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Pulling your hamstring and forgetting your keys:  The future of authentic Christian worship, what it could be, what it should be!
Introduction.
Setting the scene for worship….  Nancy Beach ‘An hour on a Sunday’, pp.20-21

[read from “9.23 a.m. Sunday morning…. (p.20) TO  … rarely been a time when the local church has greater potential for spiritual impact!”]

This is our task!  People need hope, they need something that will help them to see through their ordinary lives into the truth of who God is, how God’s world is, and discover all that God wants for them and others…

This is true Christian worship!

I’m sure that throughout today you have been stretched and challenged, as I have been; that you have new ideas, new skills, and some fresh ideas to approach worship in your context.

Friends, this closing session is not going to give any practical insights into how one can best DO worship.  The persons with the expertise in that regard have been sharing such skills and ideas with you all day.  Rather, what I wish to do is ask a few pointed questions, make one or two assumptions, and hopefully leave you with a challenge about the NATURE of what worship is, what it should be, and where it may be heading.

So, let’s start by establishing a fairly basic definition of what authentic Christian worship is, or should be.

1. What is authentic Christian worship?

For those who attended the Theology of Worship workshops, forgive me if I repeat one or two points here.

The first thing that we need to realise is that theologically worship is not what most of us have thought it to be.  Here are a few common misconceptions about Christian worship:

· Worship is about rubbing up God’s ego!  Whilst we may not wish to admit this too openly, this is a common perception about Christian worship today!  Many people see Christian worship as a way to impress God, or as something that we need to do to appease God, or to remind God who God is… The problem with this approach is that, theologically, it assumes that God is a shallow, egotistical, forgetful, fickle God, who suffers from low self-esteem and so needs our constant validation in order to be happy with us!  So, I think we can all agree that this is not authentic Christian worship.

· Worship is about us feeling good in God’s presence:  This is a second popular misconception about Christian worship.  Again, it is seldom stated openly or honestly, as I have just done.  However, one need only listen to the comments that people pass about the particular worship style, choice of songs, use of liturgy (or lack thereof), worship leaders etc., and you will see that people hold this view.  How often had you hear people saying that they could not worship because the songs were poorly selected or performed, that there was not enough of a particular type or song, or mood, created during the worship event?  The problem with this approach to worship is that it is entirely subjective (i.e., it only has to do with ME).  I think we would all agree that worship is about God, and not just about me?

· Worship is about a particular context, place, or situation:  This is another popular misconception about worship.  Of course we are all party to creating that misconception, unknowingly and in most cases by implication rather than intent.  What do I mean?  Well, we create an understanding that worship is something that happens in one hour, on one particular day of the week.  Let me give you a little factoid here to put things in perspective…  The nearest star to our sun is called Proxima Centauri…  It is about 271,400 times the distance that earth is from our sun.  That is, travelling at the speed of light it would take 4.3 years to get there from our sun (just to put that in perspective, it takes about 8 minutes for light from the sun to travel the 180 million kilometres to the earth, obviously travelling at the speed of light… What other speed would light travel at!?)  Now, each galaxy contains about 100 billion such stars, the next closest galaxy to our galaxy is the andromeda galaxy which is about 2 million light years away as the crow flies.  And, just within our neighbourhood, there are about 20 such galaxies…  And guess what?  God simply said ‘Let there be…’ and it all happened.  Now, friends, if this is the case, then we need to know that we are putting a heck of a lot of pressure on just that one hour, or that one day a week to worship God fully!  I think we could all agree that true worship cannot be fully contained within just one place, or one small space of time… The God of this great Universe deserves something more!

· Lastly, and there are many other misconceptions about worship, but for now, another mistake is to believe that true worship is a particular expression or style:  This one is a little more explicitly stated.  I often hear older persons saying that contemporary worship music is not true worship, and younger persons saying that liturgical worship is not true worship….  Again, this cannot be correct, since it would go against what we read about God in scripture (Acts 10:34) that God has no favourites.  Of course the underlying assumption in this position is once again that God is MY God, on MY side, God likes the things I like and so cannot possibly like anyone else’s things….

OK, so that’s what worship is NOT, then what is it?

Well, let’s watch this short clip from the Rob Bell DVD, Rhythm, it may give us a few insights about worship. [Video clip from Rob Bell DVD, nooma series, ‘Rhythm’].
Here are a few suggestions about what worship is:

· Worship is the same activity as that which occupies our daily lives:  True Christian worship is about moving from just an hour on a Sunday, to creating a reality of living each day in God’s presence and to God’s honour and glory.  In this context the Sunday, or midweek, or community, event of worship becomes the ‘consummation’, the celebration, the accentuation, of what has occupied our whole lives.   So, in my mind good worship helps people NOT TO ESCAPE THEIR LIVES, but rather TO BRING THEIR DAILY LIVES INTO THE RIGHT PERSPECTIVE IN RELATION TO THE GOD OF THE UNIVERSE.  The need for a structured, focussed, planned, time of celebration must not be disregarded, but good worship brings people more fully into the real world!

· Christian worship is comprised of outward acts that bring about inward change:  We may be surprised to discover that the roots of Christian worship are to be found in the Old Testament sacrificial system – that system of worship certainly does not relate very much to our average Sunday evening worship service!  In fact, if we look at the roots of our worship, they would certainly not be characterised by the sound of drums, a soft piano piece, or beautiful voices singing ‘Hillsongs’ lyrics!  No, the most characteristic element of Old Testament worship would be the smell of braaivleis!  The sacrifice was an outward act that would make real for the individual or community that God is gracious to forgive their sins, that God provides for their needs, that God is not only the architect of this great Universe, but that God also sustains and recreates it day by day.  TRUE WORSHIP RE-ESTABLISHED THE RHYTHM OF LIVING WITH GOD AT THE CENTRE OF IT ALL, and so it can drive out fear, it can bring hope, it can bring healing, it can restore grace.

· True worship proclaims, agrees with, and re-establishes God’s truth as the primary reality of life:  This builds on the previous point.  Let me ask you, why did Jesus come and live among us?  Sure many would say that he came to forgive sins, to die on the cross etc., these are PARTS of why Jesus came.  However, Jesus came primarily to establish the LOVING, KINGDOM OF GOD!  Of course salvation, healing, forgiveness, restoration, are all parts of that mission.  However, his mission, and so the mission of the Church is to establish God’s kingdom.  Unless we are doing that, unless we are finding personal healing, that brings about corporate renewal, individual forgiveness that leads to community transformation, we are fooling ourselves…  One of the best definitions that I red of worship in preparing for today was one that comes from N.T. Wright who said that “Worship is love on its knees” and that worship ALWAYS leads to Mission, since “Mission is love on its feet”.  So, in short TRUE WORSHIP HELPS PEOPLE TO DO WHAT GOD WANTS DONE!  True worship brings people to a place of healing, forgiveness, inspiration, empowerment, and courage, to ESTABLISH THE KINGDOM OF GOD!  Perhaps that’s why Jesus teaches us to pray “your Kingdom come, your will be done, here on earth just as it is in heaven”  (Matt 6:10, Lk 11:2).  It is essential to note that Jesus moves from words of WORSHIP (hallowed be Thy Name (a name represented who a person is), so you are the Holy One, the incomparable One, let that reality be, let that truth be known and spoken of), then he speaks about the ESTABLISHMENT OF GOD’S KINGDOM AND WILL ON EARTH, and then goes on to spell it out “give us this day our daily bread… forgive us, and let us forgive others…”).

Of course there are many other wonderful, insightful, deep, and real understandings of worship.  However, I hope that this insight will give us some grounding from which we can look towards what true and authentic worship might be like in the future.

Now, let me start by asking two very pertinent questions:

· If worship, in it’s simplest form, is about establishing God’s Kingdom of grace, sufficiency, wholeness, healing, and life, here on earth, in fact establishing that Kingdom where God has planted your Church, then how God honouring, and theologically sound, and ‘Kingdom effective’ is your worship currently?

· Would you describe your worship events as the community of worship was described in Acts 2, “and everyone was filled with awe?”  Illus.:  The story of the boy who is taken to a stale, door, old Church, after sitting through one of the most tedious hours of his life he asks him mom what all the plaque’s on the wall are for (they are those one that commemorate persons who died in two world wars), she replies “These are to remember all the people who died in the services”, to which he replies “were they morning services or evening services?”

You see, we may in fact find that the future of authentic worship is something we have to discover now, and perhaps there is need for us to go back to our Churches and get our pastor, our worship team, together and start to create true worship today.  Our future can only begin in the present.

I am now going to move on to offer what I hope will be some insights into how one could formulate true, and authentic, worship for the future.

2. What is the future of worship?

In this section I would like to draw on some of what we have discussed already, and make a few further points about the future of worship.

So, the first question is then what is the future of worship?

a.  The future of worship is to be found in its past…
· Now, what do I mean by this?  Well, friends, since, as we have discovered, worship always has the SAME OBJECT, it means that the purpose and function of worship will never change.
· Biblically, as we have already seen, the essence of Christian worship is God’s revelation of God’s self, and our response to the knowledge and discovery of who God is.  What is undeniable, unchangeable, is that GOD IS GOD!  “Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb 13:8), or stated slightly differently, “I am the Alpha and the Omega” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty” (Rev 1:8)… God is…  And Christian worship is discovering the God who is, and responding to that God who is…
· James White, in his book New forms of worship (1971:40) sums up this element of Christian worship in the following definition:
Christian worship is the deliberate act of seeking to approach reality at its deepest level by becoming aware of God in and through Jesus Christ and by responding to this awareness.
· Thus, the future of authentic Christian worship is about:
· Becoming aware of God:  True Christian worship for the future will thus seek to do what all worship has done for millennia, that is create an awareness of the truth of who God is!  Whatever creative form our worship takes in the future, it will only be TRUE WORSHIP if it broadens, enlivens, and depends our awareness of who God IS.  This is often achieved by highlighting things that God has already done, to remind us of who God is.  For that reason, some Churches may choose liturgies that speak of God’s mighty acts (creation, redemption, deliverance, healing etc.  The berakah prayers of the Eucharistic liturgy are just one such example).  Others, may choose songs, dramas, or multi-sensory experiences to help persons become aware of God (the sacraments are one example of such events, since a sacrament is an outward, visible sign, of an inward, invisible reality of God’s grace).  In Christian terms we call this anamnesis, which comes from the Greek word employed by the Gospel writers to record what Jesus commanded his disciples to do (“do this in remembrance [Gr anamnesis] of me” Lk 22:19) The Greek in this context literally meant that every time they took the bread and wine, they were being reconnected with the living Christ (re-membering, i.e., becoming members of Christ once again).  It is an activity, not just a thought or a memory.
· Creating a new reality by responding to this awareness:  As the definition above suggests, and as we discussed earlier true worship also creates a new frame of reference for the worshipper.  We do not sing, pray, gather, celebrate, and do all these things to rub God’s ego.  Rather, these activities are an anamnesis a reminder, a ‘becoming a member again’, of the true reality that is Christ’s Kingdom here on earth.  So, true worship in the future will need to have elements that open heaven up to people who are being swallowed here on earth.  It must offer hope to the childless couple, it must bring forgiveness to the burdened sinner, it must facilitate healing for the sick, true worship has to bring reality to the foot of the cross.  Worship, i.e., the ACTS OF ASCRIBING  WORTH, say that God’s truth is more worthy of belief than what is mediated through senses, our eyes (Paul can write “we live by faith and not by sight” 2 Cor 5:7, and that “the righteous shall live by their faith” Gal 3:11).  So, as we respond to the truth of who God is, we create a new reality for ourselves and others.  In short we bring heaven to earth.
· So, the future of worship is to be found in its past.  Any future iteration of worship that does not seek to cultivate, and create, and expose, and develop and awareness of God simply is NOT WORSHIP!  It may be entertaining, it may be engaging, it may even be emotional.  However, if it does not make the TRUE AND LIVING GOD OF THE UNIVERSE known to people, it is not worship.  True worship must, as we said earlier bring us to our knees (Worship is love on its knees), must bow before the King of all Kings, giving him glory.

· However, true worship must also lead to the ESTABLISHMENT of God’s Kingdom here on earth, WORSHIP LEADS TO MISSION.  If true worship is love on its knees, then it must lead to putting love on its feet again.

· So, the future of worship is in maintaining the truth of its past.

b. They are the future of true worship….

· If God is the unchanging OBJECT of worship, then people are the ever changing SUBJECT of worship. Graham Gray, Bishop of York and Fellow of Cambridge University, once wrote that "the gospel must be constantly forwarded to a new address because the recipient is always changing his place of residence.”  The same applies for worship!

· The future of authentic worship is about finding creative ways of CREATING the AWARENESS of God for people who are constantly changing.

· I could not expect my daughter of 7 to relate to God in the same way that my father of 65 does.  The future of worship is about communicating the UNCHANGING OBJECT with EVER CHANGING SUBJECTS.  That may mean that you create an awareness of God through ‘mixit’ or ‘facebook’ rather than a printed liturgy.  It may mean that you no longer meet in a Church building because it simply carries too much baggage from the past!  It may mean that you don’t preach, but show a video clip…  I am not sure exactly what form worship in the future will take, but what I can assure you is that the Church has to begin to realize that WORSHIP IS ABOUT THEM!!  It is not about US forcing THEM to be like us! The Church has constantly had to change its character, to maintain its true nature.   At one time in Church history your truest act of worship was to be thrown to the Lions, at another stage it was the wear a hairy shirt and take a lifelong vow of silence, at another stage and in another context it was ‘High Church Sacramentalism’, at another stage it was the Torronto revival – running around laughing like a headless chicken…  

· The subject is always changing. Now, here are a couple of things that we need to know about this new generation:

· They distrust traditional structures, institutions, and authority figures:  Who can blame them?  When we live in a country where Christians supported apartheid, where political leader (the ex vice president!) is accused of corruption, is found to have had unprotected sex with a woman who is not his wife and who is HIV+… A world where the strongest nation will go to war on a lie, and still let the person who mislead them be elected for a second term!  A world where the largest Christian denomination is wracked by scandals of sexual abuse and protects the pedophiles.  A world where false prophets shout and jump on our TV screens, people who are more interested in growing their own Church Kingdoms like businesses, and lining their pockets with the money of the poor, desperate and needy.  Heck, I also wouldn’t come to Church, I also wouldn’t trust what the world holds up as authority and structure… So, the worship of the future is going to need to take account of this distrust.
· They have lost their sense of naïve mystery, awe in the world, and innocence:  For this new generation, witnessing a death is as common as an ice cream commercial. the sight of illicit sex, violence and murder, and ungodly activities such as lying, stealing, cheating, drunkenness, and drug abuse are a daily reality as they turn on their TV’s.  Addiction to pornography, isolation from human contact, and confusion about the truth, are common side effects of the information overload experienced by this generation of Internet users.  Whereas we grew up knowing that what was in print was screened and approved for publication, one can now read anything from the satanic bible, to the what materials to use when building a bomb to blow up a child you dislike, or how to plan your own suicide.  This new generation doesn’t approach the world with a sense of awe and wonder…  So worship of the future is going to have to find creative ways to show the beauty, the simplicity, the majesty, and the mystery of being truly and fully alive.
· For this generation the Church, and Christianity, no longer matter:  Friends, second best will simply not be good enough for this new generation…  They are being seduced, wooed, enticed, drawn, and encouraged, by forces far more engaging, appealing, relevant, powerful, and wealthy than the Church!  This generation is discerning…  They know that their time, their energy, and their presence are commodities that they can trade upon.  They will vote with their feet.  Illus.:  it is so sad for me to realize that in my daughter’s grade two class there are only two children who attend Church actively… My daughter, and her friend Nthabiseng, who’s mother is also a minister.  Other than that, not a single other child out of more than 20 goes to Church!  So…  the worship of the future is going to need to be more than just an ‘open door’ policy that says “we’re here on a Sunday at 9am, come along if you want to”.   The worship of the future will have to truly understand and meat people’s needs, taking God to them, not expecting them to come to God.
· Many other things could, and have, been said on this subject.  I would certainly encourage you to read Scot McKnight’s stuff on the new Church, to read what Nancy Beach and others are writing, but most importantly I would encourage you to know your context, the needs, struggles, values, and competition that you face in ensuring that in your community God is more worthy than anything else.

· So, the worship of the future is about to be found in its past, and it is also all about ‘them’.  However, I would suggest that there is one more element.

c. You are the future of worship…
· The future never begins in the future, it always starts in the present.  If you are here today it is because God has destined for you to hear the message that we need to begin to create communities of true, authentic, transformative worship, reality shaping, ministries.

· The future of worship is shaped by people who are themselves rooted in God’s future… That is, people who understand their present context and reality, but they understand it from the perspective of the God of the Universe who speaks new creation into life.  Paul writes to the Philippians to give them some advice about living the kind of life that is filled with worship, the kind of life that changes lives and honours God:

· This is what I do:  Forgetting what is behind and straining towards what is ahead.  I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me (paraphrase Phil 4:13-14).

·  People who are the future of worship are not stuck in the past, they are rooted in the God who never changes… That gives them the freedom to do the same things very differently!  I don’t want to be rooted in a tradition of worship, no rather, I wanted to be rooted in the unchanging God who deserves to be known.

· However, inertia is never easy to break.  Every person who seeks to do ‘the new thing’ will have to work against an incredible force of resistance to stay the same.  However, sometimes I think that we forget that standing for the truth always has a cost.  Just as a matter of interest, does anybody here know what the New Testament Greek word is for witness?  It is the word marturion from which we get our English word ‘martyr’.  Friends witness is costly, true faith takes sacrifice, however it is that sacrifice, devotion, and creativity, that can create the future of worship.

· How it will look for you, and your community, I don’t know.  But, what it must be like… Well, the future of worship comes from its past (the unchanging object of worshiping God), it must be relevant to them (they are always changing, but they need the same things), and it depends on you.
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