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n a Sunday morning this February, the min-
ister’s message examined Bible passages
about war. After he spoke he invited half of

the congregation to sing a hymn, as the other half
formed groups of about 10 to quietly pray: for them-
selves, for troops, for the Iraqi people, for George
Bush and Tony Blair and Saddam Hussein. After a
few minutes, those who had been singing formed
prayer groups; those who had
been praying sang the hymn.

On a Sunday in March an-
other minister preached about
Bartimaeus and his encounter
with Jesus. He challenged his
listeners to think about the question Jesus asked the
blind man (Mark 10:46-52). A paraphrase of that
question, “What Do You Want Jesus to Do for You?”
was the heading of a blank paper each worshiper
had received. The minister asked his listeners to
write personal answers and to bring their com-
pleted sheets to the platform while the piano played
softly. Hundreds of worshipers brought their re-
quests, with the promise that the minister and the
church’s elders would pray about each one.

I thought about each of these worship times (one
I experienced; one I heard about) as we were as-
sembling this week’s issue. Much discussion about

contemporary worship, it seems to me, misses the
point. Music is only one element affecting the im-
pact of a worship experience.

Perhaps the first question shouldn’t be, “What
songs will we sing?” or “What instruments will we
use?” but, instead, “How will we engage the wor-
shiper?” 

Does your worship service offer variety and an
occasional surprise? (“Contem-
porary” worship in some places
follows a format as rigid as any
“traditional” service.) 

Does your worship service in-
volve worshipers; do they partic-

ipate or only watch? (Does the congregation sing or
just sit, as if they were at a concert? And notice the
nonmusical methods of involvement in each of the
above examples.) 

Which is the biggest influence on your worship
service–concerns about style, or concerns about
substance? The simple innovations in each of these
examples sprang from the message of the morning,
not a desire to adopt a particular style.

It is one thing to change the music we use in wor-
ship. It is quite another to connect worshipers with
their Creator. Which issue are leaders at your
church talking about most?
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Perhaps instead of asking, “What
songs will we sing?” we should
be asking, “How will we engage
the worshiper?”


