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THE SPIRIT MEETS YOU WHERE YOU ARE: 
HISTORIC WORSHIP FOR A POSTMODERN AGE

Recap of last week: 
“Christian worship is the feast where we acquire new hungers—for God and for what 
God desires—and are then sent into his creation to act accordingly. But the practices of 
the church are also a spiritual workout, inviting us into routines that train our heart 
muscles, our fundamental desires that govern how we move and act in the world. . . 
‘For Calvin, the church is a gymnasium, a training ground, a school, and community of 
preparation and practice enrolled (we hope and pray) in God’s sanctifying, 
transformative paideia.’ . . . If sanctification is tantamount to closing the gap between 
what I know and what I do, it means changing what I want. And that requires 
submitting ourselves to disciplines and regimens that reach down into our deepest 
habits. . . as learning to ‘put on’ or ‘clothe’ ourselves with Christ (Rom. 13:14; Col. 3:14), 
this is intimately bound up with becoming incorporated into his body, the corpus 
Christi.” (65)

This Week - cont. The Spirit Meets You Where You Are: Historic Worship for a 
Postmodern Age

Whose Worship? Who’s Acting?
- “Liturgy” and its Purpose - it’s not merely our human work!

- “Christian worship is nothing less than an invitation to participate in the life of 
the Triune God. . . . The Spirit meets, nourishes, transforms, and empowers us 
just through and in such material practices. The church’s worship is a uniquely 
intense site of the Spirit’s transformative presence. As Marva Dawn has put it, 
God is both the subject and the object of our worship. The whole point of 
‘liturgical lines and rituals’ is to create ‘a powerful environment of God-
centeredness.’ Worship is not for me—it’s not primarily meant to be an experience 
that ‘meets my felt needs,’ nor should we reduce it to merely a pedagogy of 
desire (which would be just a more sophisticated pro me construal of worship); 
rather, worship is about and for God. To say that God is both subject and object is 
to emphasize that the Triune God is both the audience and the agent of worship: 
worship is to and for God, and God is active in worship in the Word and the 
sacraments.” (70)



- How we define worship informs what we think makes worship good.
- If worship is by me and for me (even to align me to God), then good worship 

must be expressive of who I am.
- Good worship, then, must be sincere, honest, true, fresh, genuine, and 

“authentic”, and given to novelty.
- Bad worship, in this paradigm is repetitive and will feel less “authentic.”

- So how do we keep worship fresh and authentic? Put it into forms that 
fit our culture more and more.
- We, then, try to keep the “message” the same in ever-changing forms.
- “The problem, of course, is that these ‘forms’ are not just neutral 

containers or discardable conduits for a message. The forms 
themselves are pedagogies of desire. . . The liturgy of the mall is a 
heart-level education in consumerism that construes everything as a 
commodity available to make me happy. When I encounter ‘Jesus’ in 
such a liturgy, rather than encountering the living Lord of history, I 
am implicitly being taught that Jesus is one more commodity 
available to make me happy.” (76). “Many of our worship services are 
little more than Jesufied versions of secular liturgies” (79).

- “Expressivism breeds its own kind of bottom-up valorization of 
human striving that slides closer to works righteousness” (77).

- [Note: we’ll return to the question of “forms” again later, because 
forms are inescapable and should change, the question is how and 
why]

- Learning from ancient Christian worship - the “worship” around them was much 
more overtly pagan worship, so “early Christians were more intentional about and 
conscious of the practices they adopted for worship.”

- Repetition - “when you see worship as an invitation to a top-down encounter in 
which God is refashioning your deepest habits, then repetition looks very different: 
its how God rehabituates us. In a formational paradigm, repetition isn’t insincere, 
because you’re not showing, you’re submitting. This is crucial because there is no 
formation without repetition.

Questions:
- To someone (or yourself!) who thinks worship services are too boring or “not me”, 

what would you explain?
- Do you get frustrated or bored with the repetitive parts of worship?
- If it was up to you (and it’s not!), what part of the worship service would you cut 

out? What does that tell you about your view of what worship is?


