Fruitful Practices: Passionate Worship
Psalm 145:1-8

Imagine receiving a letter or e-mail from a friend you haven’t seen for awhile. Maybe someone you hung out with in college or someone who used to live across the street from you or someone you worked with at some point in your career.

This friend writes to tell you about going to church for the first time. She wasn’t raised in the church. She didn’t understand what Christians meant when they talked about God and following Jesus. But after a painful divorce and the kids growing up and leaving home, she recognized that something was missing.

One Sunday morning she got up and headed to worship at a church near her home. The experience turned out to be life changing. Over the weeks to come, worship began to transform how she looked at the world and the way she thought about herself and the things that had happened to her.
Your friend writes that now she can’t wait for Sunday to come each week. That Sunday after Sunday she sits there in the pew and cries for joy. That she experiences God’s presence in a transformative way through the morning’s readings, the choir’s anthems, the preacher’s sermons.

Then your friend goes on to share something she finds puzzling. She writes, “I don’t understand how worship can be so moving. It’s changing my life, and I’m sobbing like an idiot in church. And then I look around, and everybody else is sitting there like bumps on a log. Why?”
How might we respond to this friend?
Maybe we could begin by explaining that none of us can discern how others offer themselves to God or are being touched in worship. As one pastor notes: “Lovers have differing ways of expressing their love, their passion. We can’t always know how God’s spirit is shaping another’s heart, another’s behavior, how they’re responding to the experience of God’s presence.”
We might tell this friend that sometimes people don’t find worship as moving or shaping as it once was for them. Some folks grew up thinking of attending church as a requirement—something they had to do to measure up. Since worship seems like a duty, they don’t come expecting anything more than earning a credit in some account that God or other people are keeping.

Perhaps we might share that some people think that attending worship is like attending the theater. They come as observers, not participants. They think of themselves as the audience and those up front as performers. If the show is good—if it keeps their interest and diverts their attention from realities outside the theater—they’re pleased and grateful. But often they express their thanks, not to God, but to the “performers.”

We might mention that other people have come to understand worship as something they do for themselves. They sing the songs, say the prayers, listen to the readings, and sit through the sermons for the way it makes them feel, for the blessing they hope to receive. They don’t approach worship as doing something for God.

Maybe we could share that worship that involves loving God with all our heart and soul and strength doesn’t always come naturally. People may find it strange to speak words of delight and praise, to acknowledge their dependence on the divine, to spend time listening in God’s presence.

One pastor notes that there may have been a time in our culture—even as recently as the middle of the last century—when most people embraced the reality of God in ways that made a difference in their lives. But that time has passed. Now we’re living in a time when neighbors, friends, even family—people who assume we’re otherwise pretty rational—think it’s quaint, maybe even strange, that we gather from week to week to humble ourselves before a God of infinite compassion, steadfast love, and generous goodness who invites us into relationship.
We might also explain to our friend that worship can be hard. Giving oneself over to an experience of the divine can feel threatening and dangerous. Who wants to be that vulnerable? Who wants to take that kind of risk? It may seem easier to resign oneself to the status quo rather than open oneself to transformation. To settle for something less rather than hope for something more. To remain passive rather than feel passion.

The author Anne Lamott is a bit like the friend we’ve been imagining. She used to visit a flea market near Sausalito, California, during a low point in her life. When she was there late on Sunday mornings, she’d hear gospel music coming from the church across the street.

The music was so inviting that she’d stop from time to time and stand in the doorway of St. Andrew Presbyterian Church just to listen. She was surprised to discover “all that glorious noise” was coming from a choir of five women and one man in a congregation of about thirty people.

She recalls: “I went back to St. Andrew about once a month. . . . Something inside me that was stiff and rotting would feel soft and tender. Somehow the singing wore down all the boundaries and distinctions that kept me so isolated. Sitting there, standing with them to sing, sometimes so shaky and sick that I felt like I might tip over, I felt bigger than myself, like I was being taken care of, tricked into coming back to life.”
And maybe that’s one more thing we need to tell our friend about worship. Maybe we need to share about the influence worship has in our lives.
When we hear the word worship, we often think about what we do when we gather on a Sunday morning. But if we look at it another way, maybe we can see that worship is something we all do every day.

A basic definition of worship is to ascribe worth to something or someone as being worthy of our highest respect, value, love, adoration, and praise. Given that definition, we all worship—whether God or someone or something else. And who or what we worship influences and energizes the trajectory of who we’re becoming—whether we’re aware of it or not.

The New Testament scholar N. T. Wright contends that we become like who or what we worship. He writes:

When you gaze in awe, admiration, and wonder at something or someone, you begin to take on something of the character of the object of your worship. Those who worship money become, eventually, human calculating machines. Those who worship sex become obsessed with their own attractiveness or prowess. Those who worship power become more and more ruthless.

When you gaze in love and gratitude at the God in whose image you were made, you do indeed grow. You discover more of what it means to be fully alive. Conversely, when you give that same total worship to anyone else, you shrink as a human being.

As we continue reflecting on fruitful practices that can help shape and sustain us as individuals and a congregation, what does the practice of worship offer? What do we—and not just our imaginary friend—need to hear?


For one thing, worship is the way we orient ourselves toward God. Being intentional about worship allows us to set aside time to focus on God, to receive God’s love, and to return love to God. It allows us to connect with God.


Worship also fosters our relationship to the transcendent, spiritual aspects of life. We temporarily push other tangible and mundane things aside to discover more mysterious and sacred elements and approach them with awe and openness. Through worship we put spiritual and relationship things first.


Worship also is a way of putting ourselves in an advantageous place to engage God’s spirit. While God is present in all of life, through worship we intentionally search for God and become acutely aware of God’s presence. We give our attention to God and listen more deliberately.


One writer notes that God may be present anywhere—including at the golf course or on our back patio or in the great outdoors. However, our reason for being in those other places often is not “explicitly to search for God, to notice God, listen for God, or open our souls to God’s heart and God’s people.”

Worship represents a regular appointment with the sacred, a planned encounter, a scheduled time to connect. If we arrive with souls prepared, minds ready, and hearts open, our anticipation makes worship different from other times.

Worship also brings us back to ourselves. People frequently describe worship as the activity during their week that centers them, grounds them, connects them, or anchors them. All these words reveal the risk we feel of losing touch, of becoming distracted, unfocused, and disconnected, or of living haphazard and harried lives—rather than feeling rooted and grounded in what really matters. As an ancient Native American story tells it, in worship we “sing our shadows home” and come back to ourselves.


In addition, worship carves out a time to focus on the larger questions of life. It helps lift our eyes beyond the immediate and tangible to look at life from a wider perspective. We have time to reflect, anticipate, reprioritize, and push the reset button in our spiritual lives.


Worship also provides purpose, correction, and a sense of community. It helps us catch our breath, prepare, reunite, and renew. It provides a way by which we let ourselves be found, a way to find God, and a way to find ourselves.


Once an outsider who wondered what was going on inside the church, Anne Lamott came to experience worship for herself. An experience that she describes as “holy and absurd.”

As we continue to explore what may be fruitful in our lives, may we risk opening ourselves to the practice of worship—in all of its holiness and absurdity. Amen.
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