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The whole point of everything is to uncover God’s own life


In our own life.




James Carroll

A lot of books are being written these days about different styles of worship.  Specifically,  what the form worship should take as we enter a new era when the church tries to appeal to different age-ranges and different diversities within each congregation.  Some want to do away with organs, in favor of praise bands.  Others want to do away with printed bulletins, in favor of power points and screens.  Some want to do away with sermons, and rather have a drama or skit or down to earth talk.  Others want to do away with liturgies, because confession seems so antiquated and guilty.  

What form should our worship take may ultimate depend upon the person you ask.  But whatever form it takes or should take, our lesson from Isaiah could speak to that topic, for our lesson from Isaiah tells us that there should be three movements in genuine worship, three experiences that should happen whenever we gather together to worship God.






I.

First, worship should be upward.  When we gather, we come here to lift our minds and focus our thoughts upon God and God alone.  This hour is set apart from every other hour of the week.  This space has been consecrated for divine worship.  To concentrate our thoughts and feelings upon the majesty and transcendence of God.  To become open to being encountered and taken up in the awesome holiness of God.  

In worship, we don‘t just come before God.  In worship, God comes to us.  God wants to stir us and move us and speak to us speak to us.  God wants to befriend us and address us and visit us.

It doesn’t always happen, and it’s never predictable.  Isaiah was a temple priest in Jerusalem who had come into the temple many times, over and over again, for his watch.  

But in this hour, God came to him.  God’s glory filled the temple.  Isaiah saw the majesty of God in a sensuous, profound experience.  

We might not experience seraphim and cherubim crying holy, holy, holy.  

Our experiences might be more subtle, and less direct.

When we focus upward, all our senses are to be attuned to praise.  First, we sit in silence and wait upon God.  In silence, we fine tune our thoughts so we can listen better.  Then the organ sounds, calling us to spiritual engagement.  Then the choir enters in, calling us to sing. Then we stand up and recite the call to worship.  Standing is a posture of honor and reverence before God.  Our opening hymn seek to turn our thoughts upward toward the greatness of God.  As we sing, we don’t care how we sound, because our singing is to God.  We join our voices with those around us in one song. Hearing your own voice connect to the voice of the person next to us is a deep spiritual experience.  Then we shake hands during the passing of the peace, and our connection is complete.

Then we sit, sitting is a posture of being attentive.  We listen in order to hear the Word then we respond with more singing, with affirmations of faith said in unison.  We give ourselves, not just our money; money is a sensuous symbol of giving ourselves.  Then we sing the Doxology, which is the most majestic moment of the service, we stand and sing and dedicate the offering and offer ourselves.

The whole service is to lift us up to hear the word of God so we can respond to the word of God and go out into the world bearing the word of God.

The first movement of worship is the movement upward--  where we engage all our senses and point ourselves to contemplate the greatness of God and experience the power of God present in the sanctuary.





II.

That movement upward leads us quickly to the second movement of worship, the movement inward.  The movement where worship becomes personal, heartfelt, close to the bone.  Worship leads us to the profound inner awareness of all the ways our ways fall short of God’s ways;  how our own thoughts fall short of God’s thoughts.

The movement upward makes us aware of the greatness of God, and the movement inward makes us feel our own sense of dependence.  The movement upward makes us aware of the holiness of God, which turns us inward, to a recognition of our own sinfulness.

So we are called to confess our sin, silently as individuals, then corporately, as a people, as a body.

Then, if we are honest, and admit to ourselves and admit to God our failings and shortcomings this past week, we are addressed in our sinfulness with a word that deals with our sin.

God never takes us there and leaves us in our guilt.

Our since of our own smallness and insignificance have to be dealt with, because God tells us we are important enough for God to create this worship experience for us, in the first place.

Our sin and guilt have to be dealt with in worship.  Notice how Isaiah experiences God’s greatness, which leads him to an awareness of his own sin which is not just individual and personal, but shared and corporate. 

“Woe is me, my lips are unclean and I dwell in the midst of a people who is unclean of speech.”

Then God sends a burning coal to touch his lips.

The words in the prayer of confession should sear us, and open up the divisions of our hearts.  The words in the prayer of confession should penetrate us and speak to our false allegiances and doubting minds. 

Then the words of forgiveness should come upon our ears like words of grace and healing and peace, if we are honest, like a soothing balm or a cleansing shower.

Karl Barth and Paul Tillich kept an ongoing correspondence of letters for years, arguing whether the task of preaching was to make us better Christians,  or was to convert us from our sin and sloth and lethargy to new life.

John Ruskin said preaching is twenty minutes to raise the dead.

If anything, the movement upward to the movement inward means that totally honest, where we bear our souls before God.  Worship should be honest.  It can’t be contrived or forced or manipulated.   Each worship service should catch you right here, where you live, in the place where you are most truly yourself. 

Whatever you feel, feel it.  If you feel sadness, feel sad.  If you feel joyful, be joyful.  If you feel like crying, cry.  If you feel like clapping, clap.  If you feel like shouting Amen, shout Amen.  If you feel like coming forward or testifying, stand up and say you are moved to speak.

Let it happen deep down inside you.

Worship is supposed to be a movement of the spirit, so we must follow wherever the spirit leads.





III.

Then the final movement of worship is outward.  Worship should connect us to the holy purposes of God at work in our lives.  Worship should connect us to one another in the bonds of Christian community.  Worship should connect us to the world we live in.

God asks Isaiah who will go before me to speak my word.  Isaiah says “Yes Lord. Yes Lord,I want to go do your work.  Yes Lord, I want to do your will.”  Then God tells him the words to speak, so that none of the words God speaks will come back to God empty, but will accomplish the task in which God intends.

Do you remember when the conclusion of worship service offered each person in attendance an opportunity to make a decision for God?  

Where the end of each service included an altar call, or an invitation to come forward and make a commitment to a new direction, a conscious, choice, to be a more loving person, or a more honest person, or a more intentional Christian.  

To do something more, to do something new.  To do something specific and intentional, to speak a word, to perform a service, to offer a talent, to share a ministry.

Worship is about being guided to new life.  Worship is about being changed inwardly, so that our inner transformation results in an outer change of action.  

Which makes us see that worship is not what we do on Sunday mornings, but what we do every morning.  

Not what we do for one hour on Sunday, but what we do every hour of every day.  Every thought can be an act of worship.  Every deed can be an act of worship.  Resting is worship, praying is worship, giving is an act of worship, serving is worship.  Studying is worship.  Playing and having fun is worship.  

Talking to each other at fellowship hour continues our worship.

The root word of worship means to prize;  to prize something or someone above all the other prizes and tropies of life.






IV.

As we come to the table today, we remember that God has come to us in Jesus Christ.  God has come to us so that we can draw near to God.  Jesus gave his life for us;  the symbols of bread and wine are symbols of his body and blood.  The liturgy calls us to receive the body of Christ in order to become the body of Christ in our world.  The liturgy calls us to take in the blood of Christ in order to pour our lives out in sacrificial love, as a ransom for many.

May we take Isaiah’s lead in worship:  Upward, inward, outward.  When we gather, God wants to be one with us.  In union and communion with us. 

Amen.

