way a pastor uses a personal story. Some churches do street interviews about their teaching topic. Other churches use short video clips with everything from street scenes to nature scenes (see, e.g., www.highwayvideo.com) with Scripture overlaying the various images for meditation.
 

Communion and Baptism in Emerging Worship

I did not include Communion on the palette, because it is such a central part of worship. It is not simply a “color” of a palette for worship; it is a holy sacrament, and my assumption is that churches take Communion seriously. We take Communion in a variety of ways, but we always teach about it prior to taking it. I know some churches who take Communion once a week, others once a month. In emerging worship, we want to look at Communion as very holy. Emerging worship also sees Communion as something done in community. The Lord's Supper started as a meal shared in a church community. Although through time the meal became only the cup and bread, which became a tiny little cup and a tiny little piece of bread, it is still a holy sacrament.
 

When we take Communion in our church, we set up the room to make the service of the sacrament the centerpiece. Most often we place the elements at the base of the cross and have people come forward to take it. We usually have some sort of theme in the teaching that night and may have printed Scripture passages placed around the Communion. In one worship gathering, we were focusing on how we are the light of Jesus. So we set up the room with a huge map of our county on the ground. We had people come forward to a cross to take Communion; the elements were served from beneath the cross. However, after they took the cup and the bread they also took a small glow-stick (an inch-long plastic stick that glows when it is bent). The teaching explained that, by putting faith in Jesus and His resurrection, we receive His light. We taught that we are supposed to shine that light where we live and work. Yet the light is not our own. It comes from Jesus. People then walked over to the large map and placed the glow-stick at the location on the map where they work or live. Several hundred glow-sticks were all over the map, showing how Jesus gave us, as a church, His light to shine. We could vividly see on the map the many places where our church would be living out the light of Jesus.
 

We do not do baptisms very differently from most churches. We allow people to share how God has moved in their lives and what led to their baptism. Baptism is thus a public testimony of salvation to the church community. People celebrate with the one being baptized as they hear the story behind the baptism. Baptisms are scheduled during different times in the worship gathering, depending on the individual and where the baptism best seems to fit in the order of that particular worship gathering.
 

Honoring Tradition and Looking at Church
History in Emerging Worship

In all the various expressions of worship, it is intriguing that many emerging churches with relatively younger congregations desire to honor tradition. They do not want to be controlled by tradition, but they do want to look at the rituals some churches have observed throughout history. This is the beauty of emerging worship. There is liturgy, mixed with pop music, mixed with prayer stations, mixed with benedictions and responsive readings. Although emerging worship is increasingly using historical practices and liturgies, it does not limit itself to them. Emerging churches do not believe that worship stopped in the year 1590 (or in 1970, for that matter) and that we must continue to worship in that mode. However, there is beauty and some sense of comfort in ritual and history as we bring it in. Many churches have never stopped using more ancient forms of worship. Yet they may have allowed it to slip into lifeless ritual. Emerging worship honors tradition and incorporates elements from church history. Yet it sees worship as progressive in terms of not being limited to one order of service or one form of expression.
 

Putting It All Together

It may be hard to see how much of what I have said in this chapter fits together. So below is a sample order of what an emerging worship gathering looks like. This is simply a sample, not a model. It gives an idea of how there is a sense of order in emerging worship, yet it is done in a way that involves people in the church more, providing more ways for them to participate and express worship, not just watch the people on the stage.
 

A basic layout of worship gathering would be:
 

Pre-Gathering

 

Prayer team meets to pray for the evening an hour before. Hospitality teams welcome and greet people as they enter and hang out.

 

Various prayer and art stations are set up.

 

Mission words and Scriptures are on the front screens.

 

The Worship Gathering

 

Video mood wall on sides have images and words tying into the teaching.

 

Worship music begins—generally three to four upbeat songs, sometimes with a choir. Scripture readings occur quite often during songs.

 

On occasion there are two or three spontaneous worship songs selected by people to allow worshipers to participate.

 

Prayer

 

Community announcements

 

Community group sharing—every few weeks there is one of our community groups (home churches) who share what God is doing in their group. This also communicates weekly that this larger worship gathering is not the “church” but is where lots of mini-churches gather.

 

Dismiss children to classrooms.

 

Teaching message from Scripture (thirty to forty-five minutes)—on family nights the message is twenty minutes, since children are in the whole time.

 

Scripture readings are done during message by community group members or others in the church.

 

Message ends and people have the freedom to walk around room and go through prayer stations during next musical worship set.

 

Contemplative musical worship (twenty to thirty minutes)—people can sit and sing or walk to prayer areas.

 

Prayer stations and prayer cove are open during this twenty- to thirty-minute time of worship.

 

Offering is led by a community group member.

 

Wrap up and open prayer or prayer postures or closing benediction. Sometimes pray in groups to end.

 

Post-Gathering

 

Prayer times

 

Scheduled think-tanks with open Q and A about the message in coffeehouse.

 

A Concluding Few Things

The visual and auditory aspects of emerging worship might be hard to understand, because just writing about them may not fully describe things. However, it is not really very different from most other churches. Breaking emerging worship down into its parts, one finds that it is similar to a lot of church practices throughout history. But the worship expressions are not just gimmicks; they are very worshipful ways of setting our hearts and minds toward God. I would like to conclude this chapter with a few additional thoughts.
 

Are those who disagree with an emerging style of worship doing so because of human tradition, or can they point to anything from Scripture that makes it wrong? Sometimes I talk to church leaders who say that they do not agree with this type of worship. I have heard that the Bible does not talk about “prayer stations” or using art. I then ask them, is there any passage in Scripture that says that worship in the weekly meeting should be done another way? As I ask this, I have not yet heard anything from the Bible itself that says this is not in alignment with what we know about biblical worship. What Scripture says is that we should have prayer, teaching, Communion, and fellowship as part of the New Testament church. However, almost everything else most churches practice was developed later in church history and does not have its origins in Scripture. Most of our expressions of worship are manmade and are not prescribed in Scripture.
 

There is richness in tradition, beauty in the ways we have worshiped God throughout history. However, if we get locked into saying that this is the right way or only way, then we are worshiping according to our opinions, not the Bible. We need to consider where we are getting those conclusions. There is no right or wrong in the fact that the Magi worshiped Jesus by bowing down (Matt 2:11). The disciples worshiped Jesus by falling down and clasping His feet (Matt 28:9). They worshiped Jesus sitting in a boat (Matt 14:33). Where and how we worship are not the issues as much as whether our hearts are worshiping, whether our lives are changing as we think and ponder in our worship.
 

I see emerging worship only as refreshing and then enabling people to worship in a way that resonates with them. This is similar to the ways churches of the past created expressions of worship at a certain time in a certain culture, enabling people of that period to worship. Changing or blending some expressions of worship, adding art, and so forth are nothing different from what the church has done throughout history. The important thing is that we are reallyworshiping and not just doing an action or ritual. Worship is from the heart; it is not a style.
 

When we use creative expressions of worship and “experiential” forms of worship, they are supplemental to the preaching, and we use Scriptures in them. As we do use experiential expressions of worship, at least in our church, teaching takes place prior to it. We also have Bible verses written out as part of the prayer stations for people to read. When I have heard people criticize experiential worship, most have never been to an emerging worship gathering. If they did, they would see there is plenty of Scripture used throughout the whole worship experience and in the prayer stations.
 

We really understand that worship is not about us—it is about God. All of the various things I have mentioned are not just for us to be happy that we can worship in a way with which we are content. Everything needs consistently to keep coming back to the fact that this is about our “bowing down” before the King—our expressing love to Him. If there are different ways to do this, then that is where we need to keep focused. However, in any form of worship—whether liturgical, traditional, contemporary, or emerging—the important question is, are we really worshiping the one true God with our hearts, minds, and souls? That is why we are doing this, nothing less.
 

The church needs to pay attention to social justice and evangelism and not just get caught up on whether we are singing hymns or pop songs, or doing expository preaching. In all of this, we also should never forget that we do not exist for ourselves; we exist to serve and love God. When we focus so much on styles of worship and spend our money on video projectors, new choir robes, amplifiers, and art supplies, we had better not forget the poor and needy. We need to be prayerful about how much time and energy we spend being too concerned about some things regarding worship styles and ignoring the widows and orphans. We do not need to be so caught up in styles of preaching that we forget those who do not know Jesus yet. So we do need to put the whole place of weekly worship into the larger perspective, always evaluating how we spend time, money, prayer, and energy in the bigger scheme of kingdom living and the mission, because we will one day have to give an account to Jesus for all He entrusts us with.
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Chapter 5 is (as is the emerging church in general) a reaction against the worship of a broad spectrum of traditional American evangelical churches. To a lesser extent it is driven by a reaction to traditional liturgical worship as found in Lutheran, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox communions. Kimball repeatedly reacts to the deficiencies of the tradition and ritual of established churches (formal dress, droning organ, clergy-dominated) as well as to the abuses of the “hyperhappy and clapping and smiling and singing” Bible churches whose programmatic worship feels more like a school pre-game pep rally.
 

For Kimball, emerging worship is a reaction against pastors who stand in the spotlight, center stage on the platform, rather than a spiritual shepherd who is “one of the people.” Liturgical worship, in contrast, has never been concerned with putting the preacher in the “spotlight” but within earshot. He is the shepherd of the flock and fatherly pastor of the gathered children. Rather than putting the pastor in the spotlight, vestments cover up the man and point to his office in which he is called to preach Christ and not himself. Kimball laments a fellow pastor who changed the way he talked and acted once he got into the pulpit. His analysis certainly has a ring of truth for many preachers. I would add that how one speaks in public gatherings is always the same yet always different from the way one speaks in one-on-one personal conversations, small groups, or Bible classes. This does not, however, justify lofty, pedantic, sonorous pulpit oratory. Some pastors tell lots of stories about themselves and their families yet never reveal their own humanity. Good preachers seldom talk about themselves but about Jesus. Nevertheless, the people intuitively know that the preacher speaks as a fellow sinner-saint who is personally engaged with Christ and His Word.
 

Pastors and priests in the liturgical tradition do not “hide in big pulpits.” Big churches require big pulpits. Prior to the age of microphones, pulpits were often located on a side wall midway in the nave of large churches so that all could hear. High pulpits also allow the preacher to have eye contact with the entire congregation, front and back, on floor level and in the balconies. Lutheran churches never placed the pulpit front and center.1 That was always reserved for the altar. Nevertheless, altar, pulpit, and font were architecturally balanced as the three major sacramental locations in which God serves His people—each in its unique way. Liturgical churches are not theaters or auditoriums, nor are they lecture halls or living rooms—though they are places in which we are taught, and “homes” where the Father welcomes His family. The church is more a royal banquet hall than a house church living room with sofas and coffee tables.
 

In liturgical architecture or “sacred space,” the altar remains front and center not only as a symbol of God's presence, but of His once and for all atoning sacrifice on the cross and of His miraculous presence today in which He gives us His very body and blood to eat and drink for the forgiveness of sins. Many churches have crosses or crucifixes on or above the altar to make the connection between the cross and altar. We do not go to the cross for the forgiveness of sins but to the Sacrament of the altar. Jesus died for our sins on the cross, but He does not distribute forgiveness there. What He won on the cross He distributes to us today through His Word and Blessed Sacrament. Architecturally the altar remains put. It is not moved in and out like a card table on days when the Lord's Supper is appended to the service.
 

Kimball states that, in emerging worship, Communion is a central part of worship. The elements are most often placed at the base of the cross and people come forward to take them. It would be salutary if the teaching that accompanies this practice explicitly connects the cross and atonement to the distribution of the body and blood of Christ and His forgiveness through the eating and drinking of the bread and wine. This is certainly an improvement over the practice of some Protestants who stay in their pews and commune themselves from individual cups. This individualistic, American innovation diminishes Holy Communion as a communal action in which all are made one in Christ as they drink His blood from a common cup.
 

Similarly, Kimball's practice of going behind a curtain to pray separately while others commune themselves is incongruous with the nature of the Sacrament. Leaving people to commune themselves also reflects an ecclesiology with a diminished view of the Office of the Holy Ministry. When everyone is a minister, the “Steward of the Mysteries” becomes a mere facilitator. In liturgical churches the steward serves out the mysteries when he preaches the Word of Christ and administers the visible Word through bread and wine (1 Cor 4:1; Eph 3:3–9; 5:32; 6:19). The practice of going off by oneself suggests a theology that seeks an immediate encounter with God independent from the means of grace. The Word and Sacraments are referred to as the means of grace since they are the only means through which God has promised to reveal Himself to us. They are called the means of grace because they reveal and deliver God's saving grace.
 

Kimball's reaction against poor preaching is shared by most people. No pious man enters the seminary because his goal in life is to be a poor preacher. Yet the history of preaching shows that every era has its share of bad preaching—of boring, incomprehensible, theologically vacuous, unbiblical, legalistic sermons, or as was the case in the Middle Ages, little preaching at all. The author is on the mark with his criticism of preachers who come across as “Bible-answer-men who seem to have all the answers for everything.” He is right in admitting that “life is messier” and that the Bible does not answer all of man's questions. It is the responsibility of the preacher to teach people the right and ultimate questions and answers that are revealed in Scripture and answered in Jesus Christ. Christian apologetics serves a valuable purpose in using reason to point out the fallacy of secularist and atheistic worldviews, but the sermon should not become a lecture on apologetics. Reason cannot prove the deity of Christ, the bodily resurrection, the real presence of Christ's body and blood in the Lord's Supper, or the saving power of Holy Baptism. Sermons need to preach Jesus Christ, confront people with the law, and comfort repentant sinners with the forgiveness of sins, that is, the gospel. When the preacher preaches Christ and the gospel, he can leave the pulpit confident that the Holy Spirit works faith when and where He wills.
 

Kimball calls for “preaching the Scripture and seeing the transformation by the Spirit as a result.” He continues, “The important question is, are we seeing lives changed as a result?” Preaching produces faith, which in turn produces fruit, but determining the success of one's preaching by observing transformed lives is impossible. According to this criterion, Jesus Himself was often a dismal failure. The important question is not “Are we seeing changed lives?” Human actions and motives are simply too complex. When the pastor sees sin, he preaches God's law and gospel. When he sees good works, he rejoices and preaches God's law and gospel. Good works are never enough. People need to hear the good news, which is that they are forgiven in Christ. Pastors who have spent a long time in one congregation are not surprised when people who appeared transformed prove to be otherwise.
 

I share Kimball's aversion to motivational speaker-preachers. Such preaching flows from a theology in which the main question concerns seeing changed lives. Churches that baptize infants as well as adult converts see things radically differently. One sees no change or transformation when they are baptized. One sees only water and hears the Word. Faith simply holds to God's promise that baptism saves, washes away sins, sanctifies, regenerates, and gives victory over death and the Devil (Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38, 22:16; Titus 3:5; 1 Pet 3:21.). After the baptism, one rejoices in the visible fruits of faith, but one never puts his faith in them or sees them as proof of the efficacy (power) of the gospel Sacrament. We all know people who believe in other gods, or no have no god at all, who are, nevertheless, at peace with themselves and exhibit “transformed lives” that produce many good works. Holy Baptism saves and sanctifies, yet after baptism the sinner-saint still needs the law of God in his life and needs to confess his sins daily. However, more importantly, he needs to hear the gospel and receive the forgiveness of sins. I share Kimball's criticism of the “know-it-all” motivational preachers; however, they appear to share the same underlying theology as Kimball. The difference lies in methodology rather than theology.
 

Emerging worship is similar to blended worship and could be classified as such. The difference seems to be a matter of degree. Emerging worship appears more open to incorporating “ancient and modern” threads into the fabric from a greater variety of sources (traditional Protestant, liturgical, nonliturgical, contemporary praise music, Taize songs, and an eclectic use of novel practices: glow-sticks, pretzels, and Jewish prayer shawls). At the outset of the chapter, Kimball claims, “Having no background or culture of church and worship enabled me to have the Scriptures as my primary lens for how to design worship gatherings. I felt as though I were starting from a clean slate.” An analysis of the sample order of service in the section “Putting It All Together” suggests otherwise, at least when it comes to the order he has chosen.
 

As is the case with the blended and contemporary orders presented in this book, Kimball's emerging worship order bears striking resemblance to that of the nineteenth-century American revival order of worship. The typical revival ordo followed a three-part structure of (1) Song (or warm up), (2) Preaching, and (3) Conversion (or altar call). Revival worship has undergone many modifications in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Yet the basic threefold structure remains, as does the underlying experiential epistemology. Also unchanged is the conviction that the Bible and early church prescribe no forms or measures; so one is free to jettison tradition. The rambunctious altar call has been domesticated in many churches, where it has been shortened to a brief prayer or an invitation to find out more information about spiritual questions following the service. It seems to have emerged in a slightly new and expanded form in the service designed by Kimball for his “gathering of minichurches.” The sermon is followed by twenty to thirty minutes of contemplative music and singing where people “can sit and sing or walk to prayer areas.” Revivalist praise songs have evolved into contemporary praise music and sermons have adapted to changes in culture and new developments in communication theory. Yet the ordo has remained intact.
 

Kimball believes that worship should “be focused on how we are honoring and revering God and His holiness, rather than on the methodology.” The emerging worship he describes is nevertheless a radical, eclectic, egalitarian, process-oriented methodology. It is commendable that many in the church honor tradition. However, one cannot simply appropriate desirable bits and pieces in an eclectic manner as if going through the line in a cafeteria.
 

The term emerging church indicates the church is still emerging. This raises the question, when and what will finally emerge? It is a dangerous thing to experiment with the church of God as if she is one's personal plaything to shape according to one's own desires. It is like riding a motorcycle and building it at the same time—dangerous stuff. What will become of this experiment? Time will tell. Some participants will burn out from the constant demand for clever innovation. Some will be exposed to bits and pieces of the liturgy and yearn to be part of an authentic liturgical church in which both theology and practice are holistically integrated and consistent. Some will continue in ever more-expansive forms of spirituality that embrace elements of other religions. Some will continue to emerge until they become the postemerging church, whatever that might be.
 

The history of American Protestantism suggests the emerging church will result in yet another “church” body. The American landscape is cluttered with competing denominations spawned by revivals and evangelistic movements. The emerging church must take great care to guard against sectarian and syncretistic impulses. As it looks to the future while looking to the past, it ought to look long and hard at the ancient church and such things as the ecumenical creeds, holy ministry, and holy sacraments. Why? Not only to retain good order, but more importantly, for the sake of the gospel.
 

Response by Ligon Duncan

Dan Kimball's focus on the heart is truly a great asset to his work on worship. However, one gaping hole that I see is that, as Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is more deceitful than anything else.” If we merely follow the heart in worship, we are bound to wander and stray from God. The great hymn “Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing” says, “Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the God I love. Here's my heart, Lord, take and seal it; seal it for Thy courts above.” This hymn rightly expresses that we are dependent on God to bind our wandering hearts to Him.
 

Historically Insignificant

For Kimball, history is far less significant than present experience and culture. This strong dichotomy between history and experience seems to be false. In one sense, history is merely past experience that has been tested over time. Yet Kimball argues that what people did historically is largely irrelevant because they were simply trying to keep up with their culture. By discounting history in such a way, he is asserting that his experience as a punk rock, nonchurchgoing Christian—an experience he appeals to in order to make his point—is more relevant than thousands of years of church history.
 

If we allow preference, experience, and the like to be our guiding standard in the formulation of our worship principles, then we will be ever morphing our service but never satisfying our people. The more people we reach by conforming to whims, the more people we shut out. What makes one person happy will result in discontent for another. How many times have churches ostracized their older generation and even run them off by making worship less traditional and more up-to-date? In an attempt to reach one group, they shut out another.
 

Kimball assumes that, to reach the individual, we must focus on the individual. The Bible, however, always seems to take the opposite approach. The Bible meets the need of the individual by focusing on God. The last thing we need is worship to encourage people to become more self-centered. Only when God is on His throne and the center of all things do we find our needs truly met.
 

The Work of the Spirit

Kimball states, “If we are serious about wanting to design worship services that the Spirit can use to transform lives, then we need to understand people. I do not see this as being anthropocentric” (italics added). I cannot imagine a more anthropocentric statement, even if he does not see it. To assert that the Spirit is dependent upon our design for worship is extremely dangerous. “The wind blows where it pleases, and you hear its sound, but you don't know where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the Spirit” (John 3:8). Kimball's statement seems to diminish the Spirit's freedom and sovereignty over worship and salvation.
 

It is also a false assumption that the Spirit is more concerned with cultural relevancy than with worship practice. If we want to talk about what the Spirit is more likely to use, it would be the things that God has ordained in His Word, rather than cultural relevancy and individualistic desires.
 

New Testament Worship

Kimball assumes that worship in the New Testament consisted of “some sort of wonderfully exciting mix of the apostles teaching here and there among the groups, discussion, and songs of praise as they hung out together.” He bases his disorderly worship theory on the hustle and bustle of the temple courts. But this assumption seems forced and antithetical to the orderly worship Paul promotes in 1 Corinthians. Even if Kimball's assertion is correct concerning the formative years of Christianity and the nature of worship at that time, such practice would not necessarily be considered normative. But what is normative is that Paul explicitly demands for worship to be orderly within the church.
 

Chinese Proverb

Since for Kimball the Bible does not offer much advice for the (post)modern practice of worship, a Chinese proverb helps him formulate his views on worship. He writes, “An old Chinese proverb says, ‘I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do and I understand.’ This is a crucial facet of emerging worship.” I cannot fully express my concern over turning to pagan literature to better worship the Living God. I am not against common grace—that is, I am not saying that God does not use people for good even if they are not Christian. However, I am against formulating our worship practice based on the theories and assertions of people who have no saving concept of God, people who have probably never even seen a Bible.
 

Besides, Kimball's employment of this proverb downplays the use of the senses in worship. In biblically based worship, we use all of the senses that God has given us in the sacraments. We hear the preached Word and we taste, smell, touch, and see by faith the visible Word in the Lord's Supper. We do not need new ways to engage our people in worship. God has given us ordained means of addressing all our senses in worship to help us engage and understand.
 

Spiritual Temperaments

Kimball quotes the nine spiritual temperaments or “sacred pathways” from Gary Thomas's book Sacred Pathways. Although these ideas have proof texts, there is a blending between the lifestyle of worship and the method of worship.2 He is using this to show the ways we need to appeal to the individual, because they simply like to worship in a certain way. But the obvious oversight is that there is a blending between the descriptive and the prescriptive. We must be careful of taking the things that Scripture is merely reporting on and making them out to be normative and approved. The Bible never gives the impression that these various supposedly natural propensities that might influence worship styles need to be accommodated. Instead, Scripture focuses more on the person being transformed than the transformation of worship.3
Sacred Pathways uses Psalm 23 as an example of a lover of the outdoors expressing his devotion or love for God. But this poetic imagery eloquently expresses ideas of safety and peace and not a desire to be out of doors.
 

Jesus Is the Reason

When talking about decisions on the arrangement of his worship space, Kimball says, “We want our worship space to show that Jesus is the reason we are here.” But the positioning of a cross in the center of the room—which is what he is talking about in this instance—will hardly show people that Jesus is the reason they are there, when every other impression the worshiper will have been given by the church would be that the individual or “I” am the reason we are here. “It is all about me.” We must take the eyes of our people off of themselves by pointing them to Jesus, not pointing them further to themselves to think of how I best like to worship.
 

I appreciate Kimball's desire to reach out to the unchurched and meet them where they are, but I am afraid that this desire leads to an anthropocentricity that could dangerously do as much harm as good. The last thing we need is the church encouraging people to focus even more on themselves in worship. The heart is the ultimate issue in worship, not because it is worthy to be followed, but because it so easily leads us astray and is the source of all our actions.
 

Response by Dan Wilt

Introduction

I begin my response to Dan Kimball's chapter with an honest admission. As one who has been a part of the contemporary worship experience of the church since its rambunctious adolescent years (in my twenties), and as one who found my childhood roots in the liturgical and evangelical churches, I have a great affinity for many of the views and ideas in worship expressed this chapter. In fact, I was implementing (along with others, I know) many of the ideas Kimball celebrates before the language of “emerging church” was in vogue. My own experience in a wide variety of other church traditions, and my own calling to seek to bridge some of those traditions in friendship and dialogue, has kept me moving forward in conversation with the emerging church movements afoot in today's world. (My present work at St. Stephen's University is in leading an institute dedicated to reinvesting the contemporary worship artisan with the riches of the past—toward our emerging future.)
 

Affirmations

If worship expression can be alternatively understood as a series of sensory ways that we reclaim, reimagine, and renew the Story of God in the hearts of ourselves and our communities, then the world will simply have to pay attention to the approaches being experimented with in what is still a nascent emerging worship movement. The mingling of the ancient and ageless with the contemporary and time-locked is vital to a full-orbed worship environment in the twenty-first-century world. Experimentation and innovation have always been suspect in the church due to our fear that changes in form will breed changes in content. In my estimation, that fear is well founded. Neither form nor content is mutually exclusive, neutral, or nonintegral one to the other. When form changes, yes, content can change—such is the gift of art. When content changes, yes, form often changes as well. The emerging worship movement is asking the question, “Could we consider that not only the forms of worship need to be revisited and reevaluated, but that our theological content has also become misguided and is in need of evaluation?” Such dark and dangerous questions (both “dark” and “dangerous” are words that speak of mystery and adventure as well as potential pitfall) are precipitating significant theological controversy among pastors, and the same wrestling is finding its way into worship conversations such as this.
 

Specifically, reinvesting present worship experience and expression with the riches of the past is energizing the contemporary church. We are discovering “new treasures as well as old” as the scribe in the gospel narrative, and we are rethinking how we have “done worship” for the last forty years in the modern church. Educational institutions such as my own at St. Stephen's University are developing unique programs that engage contemporary worship leaders with the riches of the past and with reflection on emerging ideas in worship expression. We must tend to this stage well in order to influence the next centuries of worship in the church. Kimball has done us all a great service in his work of living, communicating, and writing seminal ideas that are bubbling in the wider church worship conversation.
 

I share Kimball's refreshing, positive view of culture—a more “church as seed-culture versus subculture” worldview. We are still a long way from taking our place at the roundtable of cultural discussion in our cities and nations, but we are getting closer as we revisit the postures the church has taken toward culture. Emerging worship understands the vitality of connecting with people first, establishing credibility, and then offering the way of Jesus in the context of that friendship. In this way, emerging worship forms resonate with themes of Celtic Christian hospitality, which grew up outside of the Roman Church, allowing wayfarers to belong before they even believed or behaved. This is a rich gift the emerging worship streams are giving once again to the church.
 

Kimball's ideas on contextualizing worship for postmoderns, for varied learning styles and communication forms, and on the shaping of worship by culture are all strong ideas. The concept of the Sacred Pathways is very helpful. The conversational dynamic of teaching, discipleship, and even worship is not only refreshing—it is also detoxifying for the church in relation to many of our weak relational systems and failing “kingdom” worldviews. We are beginning to gain thinking hearts and feeling minds in our worship communities, and are all reimaging our churches as “worshiping communit[ies] of missional theologians.”
 

Emerging worship does not live in denial and in fact is willing to carry on a dialogue with the world rather than a monologue. Kimball reminds us of the limitations of sermons, how we came to pulpit-centrism, and how the vantage point of band and congregation influences us over time. Emerging churches on the whole do not live in cowardice when it comes to theological, philosophical, sociological, ecclesiological, and liturgiological debate. They courageously seek to honor vital tradition, reclaim secular space as sacred, and even challenge ideas that have long been in need of challenge throughout the history of the church (such as the role of women in leadership and the place of theology emanating from the marginalized world). Emerging worship forms (riding on the waves of contemporary worship fruit in my estimation) are renewing an incarnational and sacramental way of living in the popular mind of the average Christian.
 

As is the case with any adolescent, it is moving from experimentation into a season of needing to make lasting decisions about the past, present, and future for the sake of local church contexts and for the sake of posterity. Contemporary worship's adulthood and emerging worship's teen years are coinciding—and a wonderful team is in the making that will embrace the best of the past and present, and deliver it into the future.
 

Challenges

In my estimation, the greatest risk that the emerging church faces, and emerging worship forms face, is that of being converted by the culture. To open an honest dialogue means that the other person involved may not be the only one who changes in the process of open communication. Some of our worship practices should indeed be subverted by the culture, in that we have sometimes gotten lost in our worship theology and ostracized good and perfect cultural gifts in our quest to be “set apart.” However, some of our kingdom stories are also being subverted by the culture. Again, in my view, the culture is made up of broken ImageBearers, all reflecting a strange mix of beauty and brokenness. Some subversion may actually bring us back to a more biblical worldview toward the poor, toward God and politics, toward our in-house vocabularies, and toward our awareness of what Jesus would actually have us do to better our world. However, if the emerging church community is not careful, an unequal yoking with the culture will continue to push us to be less moved by the Scriptures in our thinking and more moved by bent civilization around us. In my estimation, emerging worship music and practice must stem this tide by continuing to reinforce biblical ideas in a predominant and intentionally creative way.
 

In my own perception, there is not enough significant joining of resources (financial resources, human resources, facility resources, etc.) right now in the emerging church expressions to engender more beautiful architecture, more beautiful and culturally influencing expressions of truth, and greater impact on our towns, cities, and nations. Still in fringe state (though this may change quickly), the emerging church movements are having to deal with the kinds of issues adults must wrestle with (How will I pay the bills? Maybe all that my parents did was for good reason, and I should return to those ideas. We should begin thinking hard about the next few centuries and what will actually last in what we are doing. How do we take care of, and disciple, the kids?). Kimball himself will have much more to say in thirty years, and it will be more seasoned than it is now.
 

While I am a strong proponent of rampant creativity in the church and in the culture, I still sense a high degree of novelty, experimentation, and “let's try this … now, let's forget this …” occurring in emerging worship streams. The random and sometimes cavalier use of Scripture must continue to be eradicated from both contemporary and emerging worship patterns, possibly by the recovery of the liturgical year of which Robert Webber so faithfully reminded us.
 

I also think, true to my background as a musician and artist, that the emerging worship communities may be in danger of diminishing the powerful, time-tested communal worship form that is music. In our desire to recover image, sacrament, and the multisensory in worship experience, we should never underestimate music's unique ability to draw a community together, give it a common voice, and leave the whole changed for the experience. Emerging worship should tend well to its songwriters, as they may have one of the most lasting parts to play in injecting emerging church values into the church.
 

Ideally, the emerging worship streams are multiethnic. However, in practice, I perceive that they are still quite homogeneous—at least in North America and Europe. The young and educated are drawn to the movement, the hip and theologically playful find it roomy, and closet or housetop postmodern social revolutionaries find it an amenable context in which to express their renewed vision of faith. I am not so sure emerging worship practices will engage the widest demographic that they could engage in their present tack, but they are indeed reaching a few people very deeply, including myself.
 

On a practical note, the emerging worship activity Kimball describes here sounds like a lot of work week in and week out. The moving of chairs, new experiments, the limited resources, and even the need for multifunctional rooms makes me tired just thinking about weekly setup. I think new (or old) buildings for worship (sacred spaces, but not in exclusion to the sacred space that is the marketplace of the world) should be acquired, over time, by the emerging worship movement. Great worship visionaries, designers, and architects could indeed create lasting spaces that influence generations to come with both ancient and emerging ideas in worship. I would also suggest that the emerging worship idea of reclaiming all of life as sacred should naturally call us to train up our young people to be the best in all vocations that culture has to offer, rather than raising up the best to work in the church proper. If we strengthen the strong in discipleship and calling, they will be better equipped to use their strength to care for the vulnerable in society.
 

I would also challenge Kimball's language in his shared emphasis that “worship is all about God.” I do fully agree. I stated this in my own chapter and have publicly used this phrase for years. However, I am beginning to believe that we may be overstating the case to fix the contemporary worship “me-isms.” Worship is not “just about God.” Rather, it is directed to God, is for God, and is inspired by God. Yet it flows from us, completing a circle of valuing and mutual love that involves the self-revealing personalities of both parties. Worship is about God and our relationship with God. I simply think that this is a thought worth thinking for we who communicate vociferously about worship and its themes.
 

Conclusion

Emerging worship forms must continue to grow both backward and forward at the same time, embracing timeless patterns in sacramental worship, beyond novelty and experiment, and gaining consistency with fresh patterns in incarnational worship that should be honed for centuries, perhaps millennia, to come. If the eclecticism of the emerging worship movement can birth fresh ways of seeing God, His world, ourselves, and culture, then I think that all manner of gifts should throw their weight behind its already bulky and moving mass—to see its work furthered for the sake of us all.
 

Response by Michael Lawrence and Mark Dever

Dan Kimball clearly understands that worship, even public worship, is more than just music. Not only does he say so, but he also demonstrates as much throughout his chapter. Kimball also understands that worship is essentially our response to God's revelation of His infinite worth in and through Christ, and that we respond both in all of life and in public, corporate gatherings. So for someone who began his chapter by rehearsing his lack of academic qualification, it is clear that, if nothing else, Kimball is and means to be a student of the Scriptures.
 

Repeatedly throughout this chapter, we found ourselves agreeing with Kimball. From his recognition of what constitutes the essential elements of public worship (preaching, praying, singing, sacraments, Scripture), to his statement that the Bible does not tell us what a worship service should look like, to his sound biblical-theological insight that church is the people, not the building, to his fine pastoral concern that corporate worship flow from transformed lives (and we could extend the list), Kimball demonstrates a clear and accurate grasp of the Bible's teaching on worship.
 

Even more, we agreed with Kimball's concern that we pay attention not just to the forms and styles that characterize our worship, but to the culture of our local churches. He is right to want to foster “a culture of people digging into the Scriptures on their own” and he is also right to question those cultures that equate spirituality with fancy dress or archaic vocabulary and grammar. What we desire are church cultures that lift up the name of Jesus and that foster and support the transformation of our lives by His gospel, to take the first and last of Kimball's eight guidelines for emerging worship. When such a counterculture is created in the midst of our fallen culture(s), a powerful witness to the truth of the gospel is unleashed. This is not a matter of technique or method; it is not the result of a program; there is no manual for it on the shelves of our local Christian bookstores. Rather, a church culture that displays the glory of God in the gospel is the work of the Holy Spirit, as God's people in a particular place are increasingly shaped by His Word into the image of His Son.
 

Something else on which we agree with Kimball is that people have different styles of learning. Any parent of school-age children has watched as some thrived and some struggled with the auditory environment of the traditional classroom. Kimball's pedagogical heart is evident, and we can only applaud his desire to teach others, creatively and appropriately, the magnificent truths of the gospel. It seems to us, however, that it is at just this point that emerging worship has confused two important categories: pedagogy and doxology.
 

Throughout his chapter, Kimball argues that our public worship should contain a variety of “colors” to take account of the fact that people learn and communicate in different ways. He is also sensitive to the fact that learning styles and preferred modes of communication are not just hard-wired into us but are themselves shaped by the culture in which we live. Therefore in a postmodern, highly interactive and decentralized, visually saturated world, our worship should not so much be dictated as shaped by these realities in our people's lives. As Kimball puts it, “since worship is about our expressing love and adoration to God … of course the culture will shape our expressions of worship.”
 

There are two immediate problems that we see with this train of thought. One has to do with categories and definitions, while the other has to do with the relationship between culture and the church. First, in support of his thesis that our public gatherings should cater to a variety of learning styles, Kimball cites LeFever, who like others has built on the work of Harvard professor Howard Gardner and his idea of multiple intelligences. LeFever (and Gardner, who teaches in the School of Education) is focused on the classroom environment and the various ways in which information can be transmitted and received in order to facilitate the learning process. But pedagogy and doxology are not the same thing. So even if Kimball's observation is correct (and we think it is), it does not automatically follow that our public worship must give expression to the various learning styles. At best, you could apply the insight to preaching, but even there we would argue that New Testament heralding of the gospel is more about moral persuasion and exhortation than it is about teaching. As we noted earlier, the goal of our church culture is transformation to the glory of God, not mere education.
 

Some, including Kimball, might say that even if the insight does not apply directly, worship is still an act of communication on our part, and so we should cater to the various styles of communication we each have. But surely the first rule of communication is that, if I am trying to communicate with someone else, I should communicate in his or her preferred style, not mine. Does God have a preferred style of communication when it comes to receiving our communicative act of worship? Jesus seemed to think so, for He said the kind of worship the Father desires is worship that is in spirit and truth, that is to say worship that is engendered by the Spirit and in accord with His Word. And while we agree with Kimball that the New Testament does not tell us what a public worship service should look like in any detail, the Bible does tell us what it should include and what it should not include!
 

We largely agree with Kimball on what it should include. It is when he adds elements that are fundamentally visual in their orientation (artwork, crosses, candles, video and still images) that we wonder if he believes the second commandment against the use of images in God's worship has any contemporary application to the life of the church. It would seem that God, for our sakes rather than His, is wary of the use of images in worship, because He knows our propensity to reduce Him and our experience of Him to the things we can see and comprehend.
 

The day will come when we will worship God by sight (Rev 22:4), but until that day New Testament worship is worship of the living Word as we hear and heed His Word in our lives. In that sense, true New Testament visual worship is not the painting or sculpture we craft. We have no record of Jesus teaching His disciples to sculpt or commanding them to draw. On the other hand, Christ's teachings model the priority of the Word and command His followers to teach and obey. Furthermore, drama was a carefully honed skill and widely enjoyed aspect of contemporary Hellenistic culture. However, nowhere in the biblical or extrabiblical evidence do we see New Testament Christians employing this medium. If Kimball's thesis is correct, this omission seems inexplicable. In fact, it is not hard to understand. The New Testament is clear that the visual aspect of gospel worship is the life we live before a watching world that is then moved to praise God for the love and good deeds they see in us (Matt 5:16; 1 Pet 2:12).
 

Second, Kimball rightly notes that culture will shape our expressions of worship. We completely agree with him. Where we disagree, at least in part, is how we should respond to that pressure. Kimball understands that we should never acquiesce to cultural influence that is in violation of Scripture. Surely, however, we must say more than that about the effect of culture, for if every human culture is the product of fallen human hearts bent on justifying their unbelief, then no cultural influence can be taken for granted as neutral, much less positive. This is not to say that we can avoid or escape from our culture. It is simply to say that we are on safer ground biblically if we assume that culture's default effect will be to misshape our worship, and that what is needed is to allow the Scriptures to constantly reform and reshape our worship according to the pattern of the Spirit rather than the pattern of the world.
 

So, for example, of course we have a measure of freedom with respect to the forms our biblical worship takes. We must make decisions about musical style and instrumentation, the structure and vocabulary of our preaching and praying, and so on. We will also need to make decisions about the circumstances of our corporate gatherings: what kind of lighting we will employ, what manner of dress we will encourage, what kind of architecture and furnishing we will use for our meeting place, and so on. All of these decisions will be made out of the options our culture makes available to us. But all of these decisions should also be made in light of the Scriptures' revelation of God in Christ.
 

This revelation does not confirm us in our preferences and personal styles. For our culture and every culture in its own way prefers strength and wisdom and beauty. Rather the Bible confronts us with a radically other, radically holy culture that emanates from the character of God, not this world, and is fully revealed in the weakness and foolishness and shame of the cross (1 Cor 1:18–2:16). And then in mercy, the gospel invites us to shape our response to God according to His values and in light of His culture, that He might be praised to the glory of His grace.
 

In all of this, it may sound like we are completely rejecting the concerns and agenda of emerging worship, and we want to make clear that is not the case. As we said at the beginning, we found ourselves repeatedly agreeing with the concerns of this chapter. What is more we were helpfully challenged and refreshed by much of Kimball's creative thinking as well as the passion for God's people and God's gospel that evidently drives that creativity. Kimball clearly demonstrates the ability and sensitivity needed to be biblically countercultural in his leadership of the emerging movement, and we pray that God uses him to that end.
 



1. A few exceptions are found where Lutheran churches came under the influence of the Reformed Church.
 

2. Kimball stated that he was going to focus on the method of worship and not the lifestyle. By method, I take this to mean what we are to do in corporate worship. By lifestyle, I take that to mean the worship that takes place in all of life.
 

3. I realize that there was a transformation in worship after Christ came, but this transformation was one of fulfillment and not one of accommodation.
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