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Years ago, before he became a bishop, Woodie White, who is African-American, came to Washington, D.C. to take over leadership of the United Methodist Church’s General Board of Church and Society. This was in the late 70’s, and the country was still struggling with the issue of racial integration. Nowhere was this more pronounced than in the church. It was often noted that 11:00 on Sunday morning was the most racially segregated hour of the week. Unfortunately, that is still largely the case. 

Anyway, Woodie White came to speak to the clergy of the Arlington District, and he talked about his family’s search for a church home. Like most of us when we move to a new community, Bishop White and his family visited a number of churches over several weeks. At the time, his son was only about five or six years old. One Sunday while they were driving home from a worship service, his son spoke up and said he thought they ought to join a white church. Thinking this was a significant step forward in racial sensitivity for the boy, Bishop White asked why he thought they should join a white church. “Because,” said the boy, “if we join a white church, we’ll always get out by 12:00!”

That pretty well sums up the way a lot of folks feel about coming to worship. It’s fine, as far as it goes, just so long as it doesn’t drag on too long. As a teenager, I can remember sitting in church checking off items in the bulletin as we went through them. Call to Worship, check. Opening Hymn, check. Opening Prayer, check. Everything went pretty fast until we got to the sermon. Then I would sigh, sit back, and try to endure the next 20 minutes or so until the pace picked up again. It was hardly what could be described as a joyful experience.

Sometimes, our Call to Worship would be the words of the 100th Psalm: “Shout for joy to the Lord, all the earth. Worship the Lord with gladness; come before him with joyful songs. Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise!” Only it was usually said rather dully: “ShoutforjoytotheLord… WorshiptheLordwithgladness… Enterhisgateswiththanksgiving….” In fact, any show of actual joy or gladness or praise was viewed as almost unseemly. The Pentecostals down the road might shout and clap their hands, and the Holly Rollers might work themselves into a frenzy, but we Methodists, by God, worshiped in a dignified manner, and on a tight schedule. 

And yet, for all the ways we have tamed worship, for the ways we have attempted to make it predictable and dignified and scheduled, this is still where God continues to show up. This is still where God speaks to us, embraces us, encourages us, and confronts us. I remember a poster that was popular several years ago that showed a congregation at worship. The pictures was taken from over the minister’s shoulder, and showed the congregation sitting quietly. The most noticeable thing, however, was that Jesus could be seen sprawled on the front pew… sound asleep. It was a great visual critique of so much of our worship. But, even though we sometimes seem to do our best to bore him to death, Jesus is still there, still present. It reminds me of a Jewish prayer that says, “Days pass and years vanish, and we walk sightless among miracles.”

The purpose of worship, the reason we gather week in and week out, is to open ourselves to God’s presence in our midst. Oh, we know that God is not present only in church, but we come here and sing the hymns and say the prayers as a means of tuning our awareness, so that we will not continue to “walk sightless among miracles.”

There’s a Jewish legend that says God had trouble getting Moses’ attention in the wilderness because Moses was so intent on looking after his father-in-law’s sheep. It wasn’t anything bad that kept him from noticing God; it was something good, his duty to his work. Still, God couldn’t get Moses to notice him, so God had to set a bush on fire, and then keep it from being consumed, in order to get Moses’ attention and make him realize he was in the presence of holiness. We don’t have many fires in church – which is a good thing. But worship is a time when we try to allow God to get our attention, and make us realize we’re in the presence of holiness.

John Killinger points out that the Bible is always telling us to stop what we’re doing and look around. It tells us to try to see beyond the surface of things, because by seeing things, really paying attention to them, the way Moses finally did after he came upon the burning bush, is tantamount to standing in the presence of God. Isaiah and Jesus both said, "You have eyes but you don’t see, you have ears but you don’t hear." Being spiritual—not being religious, mind you, but being spiritual—has to do with seeing and hearing, with paying attention, with truly witnessing the wonder of things. When we become aware of the world, then we are aware of God; but as long as we’re insensitive to things, we don’t even know God is around - regardless of how "religious" we are.

That’s what we mean by “spiritual worship.” Spiritual worship is not a particular style of worship. It doesn’t matter whether you like to clap your hands or raise your hands or fold your hands in your lap. Spiritual worship can be traditional or contemporary; it can be quiet and dignified, or it can be loud and raucous. But ultimately it’s about seeing and hearing; about paying attention to God’s presence.

There are three things that worship that is spiritual helps us to do. The first is what I’ve been talking about: helping us to be aware of God’s presence – not just in the hour or so that we gather here, but in the entirety of our lives. During the normal course of our days, there is so much that tends to distract us from this. We are focused on what we have to do, on the problems and issues that we’re dealing with, on the demands that are put on our time and our energies. All of this makes it difficult to be aware of God’s presence. It doesn’t hurt to have at least one hour every week when we just concentrate on that.

The second thing spiritual worship does is to make us aware of God’s love – for ourselves as well as for others. Again, there is so much in our lives that tells us how inadequate we are, how we have failed in this or that, how we simply don’t measure up. Spiritual worship invites us to come home. “Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise,” says the psalm, “for the Lord is good, and his love endures forever.” There is nothing we can do or fail to do, be or fail to be, that will keep God from loving us.

I love something that Richard Foster wrote. He conjures up an image of God’s house, and he says:

He welcomes us into the living room of his heart where we can put on old slippers and share freely. God invites us into the kitchen of his friendship where chatter and batter mix in good fun. God welcomes us into the dining room of his strength where we can feast to our heart's delight. God invites us into the workshop of his creativity where we can become co-laborers with God, working together to determine the outcome of events. God welcomes us into the study of his wisdom, where we can grow and stretch and ask all of the questions that we want. God welcomes us into the bedroom of his rest. It's the place of greatest intimacy where we can know and be known to the fullest.

That’s what happens in spiritual worship.

Then the third thing spiritual worship does is to make us aware of God’s gifts in our lives. It’s true that we live in a world that is often frightening, and that is full of dangers. These dangers are real, and there is much to legitimately be fearful of. But these can also blind us to the wonders by which we are surrounded. 

Rabbi Karyn Kedar tells about an experience her daughter had on an outing with a group of teenagers. Her daughter, Talia, was the only girl in the group. One of the things they had to do was climb the face of a cliff with ropes and slings. Being the only girl, Talia didn’t want the boys teasing her, so she went up first, and she had no problems. Once at the top, she even helped some of the others up. When it was time to back down, however, that was another matter. Coming up, she could see where she was going. To go down, you had to go backwards, and this was terrifying to her.

She started down, one baby step at a time. All went well until about a quarter of the way down, when she lost her footing and was just dangling by the rope. Her heat was pounding and she was convinced she was about to die. Just then, a bird flew by. Rather than scaring her even more, however, it had the opposite effect. It was as if the bird was sent to carry away her fear. Dangling there in mid-air, she forgot her fear and was suddenly astounded by the beauty that surrounded her. She felt she was in the most beautiful place in the world. What a moment before had been a place of pure terror, was now a place where she felt she could see the beauty of God’s creation from all angles. For a long moment she just dangled there, taking it all in. Eventually, her foot found the edge of the cliff, and she climbed on down.

The difference between her moment of awe and her moment of paralyzing fear was a change in awareness. Instead of focusing on the danger she was in, she focused on the wonderful gift her position provided her. That’s what spiritual worship does. It allows us to change our perspective. Rather than trying to see God through our fears and problems, it helps us to see our fears and problems through God. 

Shout for joy to the LORD, all the earth.

Worship the LORD with gladness;   

come before him with joyful songs.

Know that the LORD is God.         

It is he who made us, and we are his [

we are his people, the sheep of his pasture.

Enter his gates with thanksgiving  and his courts with praise;

give thanks to him and praise his name.

For the LORD is good and his love endures forever;

his faithfulness continues through all generations.

