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“Presence When Present”
Psalm 84

Passionate Worship: Second of the Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations
Sunday, September 21, 2008

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

Cindy Radecki sent me an email this week of a story about a letter to the editor on “Why Go to Church?” You may have seen this before. I think it is one of those stories that get around the Internet.

Evidently a churchgoer wrote a letter to the editor of a newspaper and complained that it made no sense to go to church every Sunday. “I’ve gone for 30 years now,” he wrote, “and in that time I have heard something like 3,000 sermons. But for the life of me, I can’t remember a single one of them. So, I think I’m wasting my time and the pastors are wasting theirs by giving sermons at all.” 

Well I thought that would be a great quote to begin our time this week as we consider the second of Bishop Robert Schnase’s, Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations from his book by the same name. The five practices being Radical Hospitality, Passionate Worship, Intentional Faith Development, Risk-taking Mission and Service, and Extravagant Generosity. Last week we talked about Radical Hospitality. This week we consider, as you saw in the clip by our Divine Light Media class, how we experience the presence of God. Or more specifically, Passionate Worship.

We have also talked about the fun part of Schnase’s five practices: the adjectives he uses – Radical Hospitality, Passionate worship. Now when you think about Passionate Worship, your mind might take you to all sorts of places. One might think of the ancient fertility cults, like worshiping Baal where there were “temple prostitutes,” people engaging in sex as an enactment of the fruitfulness of nature. Their hope was that their reenactment might influence the god that would bless them with bountiful harvest. That certainly is one type of passion.

Or we might think of some forms of Pentecostal worship where there might be shouting and fainting, where the whole being becomes part of the worship.

One of the questions we might ask: If people were observing us, would they consider our worship passionate? Now I had just described Pentecostal worship in a pretty narrow and stereotypical manner. If others were to do that about us, I am afraid the stereotypical understanding is that old mainline protestant worship is pretty staid, rigid, and boring. Is that who we are? Is there any passion in what we do?

I guess one needs to define what passionate means. So when I “controlled-clicked” on “passionate” in my Microsoft Word document, the electronic document dictionary brought up these five definitions:

1.
Expressing or showing strong sexual desire


(not really what I want to experience in worship)

2.
Easily made angry 


(I think sometimes we achieve this in worship, although it is not my intent and 

certainly not a goal for worship)

3.
Expressing intense or overpowering emotion 


(I think we are getting closer, and perhaps this fits with our stereotype of 

Pentecostal worship, but I don’t want be controlled by my emotions alone)

4.
Tending to have strong feelings, especially of love, desire, or enthusiasm 


(I could live with this definition of passion as relates to worship, although for me, 

“strong feelings” has the same connotation, perhaps to a lesser degree, as 

overpowering emotion.)

5.
Having a keen enthusiasm or intense desire for something


(This, I think, can work very nicely as a definition for passionate when we talk 

about “passionate worship.”)

It is exactly what we hear about in our Scripture lesson this morning from Psalm 84: “How lovely is your dwelling place, God. My soul longs, indeed it faints for the courts of the Lord” – (meaning temple – substitute “church’). My soul longs, indeed it faints for church.” Now that’s every pastor’s dream parishioner.

And it gets better because the Psalm goes on to say: “it is better to live a day in your courts than a thousand elsewhere” and “it is better to be a doorkeeper in your courts than to live in the tents of the wicked.”
Reverend Daniel Hilty from First United Methodist Church in Jefferson City makes this comment in a sermon: “The person who writes the Psalm loves church so much, in fact, that you can’t help but wonder what’s wrong with this person. I mean, it’s great to be in the habit of coming to church, and seeing friends, and singing the songs, but to say that your soul faints because you’re away from church… that it’s better to spend one day there than a thousand elsewhere…that’s kind of extreme, don’t you think? I don’t know anybody who would willingly trade off three years of life so that they could spend one more day at church…do you? Maybe if there was a potluck dinner afterwards, but even then…. Why would the person who wrote Psalm 84 say something like that?”
Well, if we were honest with ourselves, I think it is important to point out that it isn’t just “temple” or “church” for which the author of Psalm 84 longs. No, what the person who wrote the Psalm is really longing for is the God whom he expects to find there. The psalmist longs for the courts of the Lord, longs for the temple, longs for church because he is filled with the great expectancy that when there, so will be the presence of the Lord.

When Schnase writes about passionate worship he talks about the necessity of staff and clergy and volunteers like ushers and greeters to be intentional about putting in the kind of time and effort to make worship available, presentable, and meaningful. After all, this is the face most often seen by the community we serve. This is where people will get their first impression of who we are and what we are about.

As Schnase says, “Worship breathes life into the community of Christ’s followers, forms identity, and provides a place of common learning about faith and listening to God. People express love for God, serve God, and experience God’s gracious love…. Through worship, God pardons sins, restores relationships, and changes lives.” (Pg. 35)

Worship is the reason given in Exodus 8:1 as to why God liberated the Hebrew people from slavery in Egypt. “Let my people go, so that they may worship me.” And every churchgoer who hears this is saying, “Yes! Yes! We long for that kind of passionate worship that can set us free, that will breath into us a sense of love, faithfulness, and community. Provide for us that kind of passionate worship.”

And here is the sad news. That kind of worship can’t be provided for you. You have to bring it. Yes the clergy and the staff and the musicians and the choirs will work hard to provide the framework on which to build our gathering we call worship. But to make it passionate – to make it life changing, to make it a time when God’s grace and healing and comfort and forgiveness are evident – requires that each of us comes with the same kind of prayerful expectancy as did the psalmist, that when you come and make yourself intentionally present before God, then the presence of God will be evident.

Are you making yourself available to be transformed by the presence of God, or are you shoehorning this hour into your schedule as the perfunctory requirement of your faith? The answer to that may be the difference between passionate worship and boring worship – boring both for you and for God.

When I was a District Superintendent I got complaints about this one pastor being an extremely boring preacher. So I went to hear him a few times. What I discovered is that it was some of the best stuff I’ve heard. The problem for those who were complaining is that it wasn’t showy. It wasn’t glitzy. You had to do the work of listening; his style wasn’t going to make it easy for you. But when one did do the work of listening, when one came with the expectancy that God’s presence was going to fill that sanctuary, it was some of the best preaching I’ve heard.

Hilty asked his congregation, “Why not expect God to show up right here in church, and to receive what love we offer, and to move among us and change us so that we can love God and our neighbors more perfectly, more deeply, more passionately? Why not come to worship with a high sense of anticipation, and expectation, and hope? Kind of like how we might approach things if we’re expecting a really important guest in our home.”

Prepare for worship with the same kind of grand expectancy that you might if you were preparing to have your favorite actor over for dinner. And so the challenge that Rev. Daniel Hilty left with his congregation I leave with you:

Throughout the remainder of this year, and hopefully beyond, but over the next three months prepare for worship by praying – I know some of you do that already. Between now and the end of the year, the invitation is to pray – before you leave home, or in the car or bus or while walking to church, or in your pew before church starts – pray first and foremost that the worship we offer be a fitting and acceptable expression of love to God – that the worship first and foremost be about God, and about Christ – but then to pray as well that all of us in attendance might encounter the living God moving among us – especially those who may be hurting or feeling lost, or hungry and thirsting for something spiritual to happen in their lives. Over the next few months, as we prepare for worship each week, let us as a church pray for high expectations that God shows up, and receives our love, and lovingly changes us in return.

You remember that letter to the editor? What a waste of time it was to go to church after all these years since he didn’t remember any of the specifics of the sermons. There was a reply in the paper that said this:

“I’ve been married for 30 years now. In that time my wife has cooked some 32,000 meals. But, for the life of me, I cannot recall the entire menu for a single one of those meals. But I do know this. They all nourished me and gave me the strength I needed to do my work. If my wife had not given me these meals, I would be physically dead today. Likewise, if I had not gone to church for nourishment, I would be spiritually dead today!” 
Friends, we might never get to the point that we’d willingly exchange a thousand days elsewhere for one day in church. However, we might just discover that this time we intentionally and expectantly spend with God is no waste at all, but a time when we have allowed God to continually create in us a being of God’s making.

I pray it will be true in your life and in mine.

PRESENCE WHEN PRESENT

Sunday, September 21, 2008, Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
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