
WHAT IS WORSHIP?
Isaiah 6:1-8; Acts 2:43-47; Luke 24:44-53

“How can you talk about worship, Bob? Worship is different to each person gathered here.” My friend is exactly right. Each of us comes here today with our own expectations for worship. It’s like my job description. I have a written job description given to me by the Personnel Team, but in reality I have about 200 job descriptions because each person here has a list of what he/she expects me to be and do and you are evaluating me every week according to that list. I imagine most here have never seen my written job description!

What is worship? I want to try to answer this question by using the current structure of our worship service as the guide. Perhaps you have noticed the three headings we use each week: Gathering, Proclaiming, Responding. I will also use a definition from Marva Dawn: “Our worship should cause us to ask instead, ‘How does worship form us to be God’s people for this place and time? Who is God? How does God want to use me and the community to which I belong for God’s purposes in the world?’” 1
GATHERING (Acts 2:43-47)

Worship forms us to be God’s people in this place and time. That’s why we begin with a time of gathering. On the one hand, some of my friends like to come into a quiet sanctuary to focus on the silence and prepare their hearts for worship. Some of my friends, on the other hand, enter this worship room talking to someone they saw out in the foyer. Like any true politician, I stand with my friends—those who want it quiet and those who want to enjoy fellowship. 


We begin with a prelude for meditation. The doors are closed. Then we open the doors and offer gathering songs for others to come in and join the worship service. We are greeted by a leader and then invited to greet one another with the peace of Christ. After we are called to worship together, we gather by bringing our joys and concerns to this table in the center of our room. 

The early church also gathered for worship: Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved (Acts 2:46-47). 

One of my growing edges is learning that worship forms us to be God’s people. So often I want worship to be about my private experience with God or my direct connection with the preacher. I am learning, however, that one major purpose of worship is to allow God to build and form community here. Marva Dawn writes, “Worship that draws all its participants into a common understanding of God will develop vibrant communities” (page 133).

We live in a narcissistic culture. The word “narcissism” means “excessive interest in one’s own appearance, comfort, importance and abilities.” The song of a narcissistic culture is the Beatles’, “I, Me, Mine.” We are tempted to allow the culture to shape our worship around what is only present and only what people want. One very harmful aspect of a narcissistic culture is the exclusive emphasis on the present and rejection of the past.


I once heard Fred Craddock say, “A prophet reads his own time, rereads the tradition, and speaks. Any preacher who cannot remember past his or her birth is a spiritual orphan. If you don't remember these people, you are too young to preach.” 2


So we gather here not as individuals but as a community formed by God. And we gather, as the writer of Hebrews says, surrounded by so a great crowd of witnesses (Hebrews 12:1). We gather with confessions, hymns and songs from 2,000 years of Christian witness. We gather with a sacred text of the past still relevant to the present. Hopefully, we gather not as individuals sitting as far away from one another and far away from the front chancel, but as a community who wishes to sit closer together and closer to the front where all the action is. Yes, I know we’re Baptists and you have to come early to a Baptist church to find a seat on the back pew. If we are gathering as a community, however, let’s sit together. Worship forms us to be God’s people in this place and time.
PROCLAIMING (Luke 24:50-53)

As we gather we ask a second question, “Who is God?” and praise the God proclaimed in this service.  Luke ends his story about Jesus with these words: Then Jesus led them out as far as Bethany, and, lifting up his hands, he blessed them.  While he was blessing them, he withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven.  And they worshiped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God (Luke 24:50-53).

They were continually in the temple blessing God. As we gather, our main intent here is to praise and worship God. As Ephesians 5:18-19 reminds us, we praise God through hymns, psalms, spiritual songs. We proclaim the Word of God through scripture readings, sermons, hymns, anthems, testimonies and confessions.

Again, in a narcissistic culture, it is easy to focus on ourselves rather than on God. Sometimes we sing, I will celebrate, sing unto the Lord. I will sing to God a new song.  I ask, “Who is this song about? Does this song praise God or me? Does this song proclaim anything about God?”

I’m not picking on contemporary songs, of course. Take the song I sung as a youth, “We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder.” When we sing this we are not praising God but praising how well we are loving God and climbing higher and higher toward God. One of my favorite hymns used to be, “In the Garden,” but then I looked at the words and they were all about me: He walks with me, he talks with me and he tells me I am his own. As Marva Dawn reminds us, “This focus on the self is a curious inversion, for in losing God as subject we lose exactly what we need to find genuine self-identity” (page 110).

The church is to praise and proclaim the person and power of God who comes to us as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which means God as Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer. That’s the focus in worship. Worship is not about outreach or about feeling good about ourselves. We do not focus on my favorite scriptures, my favorite prayers, my favorite style of music, or even my favorite sins. 


That’s why I have come to love the liturgical year and the lectionary texts. In worship planning we begin with the specific biblical texts for the day and add music, prayers and words to emphasize the texts. When we follow suggested texts for the day and celebrate the seasons of the Christian year, we are moving away from personal preferences and seeking to praise and proclaim the God of the Bible and of generations of religious experience. 

We are here to praise God. We are not here for an evangelistic revival meeting where they sing hymns which communicate, “I love being a Christian and know I am going to heaven. Why don’t you become one, too?” We are not here to hear three simple steps to a better marriage or God’s plan for financial security or how to have a happy home. We are here to praise God rather than ourselves, and when we focus on God, our lives will change for the better.  We gather to praise God.

RESPONDING (Isaiah 6:1-8)
     
A third question about worship is, “How does God want to use me and the community to which I belong for God’s purposes in the world?” Each Sunday we respond with reflective silence, with our tithes and offerings, with hymns and songs of response, with a call to discipleship for the week ahead, and with a blessing to remind us we are God’s people. In the church where I grew up, we considered the success or failure of a worship service to be whether or not someone came forward to become a Christian. That was the only response we were seeking. Early on in my ministry I realized that worship is not evangelism toward the unsaved but an opportunity to praise God and respond to the call to daily discipleship. 

I heard Diana Butler Bass say last month that the task of worship is to help us know both why and how to pray, why and how to read the Bible, why and how to sing, why and how to confess our faith. Worship is a way for us to learn the practices of the Christian faith. 

The word “liturgy” really means, “The work of the people.” Worship is the work of all of us gathered here today. In most Baptist services, the hymns and the offering are about the only way that the congregation actively participates in worship. Growing up, I spent most of worship listening--listening to sermons, listening to announcements, listening to Scriptures, and listening to anthems. I made a commitment years ago to design worship to involve more participation. We say "Thanks be to God." We say litanies and confessions and calls to worship and blessings and affirmations of faith. We pray silently during the discipline of silence. We are active in worship, not passive.


Almost forty years ago I heard an illustration that continues to shape my approach to worship. Every August the Presbyterian pastor's family would go for a month to South Carolina, and Reverend Harry Edwards would stay home alone. Some nights he and I would sit on his front porch and talk about the Bible and faith and theology. One night Reverend Edwards introduced me to Soren Kierkegaard and told me of Kierkegaard's vision of worship.  Perhaps you have heard this parable. 3

Kierkegaard says that worship occurs in a building that resembles a theater, and the principle characters are the prompter, the actor, and the audience. The prompter sits inconspicuously and unseen and prompts by whispers. We assume this is God's role in our worship. But there is another who strides out prominently and draws every eye. For that reason we give the one on stage a name: actor. In worship we assume that the preacher is the actor who speaks the word whispered by the prompter—God.  


And the theater has an audience who sits quietly and listens to the lines of the actor and makes some evaluations or decisions. "I think he is a good actor; I think he stinks. She could have been funnier; she could have been more serious. I believe every word he says; I think he is not telling the truth." In the theater the audience comes to be entertained, to be moved, to be taken out of their world into a different world, and they evaluate the actor and the author by the performance. If we like the performance of the preacher or the choir, we, the audience, applaud as any good theatergoer would do.

Kierkegaard says that we have made a false assumption. Worship, even though it is set here in a building with rows of seats and a high stage, is not theater. We do, he says, have the same three characters. The speaker/preacher is not the actor--not in the remotest sense. No, the preacher is the prompter and each listener here today in this congregation is an actor. The preacher/prompter whispers the word so that the listeners/actors may speak with earnestness this morning. 

In the theater, the play is staged before an audience who are called theatergoers; but in worship who is the audience if we are not? Kierkegaard says that in worship God—not we--is the critical theatergoer who looks on to see how the lines are spoken. God is our audience. In worship you and I have some lines to say and to sing. We gather together to proclaim our praise to God and to respond to the call for us to be the Lord’s agents in the world this week. Our evaluation is not saying “Good sermon!” or “Great anthem!” We do not respond with applause. We hear the Lord’s question, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” Worship has really happened when we say with Isaiah, “Here am I; send me!” (Isaiah 6:8).

HYMN 452 Here I Am, Lord
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