
It’s great to have our children lead 
us in worship. Like any other day 
you never know what’s going to 
happen when the community 
gathers to worship. During divinity 
school while I was interning at 
churches I would be asked to do 
the children’s sermons. The first 2 I 
did I had children run away 
screaming down the aisle. The first 
time I simply waved at a five year-
old girl and she started crying. The 
second time a four year-old boy 
was walking down the center aisle 
and I said, “Hi, Ethan”. And he 
looked at me like, “How do you 
know my name?” And then ran 
down the center aisle to the back 
of the church crying. Back to the 
safety of the congregation. You 
never know what will happen when 
we gather here.

Having the children lead us in 
worship each year like this forces 
me to think again about why we do 
this. Why do we do what we do 
here? Why do we worship like we 
do? Why do we worship at all? 

Worship forms us into disciples 
ready to disciple. At the end of 
Matthew’s gospel the disciples 

have gathered on the mountain to 
which Jesus has directed them; 
they are worshipping him. The 
Great commission comes in the 
context of a worshiping community. 
Before the great commission is the 
gathering. The call of the risen 
Christ is what gathered the 
disciples on the mountain to 
worship. And in that gathering they 
received their mission. 

I wonder if the grammar in this 
passage says something subtle 
about the way God works— We 
often read this as, “Go, therefore”. 
As if the “go” is an imperative. But, 
actually the imperative is the 
“disciple” part of the sentence. The 
word “Go” is not an imperative. For 
you grammar junkies, it’s an aorist 
participle followed by an aorist 
verb. It’s saying, “Therefore, 
having gone, disciple all the 
nations…” Consider the situation 
and the message here— because 
it may sound familiar to the way 
God calls us, and the way we’ve 
learned of God calling others in 
scripture. Having gone, disciple all 
nations— the implication is that the 
disciples have already followed the 
command to go and now that they 
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have gone they are ready to 
receive the rest of their call… 
they’re ready for the 
commissioning. At this point the 
disciples have long since dropped 
their nets to follow Jesus; they’ve 
followed him through Galilee and 
into Jerusalem. And having heard 
the news of the risen Christ they 
have gathered on this mountain. 
They have already heard the call 
to go… they have gone. Now, they 
are receiving a new call to make 
disciples, baptize them, and teach 
them. Tell the good news, 
reconcile people to each other and 
to God, and learn from each other.

Discipleship is life shaped by the 
story of God. We purposefully 
reenter the story every Sunday so 
that it might become our own. 
What we do in worship shapes 
who we are and what we are 
becoming.

Worship is not just about 
expression— expressing our 
praise to God. It’s about formation; 
even the expression of worship is 
part of formation. On the mountain 
with the risen Christ it would have 
been silly for the disciples to have 
spent that precious moment 
expressing themselves to Jesus 
instead of receiving the moment as 
a gift and being formed by it. Sure, 

there were probably expressive 
moments on the mountain where 
the disciples praised Jesus and 
told him how much they loved him. 
But, the point of that time was not 
for the disciples to express their 
inner selves to Jesus; the purpose 
was for the Triune God present to 
them in Jesus to shape their inner 
selves. Thinking that worship is 
simply expression to God leads us 
to thinking that everything we do 
must be sincere and if sincere then 
it needs to be fresh and novel. This 
leads to re-creating the wheel each 
time we worship. That’s not always 
a good thing. We end up 
recreating church in the image of 
culture. Instead of discipling 
people into a liturgical tradition 
who’s ends is the kingdom of God 
we use the tools of our culture to 
make church look like the mall or a 
coffee shop. But the mall and the 
coffee shop are not without their 
own liturgies. They have their own 
goals; their own visions of the 
good life. These aren’t neutral 
spaces, but places within our 
culture that carry messages about 
who we are and how we can 
thrive. Sometimes these messages 
line up with the gospel; often they 
don’t.

We live in a complex web of 
liturgies. All of which try to shape 
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us in some way. This is what 
culture does — they shape our 
image of “the good life”. Consider 
the messages of the mall or the 
coffee shop. James Smith has a 
whole chapter on the mall in one of 
his books— basically, the mall is 
designed to teach us 
consumerism. There we are taught 
that the good life is achieved by 
getting the right things. We feel 
good when we do, but the feeling 
doesn’t last.  1

Christian worship is about imaging 
the good life in the kingdom of 
God. Where we are all equal 
before God; where we are 
reconciled to each other and to 
God; where we are all fed; where 
justice roll down like waters And 
righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream. We don’t just talk about 
this in worship— because 
becoming a disciple isn’t as easy 
as passing on information. 
Because we are embodied people 
who receive revelation through our 
bodies— heart, mind and soul. We 
need to train our hearts. And we do 
so by forming them in worship.

So what about us? What about 
what we do here? If you were to 
explain this church theologically 
and liturgically what would you 
say? Would you start with the 

courtyard around which this 
campus is centered. It makes a 
statement about our values— 
perhaps, at our core we hold that 
we are stewards of God’s creation. 
God has made this world good, 
and we are made in the image of 
the creator to partner with him in 
caring for this world he loves. 

Our worship (usually) begins with 
the echo of the choir singing from 
the Williams Foyer. The introit is a 
call to worship that comes like a 
still small voice. Unless you’re in 
the foyer then it is a booming, 
reverberating call. I always feel 
bad for people trying to come into 
church a little late and opening the 
back doors to be greeted by 70 
people in the choir singing at the 
top of their lungs. 

Next, comes the processional 
hymns; with the worship leaders 
coming out of the congregation to 
lead here on the chancel. This is 
usually a joyful song of celebration. 
A few months ago Christyn Baer 
posted a video of her son at home. 
She caught him singing a hymn to 
himself… actually, he was shouting 
out “Joyful, Joyful We Adore Thee” 
at the top of his lungs. He’s three 
and he knew all the words. Why? 
Because we sing that hymn all the 
time. And there may come a time 
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when he’s older or even in a few 
years… perhaps he is afraid… 
might that be a time when these 
words will come to him? Melt the 
clouds of sin and sadness / drive 
the dark of doubt away / Giver of 
immortal gladness / Fill us with the 
light of day.

Prayer, of course, is an important 
part of worship. But, of course, 
there are different kinds of prayer. 
Our prayers of the people typically 
functions in several different ways: 
an invocation — calling our hearts 
and minds to God’s presence in 
this place; a prayer of confession 
where we recognize our 
involvement in sin; intercession 
where we ask God to intercede for 
the sake of ourselves and others. 
We also have our prayer of 
thanksgiving later in the service 
giving thanks for the good gifts 
God has given us. This happens 
after our offering. 

Yes, the offering is how we pay the 
bills around here. But, it’s also a 
liturgical moment. It’s a response 
in worship to the gifts of God. One 
of two response times in our 
service. The offering is our time to 
consider what we have to give on 
behalf of what God has given us. 
Whatever your condition the 
offering is not to make you feel 

guilty for giving less than who you 
sit by or for giving nothing. But, I 
hope you will touch the plate. I 
hope that touching the plate will 
make you consider what you have 
to give to the world. How have you 
been gifted so that you can give? 
That’s why we have an offering. 

Our choir lifts our spirits. They 
teach us in song. Their anthems lift 
up our hearts so that they might be 
opened to the Spirit’s whisper. 
Also, they always wear the same 
thing. When my oldest daughter 
was much younger she thought 
that I was a part of the choir… 
because she would see me on 
Sundays standing next to the choir 
with a robe on. So when people 
would ask her what her daddy did 
for a living she would say, “He 
sings in the choir.” There’s another 
reason for the robes. It’s a symbol 
of unity, and a reminder of the 
power of our united voice for the 
sake of Christ in the world. 

And then there’s the most 
important part of worship— the 
preacher… I mean the preaching. 
This may be the central event in 
most baptist churches, but it’s not 
the most important. We’ve 
probably placed too much 
importance on it at times. Sermons 
are meant to teach, inspire, 
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encourage, draw in and correct. 
The goal of most of my sermons is 
to give you a question to discuss at 
lunch or to consider sometime the 
next week. The most important 
part of worship is probably 
communion… I know we’re baptist, 
but still. It says everything… and 
we get to eat bread. It tells the 
whole story, and we act it out. God 
gives himself for us to give us life. 
And throughout that life we are fed. 
Why? Love. 

We usually move to the hymn of 
response which is another 
opportunity to respond. This is the 
time where we are encouraged to 
ask what step of faith God is 
calling us to take next. Maybe it’s 
to drop our nets like the disciples 
early on the gospels; or maybe its 
a commissioning after having gone 
like the disciples receive at the end 
of Matthew. 

The benediction is a blessing and 
commissioning. It’s purpose is to 
bless you to be sent out from this 
place as ambassadors for God’s 
Kingdom— making disciples, 
reconciling and teaching. 

And we go through this week after 
week after week. Every week the 
same old thing. Because we need 
it. There’s no shortcut. And this is 

the way we are formed and 
shaped. This is the way to make 
disciples. 

Time is short. Weekends are 
precious. But, we need worship 
more than ever. Consider the 
craziness of this week. Every day 
this week it seemed like there was 
major news breaking of some new 
scandal, some new situation. The 
president leaking classified 
information from Israel to Russia. 
The president firing the FBI 
director… and then all the 
explanations as to why. Then 
there’s a special prosecutor 
appointed. This has been a wild 
week. How do we get our 
bearings? 

We need time in the beloved 
community gathered around the 
risen Christ. We need this time of 
speaking the claims of the God’s 
Kingdom together and acting out 
it’s truths in baptism, communion, 
welcome, prayer, singing and 
giving what we have to give. This 
sort of thing isn’t up to one person
— the preacher or a musician— 
this can only be done together. 
Beloved community is the answer 
to the ills of our times— because 
most of the issues we face are 
related to dogmatic individualism 
which is antithetical to the 
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Christian message. Discipling is a 
group project— a community 
discipline. And it’s impetus comes 
from the spirit of God who meets 
us in gathered communities like 
this for worship. 

When Martin Luther King Jr. was 
elected to be the head of the 
Montgomery (AL) Improvement 
Association— the group 
responsible for the Montgomery 
bus boycott that got the Civil 
Rights movement going he had 
just arrived at his church there in 
the city a few weeks before. He 
didn’t want to take the position 
because he was working on a 
budget plan and calendar for his 
church and he was trying to finish 
up his dissertation for his 
doctorate. King had one hour to 
prepare his first sermon to this 
group. He put together his remarks 
by cobbling together a few things 
he’d said before and heard 
elsewhere. Historian Charles 
Marsh says it wasn’t his, “Spiritual 
genius or existential resolve that 
pulls him into the movement that 
changed America, but the spirit of 
the people.” As he spoke the 
crowd at Holt Street Baptist 
Church in Montgomery said, 
“Yeah”, “That’s right”, “Keep 
talking”. Marsh says King said 
some great things in his sermon, 

but he reminds us, that it is the 
congregation who gave his words 
their power. They sang, “Onward 
Christian Soldiers” and “What a 
fellowship what a joy divine; what a 
blessedness, what a peace is 
mine, leaning on the everlasting 
arms”. And they sang, “Blest be 
the tie that binds “our hearts in 
Christian love, our fears, our 
hopes, our aims are one, our 
comforts and our cares.” They 
“amened" the 34th Psalm.  And 2

this beloved community of 
disciples went out from there to 
bring the Kingdom of God a little 
closer to earth. There they were 
having gone— they gathered for 
worship that night in Alabama with 
the risen Christ. In that moment 
there was a commissioning on 
King and all who gathered to see 
this work through to the end of an 
age. That’s the power of 
worshiping the living God.

Don’t miss what happens here. 
When we the people begin to sing. 
When we pray. It changes 
everything. We’re gathered, like 
those 11 disciples before us, with 
the risen Christ. And yes, even 
then in that sacred moment some 
doubted. Some always will. 
Because what is sacred often 
looks so ordinary. 
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