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Preface: Methodology and Approach 

 For this paper I drew on several books on worship in addition to the texts assigned in the 

syllabus. Notably James K.A. Smith’s writing on cultural liturgies and Alexander Schmeman’s 

writing on sacramentology from the Orthodox tradition. John Jefferson Davis, David Peterson, 

and D.A. Carson provided groundwork for crafting a theology worship and the cultural 

contextualization was formed along with the Narobi statement. 

 

Introduction 

 Before we embark on a journey to craft a statement of worship and culture, we must first 

point ourselves in the right direction. We must define our terms. What do we mean by worship? 

What is the purpose of worship, and what are the elements of worship? Answers to these and 

other such questions will orient us in the right or wrong direction, for if we define worship as 

something it’s not, then our theology of worship will be pointing in the wrong direction. If we on 

the other hand, define worship through a biblical, trinitarian, and eschatological lens, we will 

find our worship deeper, broader, and higher than our first understanding, and our faith will 

become both richer and more integrated into our daily life.  

The ancient saying lex orandi, lex credendi, is a helpful reminder of the priority and 

importance of worship. Roughly translated as “the law of faith is the law of belief,” this phrase 

speaks to the fact that the way we pray (and similarly, the way we worship) influences the things 

we believe. Our beliefs are influenced by our practices, and our identity is formed by our beliefs. 

This is true in all areas of our life, not just our religious or spiritual practices. If we speed in our 

car (a practice) we become people who believe that there is never enough time in the day. If we 
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say please and thank you (a practice) we become, over time, thankful people.1 All that is to say 

the way we pray and worship, especially the ways we worship weekly or daily, has a profound 

effect on our very identity. In a culture and generation where personal identity and individual 

autonomy is held as a very high value, a counter cultural posture of prayer (not my will, but 

yours) will be undoubtably met with resistance, whether conscious or subconscious, for we do 

not, out of our human nature, want to bend our knees to anyone else. But as we step back and see 

worship not so much as an action or event, but a posture, we will begin to discover that indeed 

our whole lives (literally, ‘our bodies’) are offered to God as worship (Romans 12:1-2). 

 

Preliminary Work – What is Worship? 

 Before we define worship in the Christian context, it will be helpful to consider what 

worship is regardless of religiosity. Christian worship is, after all, only one kind of worship 

among many. Simply put, Christian worship is worship that is pointed at the Triune God, Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit. Ralph Waldo Emerson, poet, philosopher, and leader in the Transcendental 

movement laid foundations for the modern unitarian universalist church, saw how worship is part 

of life for every person, not just those that espouse a specific faith. Though he was well far away 

from practicing an orthodox Christian faith, he is quoted to say, “A person will worship 

something, have no doubt about that. We may think our tribute is paid in secret in the dark 

recesses of our hearts, but it will come out. That which dominates our imaginations and our 

thoughts will determine our lives, and our character. Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what 

we worship, for what we are worshipping, we are becoming.2” Emerson is saying several things 

 
1 For a deeper exploration into practices that form our desires, see James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: 
Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation. Baker Publishing Group (2009). 
2 Though the source of this quote is unknown, it is attributed to Ralph Waldo Emerson and can be found in the 
Hymnal, Singing the Living Tradition, published by Unitarian Universalist Association, 1994. 
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in this statement. Firstly, he is saying that worship influences the kind of person we are, because 

that which we dream and think about influences the kinds of actions we take and the life that we 

live. Secondly, worship is done in the arena of our hearts. It may or may not have an outward 

expression like singing, reading scripture, or praying in the historical Christian worship tradition, 

but the thing that we most desire in our heart is what we worship. Finally, he is saying that all 

people worship, not just ‘religious’ people, for everyone desires something as the ultimate thing 

in their lives. Bob Dylan also understands this truth, as he sings, “"But you're gonna have to 

serve somebody, yes Indeed you're gonna have to serve somebody. Well, it may be the devil or it 

may be the Lord, But you're gonna have to serve somebody.”3 Jesus knew this as well. “No 

servant can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other; or else he will 

hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and mammon.”4 

 James K.A. Smith’s writing on cultural liturgies in his three part series showed me just 

how true this fact is. In Desiring the Kingdom, Smith unpacks for a postmodern reader the way 

our culture worships. One example is the religion of consumerism with “churches” called 

shopping malls. Smith paints a picture of a pilgrim or worshipper (shopper) coming into the 

temple (mall) where they are surrounded by images of the good life (models wearing the newest 

clothes). The shopper than leaves an offering in exchange for a small piece of this good life 

(purchases something). The practice of shopping teaches us the message behind this posture of 

worship – your life is complete when you buy things, and your (good looking) image is the 

ultimate orientation of our hearts. Of course, we know that shopping itself is not inherently evil, 

but by exploring the practice for what it is – a kind of worship – we see that worship is 

happening in our hearts every minute of the day. Sports allegiance, politics, digital and virtual 

 
3 “Gotta Serve Somebody" by Bob Dylan, from Slow Train Coming, 1979 
4 Luke 16:23 
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entertainment, and our hyper-connectivity all carry with them answers to the question, ‘what is 

the ultimate meaning of life?’ Media are not neutral. Each medium carries with it a strong 

message. It is because of our location within post-modernity that we should be wary of our own 

hermeneutical shortcomings. D.A. Carson notices that “contemporary attempts at constructing a 

theology of worship are naturally enmeshed in what “worship” means to us,5” so that, when we 

turn to the Bible as our source of truth, we end up finding exactly what it was we went looking 

for in the first place. 

But if a philosopher, folk music legend, and 19th century poet agree, than we can be wary 

but cautiously optimistic. We might be onto something true. James K.A. Smith argues along with 

Dylan and Emerson that humans are worshipping beings: Homo Liturgicus. For Smith, and 

perhaps so too for us, a ‘cultural liturgy’ is any belief, habit, or practice that influences who we 

are and what we love or desire. The core of our identity as humans is not what we do, say, or 

think, but what we ultimately desire. This is why it is the formidable task of the church to help us 

reimagine the Kingdom as the place where our ultimate desires find their true fulfilment. 

Worship, for Smith, therefore is, “the arena in which God recalibrate our hearts, reformed our 

desires, and re-habituates our loves.”6 Christian worship is designed to shape our desires to be 

more in line with the Kingdom of God. A desire for wealth, youth and beauty, success, power, or 

anything else will never ultimately satisfy us, for we were not created to be satisfied in anything 

but God alone. “What is the chief end of man?” asks the Westminster shorter catechism, “To 

glorify God and enjoy him forever.7” It is only in God that we find ultimate fulfilment. 

 
5 (D.A. Carson 2002, 13) 
6 Smith, You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit 
7 Westminster Shorter Catechism, 1647. 
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John Jefferson Davis is also aware of competing cultural liturgies, which he refers to as 

“ontologies” of worship. By ‘ontology’ he means life-orientations of worship similar to James 

K.A. Smith’s ‘cultural liturgies.’ He identifies three ontologies as 1) the modern ontology of 

scientific materialism, 2) the postmodern ontology of digital virtualism, and 3) the eternal 

ontology of trinitarian supernaturalism.8 Davis notes that even before we enter a worship 

service, our minds and our imaginations are being drawn by these competing ontologies. We 

bring our worldly perspective and the influence of our culture into the worship service. “Alien, 

non-biblical ontologies are at work to wash out the churchgoers’ consciousness of God even 

before the “worship” service begins.”9 This is why it is helpful sometimes to draw from the 

orthodox and catholic perspective that sees worship more as a ‘retreat’ from the partial reality of 

the natural world into the fuller and truest reality of the Kingdom of God. Orthodox theologian 

Alexander Schmemann describes the Eucharist as the church entering into the Kingdom. 

“The Eucharist is the entrance of the Church into the joy of its lord. And to enter 
into that joy, so as to be a witness to it in the world, is indeed the very calling of 
the Church, its essential leitourgia, the sacrament by which it becomes what it 
is.”10 

For Schmemann, worship (and more specifically, the celebration of the Eucharist) is about the 

journey of the church into the dimension of the Kingdom. It is ‘other worldly’ in its very 

essence. This is why we should resist trying to make the worship service just like the movie 

theatre or concert hall – for this is something very different than a movie or concert. This is an 

encounter with the triune God, and we should not even more confuse our congregations with 

media (that is to say, the medium of the concert hall or movie theatre) that signify a different 

ontology than what we preach from the pulpit. Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi. 

 
8 J. Davis, Worship and the Reality of God: An Evangelical Theology of Real Presence, 21. 
9 Davis, 14. 
10 A. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 26. 
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Defining Worship 

This brings us to the point where we can form a working definition of Christian worship. 

If worship (in any religious or non-religious context) can be defined as a life posture pointed 

toward a desire of some ultimate thing, than Christian worship is the life posture pointed toward 

the Kingdom of God and its manifestation here on earth. Further still, corporate worship in the 

Christian tradition is the practices of the church that help it and each individual believer draw 

closer to Christ and re-align their hearts towards God’s Kingdom. It of course includes practices 

such as singing (which most people think of when they hear the word ‘worship’), but many other 

practices fall into this category, which we will discuss later. It is best done, as Peterson states, 

“on terms that he proposes and in the way that he alone makes possible,”11 which is to say it is 

initiated by God, not humans. Christ is our worship leader, which is to say he is the one that 

draws us to God in his role as the great high priest (Heb 4:14). 

 

Contextualizing Theology – Worship in Practice 

 With these things in mind, it is right to ask what should our worship service look like? 

What does an entrance into the kingdom of God look like for a specific church, at a specific time, 

with a specific people? The Nairobi statement on worship and culture shows us that worship 

must not be so entrenched in rite and ritual that it becomes stale to those who practice it week 

after week, however the power of rite and ritual should not be discarded like the proverbial baby 

with the bathwater. Worship must be contextualized (using dynamic equivalence) within each 

culture the Gospel spreads to. This is a large task for church leaders. We must learn to find a 

balance between the historic rites of Christian worship, the cultural expression in any particular 

 
11 Peterson, Engaging with God: A Biblical Theology of Worship, 20. 
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context, and the experience of modern and postmodern people. There is a certain freedom in 

contextualizing worship, as we can and should affirm things that any surrounding culture values 

that are in line with the gospel, but should not be afraid to critique or challenge areas of the 

culture that are not in line with the gospel. I am encouraged to see more and more articles and 

surveys that show young people drawn to ancient practices. No doubt influenced by the past 

generations writers on worship such as Marva Dawn12 and Robert Weber13, the ‘ancient-future’ 

orientation of worship is compelling as it reminds us of the eschatological nature of worship. 

When we worship we are longing for the culmination of the Kingdom of God to break into this 

world to restore and redeem all things, not simply the souls of those in the pews. The 

eschatological nature of worship is emphasized in formal rites and rhythms of liturgical 

churches. The Gloria Patri concludes with “as it was in the beginning, is now, and will be 

forever,” which the congregation says or sings every week, a powerful reminder of the already 

and not yet nature of the Kingdom of God. In the ‘low church’ setting, the closing of the lord’s 

prayer provides similar function “for the Kingdom and the power and the glory is Yours now and 

forever, Amen.” 

Non-negotiables in Worship 

 Though worship should always bear the cultural markers of any given context, some 

elements of worship are counter-cultural any particular context but we should not discard in 

order to contextualize the worship. The gospel and it’s implications supersedes any cultural 

accommodation. There are several things that should be stated as essential parts of Christian 

worship and should be considered as non-negotiables when planning worship services. 

 
12 See, Reaching out without Dumbing Down, and A Royal ‘Waste’ of Time by Marva Dawn 
13 See, Ancient-Future Worship and Planning Blended Worship by Robert Weber 
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The public reading of scripture should be a non-negotiable in our traditions, as this connects us 

to the very words of God that are commanded by God to be useful for teaching. Many churches 

today have dropped this practice in favor of topical sermons but we must not omit the word of 

God in our worship services. So to preaching to illuminate and explain the scriptures to the 

congregation should remain at the center of our worship services. 

 A confession of sin is another element of the worship service that should remain, perhaps 

even more so in an upper-middle class culture where we do not like to admit we are wrong. We 

all want our image, intellect, and motives to be pure and right, but also know deep down that we 

often act against what we would like to do. We can find comfort in the Psalmist who says 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if there be any 

grievous way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting!”14 In a culture that values (and 

sometimes idolizes) looking good and not being wrong, a confession of sin (“For I know my 

transgressions, and my sin is ever before me. Against you, you only, have I sinned and done 

what is evil in your sight.”15) is a counter-cultural practice that we want to retain. No one is holy 

but God alone, and we need him as our source of goodness and holiness. It is out of confession 

that we can more fully see the love of God poured out for us. We may do this in a formal way 

using something like the penitential rite from the Book of Common Prayer, or a more 

extemporaneous free form of silent confession. Whatever the model, this element is crucial in 

realizing our need of Jesus and our unworthiness to approach on our own merit. 

 Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs are of course a part of any worship service. Music 

forms our hearts in ways that speaking alone cannot do. As Brian Wren puts it, to sing is to ‘pray 

 
14 Psalm 139:23-24 
15 Psalm 51:3-4 
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twice’16 As we sing our hearts are joined together with other believers in the room, which is why 

especially now, it is important for the church to find ways to unite our voices even though we are 

all doing church virtually or remotely. To remind people of the need to sing together is the task 

of the church in 2020. Musical worship, sung hymns and songs, are more than just lifting the 

hearts of the individual, but by joining voices together as one, we are united in this corporate 

practice. When we find ourselves weak in faith or simply tired or uninspired on a particular 

Sunday, the collective voice of the congregation can carry us and remind us of the purpose and 

priority of worship. When we are feeling strong and passionate about worshipping God, our 

worshipful posture of presence and receptivity to God can so inspire others to do the same. 

Though it is tempting to use the latest popular Christian songs, I try to avoid anything too new 

and rely on a good balance of hymns from centuries past and contemporary choruses from the 

past decade. We need new hymns and songs by living composers to make worship speak from 

our own vernacular – using words that we would use and language that makes sense to our native 

tongue, but we also need to hear and sing the words of past generations knowing that those 

hymns that have been passed down to us have stood the test of time, are drenched with theology, 

and can teach us in ways that newer hymn writing cannot. This is not to say we should revere the 

past or sentimentalize the old hymns – they have their place and are not on the level of scriptural 

canon, but we should learn them, teach them to our children, and use them for our good and the 

glory of God. John Davis speaks to the need for people to learn new doxological habits. This 

makes sense, as when we enter into worship, we are entering into participation with heavenly 

worship that is by definition very different than our everyday experience. We need to learn how 

to pray together, read responsively, what the different actions and rites signify (such as the sign 

 
16 Brian Wren, Praying Twice: The Words of Congregational Song 
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of the cross, or kneeling, or raising one’s hands in worship). Though the desire to worship God is 

imprinted on our souls, the specific contextualized cultural patterns are not. We should explain 

and teach new habits and behaviors that lift our souls to God. Hymns and older songs would fit 

this category. We mustn’t be afraid of something because it’s old, unfamiliar, or possibly 

archaic. These words, when we learn what they mean, can be a deep source of language for our 

own prayers, as older words sometimes carry deeper meaning than our modern language can 

hold. When we learn to appreciate and even use this language, our faith becomes more robust. 

Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi. 

 Finally corporate and individual prayer should be a staple of our worship service. This 

is a moment when the entire congregation comes together and bows our heads before God in a 

holy moment of waiting and listening. Times of silence are powerful moments when God can 

speak to each person individually as the Spirit leads. Prayer can be led by one who is trained in 

praying in public, or at certain times, can be prompted “popcorn style” where individuals prayer 

aloud as they feel led. Both bring depth and richness to our worship services. Some of the 

deepest times of worship for me have been when children or young people pray aloud simple 

prayers that ring profoundly true. Prayer is an opportunity to listen to God’s voice, but also hear 

the voice of other people in our community. 

 Lesser matters of style which pertain to our specific congregation are still important to 

discuss, as this is the arena in which most people voice opinions and debates can happen. For us 

at Trinitarian Congregational Church, we primarily use a style of acoustic guitar driven folk 

music. There are several reasons for this. 1) It allows for other musicians of different abilities to 

participate together, modeling for the church active participation and offering the gifts God has 

given us back to Him. 2) It is tonally accessible for the majority of people. While I would not 
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doubt that God can be worshipped through just about any style of music, the acoustic guitar is a 

particularly natural, humble, and authentic sound. It can certainly still be used in a flashy or 

virtuosic way if one desires, but the history of the acoustic guitar is through folk music of the 

people. Similarly, our worship is “of the people” (liturgy literally means ‘work of the people’) so 

the acoustic guitar is a natural lead instrument. We also employ use of the organ and choir, 

because the sonic and dynamic range of the organ make it the instrument best suited to carry the 

voice of the congregation. The choir also encourages active participation from all, as most if not 

all of the choristers are volunteers and have little professional singing experience. Though many 

in our congregation would state a preference of one over the other, I continue to encourage us to 

see the strengths (and also admit the weaknesses) of each style of music. We use both to remind 

ourselves that we are one family, and styles may differ, but the God we worship is the same. We 

often will sing hymns led by guitars which is yet another way to unite the church. 

 

Conclusion 

 In my church, we will often sing the famous Doxology by Thomas Ken. In this short four 

line stanza, Ken captures what Christian worship is essentially about: 

 

Praise God from whom all blessings flow (God is the object and also the source of our 

worship. He sets the terms and makes it possible.) 

 

Praise Him all creatures here below (Worship comes from his creation. All creation 

declares God’s glory (Psalm 19)) 
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Praise Him above ye heavenly host (Worship on earth is a participation and entrance into 

heavenly worship that is already happening. We see this in several key passages – 

Revelation 4-5, Isaiah 6) 

 

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost (Worship is Trinitarian and a participation in the 

divine love that has happened since the beginning of eternity. All human actions of 

worship are Trinitarian events, for when we sing to God the Father, we do so because of 

the redemptive work of Christ, and by the prompting of the Holy Spirit.) 
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