“Passionate Worship”

Psalm 84:1-2, 4, 10 Colossians 3:12-17

It was the fall of 1990, two years before I started Seminary.  I was living in Memphis, Tennessee, and was at the time a member of Idlewild Presbyterian Church.  I was at a new officer’s retreat, training to become a deacon, and during that training, I learned something that forever changed my understanding and experience of worship.  The Director of Music was leading a workshop on the meaning and purpose of worship.  He asked us to imagine that we were in a grand old theater with comfortable seats for the audience, a large, recessed orchestra pit for the musicians, and a spacious, deep stage for the performers.  “Now,” he said, “imagine that this grand old theater is the theater of worship, the place where the event of divine worship takes place.”  And then he drew a picture of the inside of a theater, with a place for the audience, the musicians, and the stage for the performers.  “Now,” he said, “tell me where everyone in a typical service of worship would be.”  Slowly we began to respond.
“The clergy are the main performers,” everyone agreed.  “They should go on the stage.  And the music director and the organist go down in the orchestra pit.”  There was some disagreement as to where to put the choir.  Some said down in the orchestra pit; others said they belonged behind the minister, sort of as a chorus line or in a supporting actors’ role.  But everyone agreed that the congregation is the audience.  Some people got creative and said the ushers stand out in the lobby, handing out programs.  And some jokingly said the elders serving communion are sort of like vendors offering popcorn and colas, but we decided that was taking the analogy too far.

At this point, our workshop leader asked a question that surprised us.  “Where in the diagram is God?”  We all were a little embarrassed because we all knew that wherever two or more are gathered [Christ] will be there with [us].  Of course, God is in worship, but where should we put God in the diagram?  Finally, someone suggested the obvious solution.  “God is everywhere.  God is in the hearts of all participants.”  And we all agreed this was correct.

Now since that time, I have used this same analogy many times in various workshops and training events, and every time I’ve always gotten basically the same answer—the same answer we offered to our workshop leader 31 years ago.  But the only problem is this answer is absolutely and dangerously wrong.  And the biggest and most dangerous mistake is who we designate as the audience in worship.
Don’t feel bad if you made the same mistake.  Our architecture leads us to assume that all those pews are like bleachers, so naturally, we assume you, the congregation, are the audience.  And this chancel where the Liturgist and I stand sure seems like a stage.  But don’t let the architecture fool you, because you are not the audience of the event of worship, and those in the chancel are not the main performers.  For you see, God is the audience, because God is the recipient of our worship.
When we gather as a community to worship (whether in this building or over the internet), we are lifting our prayers and singing our hymns to God.  That’s why I get a little frustrated when I look out (when we are in the building together), and I see some people not even looking at or reflecting on the words of a hymn, or when I can barely even hear your singing.  We don’t sing for our own enjoyment, nor do we have to worry about the approval of our neighbor singing next to us.  The whole point of singing in worship is to praise God, to grow in our love and understanding of God, and to grow in our devotion and commitment to God.  We’re singing a love melody to God.
When we gather for worship, God is listening to the words of our prayers, and God is watching the stirring of our hearts, as God’s Word is read and proclaimed.  And as our hearts and minds are transformed, God is glorified and praised.  So, in that sense, we are not the audience.  We are, all of us, the performers.  The stage in our worship is pulpit, chancel, and pew.  We are all performing in the theater of worship—praising, and glorying of our God.
You see, one of the dangers of viewing yourself as the audience of worship is the inclination to enter worship in an evaluative posture, entering worship as if we were preparing a movie critique.  If we were asked, as we often are: “How was the service today?”  We might reply: “Well, the sermon was too long, the hymns too slow, the children too noisy, and the room too cold.”  When we enter worship as if we were the audience, there to be entertained, we naturally enter in an evaluative posture, noticing the imperfections, mispronunciations, missed cues, discordant sounds, personal discomforts, and the weaknesses of the leaders and flaws of fellow worshipers. (Pg. 38, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations)
Instead of critiquing, we need to enter worship with a deep desire to honor our creator, to offer our savior our heartfelt thanks, and to glorify God our sustainer.  We need to enter worship with the expectation that God is listening, and God is watching, and with the sure and certain confidence that God will respond.  For you see, in worship, God is also communicating with us, so we need to be ready to listen.
Folks, worshiping God takes effort on your part.  You have to be focused and attentive to what God is saying to you in worship.  You need to be asking, “What is God saying to me through the words of scripture,” even if they are read imperfectly; “What is God saying to me through the sermon,” even if the illustrations are weak; and “what is God saying to me through the moving power of music,” even if you can’t carry a tune in a bucket.  You need to be asking: “What is God saying that I need to hear through the prayers, the creeds, the sacrament of Holy Communion and Baptism?”  Friends, worship takes effort and focus, and you need to be asking, “Am I opening myself, allowing God’s Spirit to form me, to change me, to transform me through these experiences, or am I evaluating the quality of entertainment?” (Pg. 38-39)
Instead of seeking entertainment as the audience in worship, I hope that we would seek to experience passionate worship, by opening our hearts to God!  At the beginning of our worship this morning, I said, “Let us prepare our hearts and our minds to worship our God.”  Well, it seems to me that we Presbyterians do a good job of opening and preparing our minds for worship, but I think we’re a little more guarded with our hearts.  For most Presbyterians, the sermon is the high point of worship.  We listen to see if we can learn anything new.  Our minds are open, but what about our hearts, the seat of our passion?
Years ago, when I was working on my doctorate degree, I had to videotape several sermons and mail them off to my professors.  And as I watched myself on videotape—and, yes, in those days it was videotape—I noticed something strange about myself in the pulpit.  I never smiled.  I guess I never frowned either.  I simply didn’t show excitement or emotion of any kind.  Where was my passion?  I guess they call us the “frozen chosen” for a reason.  Maybe years of Presbyterian upbringing had cooled my passion.

There was a member of my church years ago who used to come regularly to worship, and she would sit in the front row and look up at the large cross that hung above the chancel.  And she always had a great big smile on her face.  And I’ve got to confess that back in my frozen non-smiling days in the pulpit, it sort of creeped me out a little.  It sort of reminded me of a teenaged girl at a Beatles concert.  And in a very judgmental way, I labeled her a “happy Christian,” you know, one of those naive, happy-go-lucky Christians who goes through life with their head in the sand.  “God is good.  Life is great.  And God will always protect me because God would never let bad things happen to good people like me, and that’s why I’m smiling.”  I often wondered what would happen to that smile if something bad ever did happen to her.
Well, she got cancer and had to undergo chemotherapy.  But every Sunday that she could physically make it, she showed up to worship.  And she showed up with a smile as big as ever and lovingly gazed at the cross.  But then her cancer got worse, and it spread to her liver and throughout her body.  And she started having to come to worship with the aid of a walker.  It was obvious that she was tired and weak.  But she did her best to hold her head up and lovingly gaze at the cross and smile as big as ever.  You see, she was a happy Christian, not in the derogatory judgmental way in which I had labeled her.  She was a joyful, passionate Christian who knew that—whether she lived or died—in divine worship she was in the presence of her creator, her redeemer, and her eternal sustainer, in a very intimate, and personal, and passionate way.  And she taught me how to open my heart to God in worship.
In worship, God heals wounded spirits and renews our hope.  In worship, God shapes our decisions and provokes change.  In worship, God inspires compassion and binds people one to another.  In worship, God pardons sin and restores broken relationships.  You see, God uses worship to transform, not just our minds, but our hearts.  And folks, that is something to smile about, and that’s certainly something to inspire our passion for worship.
And so, this Sunday and every Sunday, let us prepare our hearts and also our minds to worship our God with passion.
Let us pray:
Loving and Merciful God, God of the covenant promise of our Baptism—we dedicate and direct our whole lives to bring glory to your name.  And we seek to worship you as a congregation with all the passion of our hearts.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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