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Our most important activity

God is the subject of true Chris-
tian worship. Worship is the main
thing—maybe the only thing—that
the church can do that no other institu-
tion can do. Worship is the main entry
point into the church for newcomers. In
most churches, worship is the church
activity in which the most members participate.

Even if worship had only one of these charac-
teristics it would deserve very high priority in the
church. Having all of them makes it the
church’s most important activity. It is there-
fore the one we most need to do well.

Despite worship’s unique impor-
=E==- tance, however, most churchgoers
know little about why it includes what it includes.
Many participate in it without finding any connec-
tion with God. Many find worship boring or mean-
ingless. Many don’t see it having any connection to
their lives or to what they see as real life in the real
world. We urgently need to remedy this.

Maybe we can help our churches

Until now I haven’t wanted to write
much about worship in Connections.
The topic seemed too big for the available space,
and I felt I knew too little about worship to write
intelligently about it. I’ve kept thinking and read-
ing about it, however, because I’m concerned about
how negatively many people react to worship serv-
ices and I'd like to feel better about them myself.

As a result I’'m going to write several issues of
Connections on worship during the coming year.
My knowledge about worship is still meager, and |
know that in Connections 1 can only hit some high
spots of the subject and mention some views held
by a few experts. But maybe even that little will
help some readers to clarify their understanding of
worship, and maybe that will help our churches.

Diversity and change aren’t new

Some churchgoers assume that whatever .
worship style they’re most familiar with has been Sl
used always and should continue always. Oth-
ers assume that the worship of the early church
is the pattern all Christians should be following.
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Evidently both of these views are wrong. Experts on
Christian history tell us that no one style of worship was
standard in the early church. There was unity in sub-
stance, they find, but a lot of diversity in methods.

Also, if we look at all of Christian history we find that
change has been the norm rather than the exception. We
Iearn too, that many worship practices we consider tradi-
tional are of relatively recent origin—they arose
long after the early church. Pews weren’t used
until the Middle Ages. The pipe organ was in-
troduced about 1000 and only gradually be-
came widely used. Singing by choirs in worship
didn’t become prominent until sometime be-
tween the ninth and twelfth centuries.

Less formality at times, more at others

The basic features of much of today’s U.S. Protes-
tant worship, in churches and on TV, have come from
revival techniques developed in the camp meetings of
frontier days. Preaching and singing became especially
prominent there, and worship became less formal.

More recently, use of candles, crosses, special cloth-
ing for clergy, and ritual gestures and pos-
tures has increased. Some denominations
have revised their liturgy, and the laity’s
role in worship has been re-emphasized.

Recent concern for differences

In recent years, too, many Christians have become
more aware of how worship methods reflect cultural and
ethnic differences. We've also become more aware of
how our use of words and music in worship can unjustly
cause some participants to feel excluded or put down.

Worship keeps changing, and that’s not necessarily
bad. The images, gestures, and objects used in worship
always come from the surrounding culture, so they won’t
be the same in every time and place. We just need to be
sure all of our worship focuses on God and God’s truth,
whatever worship style we may currently be using.







