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Over the past several weeks I have been meeting  

 with the elders you elected to join the session.  

  Every year when we elect new elders  

   they undergo  training, which means I have been doing training  

    every year throughout my ministry.  

But this year is different. This year I decided  

 it might be wise to go back to a more rigorous training for the elders.  

So they have been meeting more often  

 and reading a great deal and doing more that in the past.  

I'm not sure why I felt led to this more rigorous plan,  

 except that it felt like something the Spirit was leading, 

  and things that are worth doing are always worth doing well.  

And the less intense officer training was just not very satisfying.  

 So your new class of elders,  

  who will be ordained at the end of the summer,  

   have been reading portions of the Book or Order,  

    portions of the Book of Confessions,  

     an entire book on what it means to be officers in our church,  

      and a workbook that lists all the readings  

       and gives them assignments to complete before each meeting. 

Next Sunday night they will be examined by the current elders. 

  Then we will decide together if this more intensive plan has been worth it!  

 

Part of what the elder candidates have been reading  

 is a sizable chunk of The Directory for Worship, 

  which is part of our church constitution.  
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Rereading it with them is what led me to offer this series,  

 which begin today and runs for the next five weeks, 

  as we examine what happens in worship and why we do what we do.  

The Directory for Worship is not step by step guide to  

 what we do in worship.  

  It is a far more creative document,  

   which explains what kinds of things ought to be included in this hour,i  

    without every dictating how they should be done.  

Every congregation is free to make their own decisions  

 about the order of worship as long as the elements of worship are here:  

  Prayer, confession, the reading of scripture  

   along with an interpretation of what it means,  

    the sacraments of baptism and communion,  

     a time of self-offering, and a clear moment of being sent  

      out into the world as Christ's people.  

Rereading the very moving words in the Directory for Worship  

 coupled with the Season of Creation that we have just been through, 

   have reminded me that we were created by God  

   solely for worship and relationship. That's all.  

We have been made by the Creator,  

 as the quote on the cover of the bulletin says,  

  "…to glorify God and enjoy God forever."ii 

This is the hour for that gladness and joy.  

 The moment for being ourselves with our Maker  

  and remembering that we exist for this relationship with God  

   and that all our the other relationships that come  

    from this first relationship between us and God, 

     all our other experiences of love, grace, acceptance, nurture and joy.  

 

Surprised? Did you think the whole point of the church  
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 was mission and service? They have their place.  

  Mission and service are responses to loving and enjoying God.  

   In fact they are the most natural responses  

    to what we come here every week to remember.  

That we are citizens of the realm of God,  

 made by God out of sheer desire to be with us  

  and to make God's love known to the whole world.  

But what we do in this hour is not about ideas  

 or even about theology.  

  It is about rehearsing—acting out—what  is most true  

   about who we really are.  

    Acting it, here in this room. 

      Acting the truth in word, prayer, songs, silence, and sending. 

 

When Peter Nelson was three years old 

  he became fascinated by a painting he saw in one of his parent’s art  books. 

  The painting was by Paul Rubens and it showed a very dramatic boar hunt. 

Even when his parents repeatedly “misplaced” the book 

 on a variety of high shelves, Peter would find it, haul it down 

  and open it to that particular page.  

   The ferocious, fire-eyed boar captivated tiny, gentle Peter. 

Soon the boar began to visit Peter’s house at night. 

 “The boar is here!,” he would shriek until his parents ran to the rescue. 

Peter Nelson was a very lucky child. 

 His parents understood that actions are much more important than ideas, 

  and that taking part in those actions defines reality. 

 So they didn’t turn on the lights and open the closet 

  or kick under the bed, saying “Look Peter, there is no boar!” 

They knew that all the proof in the world 

 would not keep the boar from coming back again. 
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Because it t wasn’t the boar they were dealing with, 

 it was a little boy’s fear of things wild and untamed and angry, 

  and fear is not imaginary.  Fear is always real. 

 

So instead of turning on the lights, 

 When the boar came in the night 

  they took turns rushing into the room 

   and asking their son, “Where is it, Peter?” 

“There!” he would point. 

 “What shall we do with it?” 

  “Frow it out da window! ,” he would cry. 

   And they would wrestle the boar that only Peter could see 

    over to the window and with worthy effort  

     shove it out into the night. 

After a week Peter was convinced that his parents’ love  

 was stronger than his fears.  The boar never came back. 

 

Peter’s mother, Gertrude Nelson, tells this wonderful story 

 In her book, To Dance With God.iii 

Like fear, the desire for religion, the need to worship, she writes 

 is primal in human beings.  It is who we are. 

We were made by our Creator to search the darkness 

 for hope and meaning, to look beyond ourselves for strength and help. 

There are plenty of people who will tell you that worship is pointless 

 because there is no boar in the bedroom. 

They will happily try to turn on the light of reason 

 and show you the empty space under the bed, 

  saying there is nothing to fear and no one to help us anyway. 

Such logic, however, has nothing to do with the inborn desire 

 to reach for One who overcomes all fear, 
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  One who assures us that life is full of meaning, 

   One who made us for him/herself, 

    One who made us for no other reason than to love us 

     and to allow us to give love in return. 

Our scriptures today have been picked to frame this conversation. 

 One is a psalm that needs no interpretation:  It is pure praise. 

     It sings the joy of worshipping God. 

The other is Jesus’ word to a woman outside his own faith.   

 He tells her and us that he is the key 

  to what it means to worship in spirit and truth. 

Not ideas about him, not agreement with doctrines about him 

 but trust in him, a loving friendship with him. 

   Trust as in a dearest friend whose love for us  

    is the very definition of what is most real. 

 

On the cover of the bulletin this morning are three quotes about worship. 

 All of them come from our church constitution. 

  One is from the Directory for Worship, which is part of the Book of Order, 

   the other two are from different documents in the Book of Confessions. 

All of them share the assumption that worship is as natural as breathing, 

 that God exists to be known and enjoyed by us, 

  adored and praised, honored and glorified. 

Now, consider those words a moment. 

 Those words—adore, praise, honor and glorify—describe experiences. 

  You can’t “think about” honoring someone, 

   You can only honor him or her. 

    Adoring is not something you can ponder, you can only adore. 

In other words, worship itself isn’t remote and offstage. 

 It can only be done and known firsthand. 
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Things that we do, if we do them enough,  

 change us, become part of us. 

  For all the criticism about Presbyterians being the “Frozen Chosen,” 

   we know that genuine worship is not a spectator activity. 

    Many people do try to approach worship as spectators, however. 

 

Lutheran pastor Michael Foss tells a story  

 about a parishioner who was a professional counselor: 

“When Mark came to worship,” writes Foss, 

  “it was only because he felt like he had to. 

  He knew from working with his female clients 

   that going to church [without their spouse] was not a good thing. 

    “So, I came to be present with my wife, Sue,” Mark told Foss. 

Actually, Mark said, “I came so that she could never say I wasn’t there.” 

 But his attitude was “literal and concrete.” 

When the pastor talked of Jesus’ rising from the dead,  

 Mark would ask Sue, “Now, just how did that happen?’ 

  Was there an escalator up or what?” 

 Sue knew Mark was just trying to get to her. 

  And after many honest attempts at answering his questions, 

   she finally told Mark she was through with explanations. 

    That’s when Mark began to listen for himself. 

  

From that time on Mark began to experience worship  

 rather than watch it. 

  He gave up turning on the lights  

   and rattling the door to the bedroom closet. 

    Only then could Mark encounter a love that could overcome all fear. 

He told his pastor, “Now I know that this stuff is real. 

 This is so helpful in real life and real time. 
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  I don’t know about others, but I need it every week.” 

 

We were made for worship; we need it. 

 But that doesn’t mean we worship the right things. 

In fact, Mueller-Nelson asserts, “We are not as free to choose or not choose 

 our rituals and symbolic behavior as we may think.” 

“Our only choice,” she says 

 “is between conscious rituals and unconscious ones; 

  those that enrich, dignify and enliven our lives and interactions 

   and those that enslave us, deaden life 

    and block us from deep human relationship and meaning.” 

 

There’s a scene in the movie Forrest Gump, when 

 the simple-minded hero Forrest starts running and doesn’t stop. 

Forrest is a man who scores very low on IQ, 

 but high on what most people regard as more important things: 

  the ability to give and accept love, 

   loyalty to friends, honesty, and kindness. 

The mix is what makes for the movie. 

      Still, the funniest moments are those that play on Forrest’s deficits. 

In the wake of some sad times 

 he gets up from his front porch one day and starts to jog. 

He runs to the end of the street. 

 He runs to the end of the town. 

  He runs to the state line, and then to the next state line 

   until he reaches the ocean. 

    He turns around and runs to the other ocean, then back. 

Along the way he attracts attention. 

 People start to follow him, assuming there has to be 

  some deep philosophy or cultural critique 
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   behind his decision to do nothing but run. 

Some people put on their jogging shoes, 

 give up everything and run with him, turning him into their god. 

When Forrest decides to stop running one day, 

 the worshipping throng behind him wait expectantly 

  for ultimate words of wisdom that will explain why 

   they have been running all this time. 

But Forrest has nothing to say except “I’m going home now.” 

 “What about us?” the worshipers cry 

  while the audience howls with laughter.  

 

It can be funny when faith is misplaced, if it isn’t heartbreaking. 

 Who among us hasn’t put faith in the wrong people or the wrong things 

  at one time or another? 

Scripture says we were made to worship God,  

 and instead we worship each other or ourselves. 

  Certainly many people worship sports figures and sports teams today 

   and attend their "services" with a regularity  

    that leaves church attendance not even a close second. 

And while I find it heart-breaking, I am not surprised. 

 It is easy to worship things that require nothing of us 

  and don’t lay claim to us in ways  

   that could lead us to deep reflection or real change. 

 

But when we do get it right, and worship God instead of ourselves, 

 the rewards can be thrilling. 

Yes, organized religion has its colonialist flaws, but 

 can you imagine the world without the churches, schools, 

  hospitals, and missions created by the church through the ages? 

Seventy-three percent of the money  
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 given to charity in the U.S. every year 

  is given to churches, synagogues, or religious agencies.iv 

Can you imagine the impoverishment of the world 

 if that were taken away? 

 

Then there is the growing medical evidence  

 that people who attend worship regularly 

  fare better in every kind of healing process. 

People who worship God have been shown  

 to recover from depression more rapidly. 

  Couples who worship regularly together have 

   a one in twenty-seven chance of divorce, 

    instead of the secular statistic of one chance out of two or three. 

Regular worship has been shown to increase your lifespan 

 as well as reported satisfaction in life. 

Finally, people of every religion who worship regularly report 

 that they are happier. 

This shouldn’t surprise us. 

 When we continually come into the presence of the source of life, 

  the God who alone is God, 

   these would seem to be natural outcomes. 

 

I have a family member who used to go to church 

 when his kids were growing up, but then stopped. 

Later he confided that life wasn’t going well, 

 that he was filled with unhappiness 

  and was trying to do something about it by going into therapy. 

I was glad to hear it. 

 I believe in the value of giving yourself the gift of guided-insight, 

  but I wanted to so much to add 
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   that I wished he’d return to worship as well. 

The problem with being a pastor is that people expect you 

 to say things like that, and may not listen when you do. 

But surely there is a link between this man’s restless sadness 

 and his turning his back on worship.  

Fast forward another two decades and my relative did go back to church. 

 He would be the first person to tell you that that shift 

  was of real importance to his sense of meaning and purpose, 

   his sense of self-acceptance and peace. 

    

Worship, then, has proven rewards. 

 But it also addresses deeper needs. 

When we worship God in the name of Jesus Christ 

 we take part in his story. 

  We reclaim what the world out there wants to take away. 

 

A number of years ago, a woman at a church conference. 

 found herself chatting with a preacher from another denomination. 

In the course of the conversation, he mentioned 

 that on an average Sunday morning, he rarely preached for less than an hour. 

“I don’t mean to be disrespectful,” she said, 

 “but why do you go on for so long?” 

He smiled and said, “What do you mean?” 

 “In my church,” she said, “people squirm if it goes on 

  any longer than 30 minutes.” 

He said, “Lady, I preach to people who have been told all week 

 that they don’t amount to anything. 

The world tells them they have no value, that they’re worthless. 

 It takes me a good long while to get it through to them 

  that the world is telling them a lie. 
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The world says to them, ‘You’re a nobody,’ 

 But I stand up in my pulpit and say, 

  ‘That’s not true.  In Jesus Christ, you’re somebody. 

You are loved with an infinite love.’” 

 He said, “All week the world tries to take something away 

  from my people, but when Sunday comes, 

   I’m going to take as much time as I need 

    to speak the gospel and to let God give something back to them.” 

 

Why worship? 

 So that God can give to you. 

  So that the practice of honoring, adoring, and enjoying God 

   can bear fruit in your life and the lives of those you in turn will touch. 

Why worship? 

 So that you can experience the love for which you were made 

  and in response to which all you need do is…worship. 

 

Someone once said, “Why is it that if someone tells you 

 that there are one billion stars in the universe 

  you’ll believe them, but if they tell you a wall has wet paint, 

   you’ll touch the wall to be sure?” 

Beloved, worship is that wall of wet paint. 

 God does not mind the countless marks our fingers make 

  each time we reach out to be sure the wall is still wet. 

We leave marked ourselves as people who glorify God 

 and are learning how to enjoy God forever.  AMEN. 
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i Referred to as the "elements of worship."  
ii Questions 1. Westminster Shorter Catechism. 
iii Gertrude Mueller-Nelson, To Dance with God, Family Ritual and Community Celebration, Paulest Press, 1986. 
iv University of Southern California, Religion Dispatches blog, “New Study: Three Quarters of American Giving goes to 
Religion”, Dec 12, 2013.  

                                            


