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1

Introduction

The Crisis of Corporate Worship and the Life of the Church

“So how was your service today?”
It is an innocent question, asked for the sake of companionable conversation 

around a Sunday dinner table—sadly, not everyone in our family is part of the 
same congregation. But my husband looks slightly pained. “It was the Liturgy,” 
he responds, smiling, and I am forcibly reminded that Eastern Orthodox are 
not predisposed to evaluate how things “went.” Worship is offered to God, in a 
well-known pattern, without a searching eye to creativity or novel expression, 
or to the effect upon the individual worshiper. (Their attitude goes back at 
least to the sixth century, when Leontius of Byzantium criticized Theodore of 
Mopsuestia for composing his own liturgy, and in this way showing his lack 
of reverence for “the apostles’ way of worship,” passed down by St. Basil and 
others.)1 I have heard Orthodox marvel about the beauty of their liturgy and 
remark upon the wisdom and luminosity of the preacher’s words. When they 
do so, however, one gets the sense of a serendipitous surprise and not an as-
sessment of whether the prayers did what they were supposed to do. “I didn’t 
get anything out of this morning’s meeting . . . that song . . . her sermon” is 
not a refrain that I have heard often in the Orthodox context.

There is, of course, a just retort to such complaints: “The question is—what 
did you put into it?” The corrective is all very well and good. After all, one of 
the definitions of liturgy is that it refers to people’s (laos) work (ergon)—laos-
urgy. However, this counterresponse (“What did you put into the worship?”), 
though a helpful corrective, leaves us trapped in the same world of thought: 
worship, we assume, is something that people perform, and so it asks to be 
evaluated. We are to judge its success, according to aesthetics, or theology, 
or relevance, or utility, or earnestness, or effort. But there is something in our 
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heart that yearns for more than this evaluative approach to worship. Prompted 
by God’s own Spirit, we long to be taken out of ourselves, even out of our 
role as judge. We long to inhabit worship instead of treating it as an object. 
We long to meet with the One who is the lover of each one of us and of the 
whole Church, his bride. We look to rejoice as God’s glory fills the temple. 
Such a meeting surely takes place only at God’s initiative, and not because of 
our creative, emotive, or practical interventions.

Yet everywhere one looks today, worship is spoken of in terms of creativ-
ity—novel moves for the sake of relevance or well-crafted moves for the sake of 
aesthetics. The “worship wars” of North America seem stalled, at an impasse, 
as Christians debate the relative merits of seeker-friendliness or good taste. 
This issue came into focus for me when I moved from Canada to the United 
States, from teaching at the university and college to engaging in theological 
formation at a seminary. As a preliminary to my first opportunity to speak at 
chapel, I was given a sheet of guidelines, with almost the first line of instruc-
tion reminding me, “This is your opportunity to be creative!” I understood 
why the words were there—after all, this seminary was a diverse place, and 
seminary students were learning how to lead in worship, coming from and 
going to different traditions. Leading in chapel provides an opportunity for 
candidates to share the riches of their own backgrounds and to learn from 
others. Yet the baldness of the statement (“This is your opportunity to be 
creative”) struck me both as a burden and as a complication. Immediately I 
was tempted to question whether my prepared service would please: would 
it be “creative” enough? Then I wondered, what happens to the worship of 
God’s people when it is controlled, like the publishing world, by the drive for 
something unique?

Are you puzzled and worried, as I have been, about what we should do 
concerning these ongoing and divisive debates in the contemporary church? 
In the American church, the debate is not simply aesthetic and cultural (con-
cerns that are not in themselves slight), but wide-ranging and substantive. 
Christians debate the style of music and lyrics; the value of established liturgy 
over against “seeker-friendly” services; the authenticity of spontaneous versus 
traditional prayers; the rightful place or danger of visuals, movement, and 
dance; permission for “prophetic words,” glossolalia (speaking in tongues), or 
meditative silence; the weighted importance of Word, witness, and Sacrament; 
and the roles of laity and professional clergy. Cutting through these particu-
lar questions, and guiding the answers to them, are conflicting expectations 
concerning reverence, fervency, therapeutic healing, and teaching in worship. 
Do we expect the service to be a time of quiet, an oasis in our purpose-driven 
lives? Or do we cleave to the “purpose-driven” church, expecting the Sunday 
gathering to be a time when more passion is inculcated so that we can be 
effective witnesses during the week? Do we have a model of the church as a 
meeting of Christians for the purpose of healing and picture the church as a 
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hospital for those who attend? Or do we view ourselves as though we are in a 
classroom, gathering to better understand the Christian way?

When God’s people are in widespread, deep disagreement and crisis, then 
we need to go back to basics. In this case, the basics include thinking about 
what the Church is, what worship is, and what or who worship is for. This 
little book is not an introduction to ecclesiology, the study of the Church, 
but a special study of worship, an action integrally connected with what the 
Church is. I will not argue but merely state, as a foundation, my presupposi-
tion that worship is the major purpose and action of the Church, for (in the 
apt words of the *Westminster Catechism) we are meant “to glorify God and 
enjoy him forever.” To adapt that famous passage from St. Paul’s chapter on 
love: as for evangelism, it will come to an end (for the Word himself will be 
known in the new Jerusalem) and as for social action, it will cease (for on 
that day, we shall all be healed and filled), but worship never fails! Evangelism 
and mission are, of course, significant to our identity as Christians, for our 
God is a “missional God.”2 We have been embraced by the “two hands of the 
Father” (as St. Irenaeus3 says)—the Son and the Holy Spirit—who gathers up 
humankind to himself. In turn, Jesus has sent us, filled with the Spirit, as the 
Father sent him into the world.

However, evangelism and mission have their beginning and end in our 
adoration of the One who was, and is, and is to come. The little adage, “the 
church is the only institution that exists for the benefit of its nonmembers” 
(i.e., nonbelievers and the needy) is therefore only partly true. For we exist first 
of all before the face of God, because of his holy love. There are still some 
Christians who need to be convinced of the priority of worship, but that would 
be a different study. Yet the focus of this book, authentic Christian worship, 
may also help to clarify the nature of the Church by showing that when we 
gather together to worship, we are indeed becoming what we are called to be. 
As C. S. Lewis remarked, “Here, as in worship, in love, in moral action, and 
in knowing, I transcend myself; and am never more myself than when I do.”4

The purpose of this book is not to talk about worship in all of its aspects. 
Instead, I want to recover a single idea, an understanding of worship that is 
being increasingly neglected in our day. Our corporate forgetfulness of this 
foundation has, I believe, given rise to a myopia that makes us see the wor-
ship wars as concerned only with surface issues like personal preference and 
differences in taste. Here is my hunch: the rancor and fighting found among 
North American Christians when they discuss worship needs to be placed in 
the context of a bigger idea. Worship should not be considered only in terms 
of relevance for today, or in terms of beautiful music and good aesthetics; 
rather, worship is entry. It is entry into something that is not primarily of our 
own making. Worship is entry into an action, into a company, into a reality 
that is ongoing and bigger than we are. When we worship, we are joining, or 
are joined to, something cosmic (even supercosmic!) and something trans-
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historical. This “something” into which we enter is not ours in the first place, 
but belongs to God, who issues his invitation to us. The worship into which 
we have been invited, the company into which we have been welcomed, and 
the holy place that has been opened to us are indeed grand—things beyond 
our unaided sight, hearing, or imagining, that “God has prepared for those 
who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9).

For some Christians, this is not news. Indeed, the idea of worship as entrance 
is an ancient and persistent theme, found in the Scriptures and continued 
throughout the worship of the whole Church, East and West. Yet among many 
of us who have become enamored with new approaches, “fresh” expressions, 
and diversity, that perspective has been all but lost. As children of the past 
five centuries, most of us are programmed to value what we call “original” 
and to apply the scientific model of discovery to everything. The academic 
world values research that is “groundbreaking” and looks for it in the arts as 
well as the sciences. Popular books are marketed based on their promise of a 
new solution to an old problem or a brand new way of looking at life. Art is 
valuable if it is avant-garde. Novelty has become a nearly unquestioned value 
of our age.

Beyond this drive for all that is new, we must reckon with the fact that, in 
our global context, the past few generations have now been trained to honor 
a multiplicity of approaches and stories. The modern drive to progress and 
the postmodern desire to be inclusive both have their strengths. Yet a mind-
less trajectory toward what we envision as the future, or an indiscriminate 
openness to every voice that clamors, makes it difficult for us to see the value 
of continuity and unity, characteristics essential to the Church and taken 
for granted by many of our forebears. We so fear the stagnation of the past 
that the term conservative has become a synonym for fundamentalist; we so 
fear the oppression of conformity that even our newest biblical translations 
fudge the call to uniform confession of faith when it is enjoined by St. Paul.5

In the following pages, with the help of our faithful siblings of the ancient 
and not-so-distant past, and in conversation with believers across the con-
tinents, I hope to rub some of the modernist grime off our windows and to 
adjust the antenna so that the postmodern static is stilled. The *catholic lenses 
of the Church through the ages and across the globe are helpful as correctives 
for today’s misperceptions; the voices of God’s people sing in harmony at the 
wonder of entering into the holy Presence, because the Lord has prepared this 
way, removing the veil that separates, and teaching us how to proceed.

We will begin by considering the centrality of corporate worship in the life 
of God’s people, which calls into question the very notion of private devo-
tions. Next, in two chapters, we will study the Scriptures (especially Psalms, 
Isaiah, Acts, Hebrews, and Revelation), discovering the many places where 
worship is pictured as a grand entrance made possible by the Lord, and where 
we are invited (indeed, urged!) to make this entrance. Then we will look at key 
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places in the traditional liturgies of the Church, both East and West, where 
this perspective of entrance is both assumed and expressed. Next we will move 
on to visit some representative Christian communities of worship, asking our 
brothers and sisters in various places whether an understanding of worship 
as entrance is alive in their gatherings and what difference it makes (or would 
make). Finally, we will turn to the question of now what? This troubleshooting 
chapter will tackle some common impediments in our services that stand in 
the way of entrance into worship and offer tools for discernment by Chris-
tian pastors and lay leaders, particularly those who compose or lead worship. 
By way of conclusion, we will listen to the angels sing and consider the true 
origin of these songs of praise, which we are called to join. But let us begin 
by hearing the invitation of the psalmist:

Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth!
Worship the Lord with gladness!
Come into his presence with singing!

Know that the Lord, he is God!
It is he who made us, and not we ourselves;
we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture.

Enter his gates with thanksgiving,
and his courts with praise!
Give thanks to him, bless his name!

For the Lord is good;
his steadfast love endures forever,
and his faithfulness to all generations. (Ps. 100)6

Introduction
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1
“Teach Us to Pray”

What Is Worship, and Where Does Corporate Worship Fit?

It is hard for us to realize how deeply we have been infected by the bug of 
individualism. Most naturally, “I” understand my identity in terms of who 
I am over against others and as a self-contained unit. So it is that women 
today cry out to be identified not in terms of their relationships, and men not 
in terms of their occupations. There is, we assume, a core to each one of us 
that is independent of every other being and action, unique to itself. As with 
many compelling ideas, this is a half-truth, for our uniqueness is expressed 
and indeed nurtured by means of our relations with others and through the 
roles that we take on or that come to us.

For Christians, this mystery of our uniqueness-in-community should not 
come as a complete surprise. At the very beginning of the Scriptures, it is 
revealed that we are made after the image of that God whom we later learn 
is one alone and yet also three. Only God is utterly “autocephalous” (“his 
own head”) and only God is Trinity. Though God is sufficient in himself, he 
is the Creator of a multitude of others. In pale reflection of that mystery, 
each one of us human beings is of intrinsic value to God, while we are who 
we are through communion with God and with others. Perhaps the way we 
imagine ourselves, as fundamentally independent individuals, is due to our 
neglect of this mystery, that there is only One who is Holy (distinct) and that 
this God is Three-in-One. Perhaps, along with others, we tend to confuse the 
creature with the Creator. Whatever the causes, even we Christians easily slip 

_Humphrey_Entrance_BB_djm.indd   19 2/3/11   2:30 PM

             Edith Humphrey, Grand Entrance: Worship on Earth as in Heaven, 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2011. Used by permission.



8

into thinking about a human being as someone whose identity is best seen in 
isolation. Ancients, formed by polytheism, tended to think mostly in terms 
of the group; our culture, watering down Christianity to a practical deism-
with-doubts, now fixates upon the individual.

Whose Business Is My Soul?

Even our understanding of worship has been affected by this focus on self: we 
consider our prayers, in their most authentic form, to be private. Protestants 
not only reject confession in the presence of a priest, but often also ignore the 
biblical injunction to “confess your sins to each other and so be healed”: why 
confess to each other when we can speak privately with the Lord? And whose 
business is it, anyway? (The privilege of absolute privacy is a malady that may 
also be spreading in Catholic and Orthodox settings in North America as well, 
even though these communions have a time-honored tradition of the rite of rec-
onciliation or confession.) We have manipulated David’s impassioned recognition 
of God’s primacy—“against thee, thee only, have I sinned!” (Ps. 51:4)—so as to 
soften our sense of responsibility. And so we forget that most of what we think, 
do, and say makes an impact on our brothers and sisters. A spiritual exercise 
that I found enormously challenging was that of asking every person present 
at Forgiveness *Vespers (at the beginning of Eastern Orthodox *Lent) for their 
forgiveness. As a guest it seemed an odd thing to do with those whom I scarcely 
knew or had never even met before; it was even more embarrassing to do this 
with members of my family, who knew me well. On reflection, it seems to me 
now that the corporate and personal actions involved in Forgiveness Vespers 
are exactly right: we can never know how what we have done (perhaps what we 
think in private, or in secret) has affected the whole body of Christ!

Beyond the question of confession of sin, there is our approach to worship 
in general. Many of us suppose that when we “go to church,” what is most 
important even there is our solitary devotion, though we are in a corporate 
setting. What really matters in the service is that I have a vivid experience of 
God’s presence. The practice of closing one’s eyes when praying, so helpful 
in shutting out distraction, unfortunately also trains our gaze within. Most 
of the popular hymns or contemporary songs emphasize the first person sin-
gular. Many Christians approach the Lord’s Supper, or Eucharist, assuming 
that it is largely a poignant or serious moment between them and the Lord. 
The success of the service is measured by how it has helped or challenged me.

“We” in the Old Testament

It was not always this way. Throughout the Old Testament, it is clear that the 
assembly, rather than each individual, was the basic orientation, the mode in 
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which the Hebrews and Israelites worshiped. Though Abram is called out from 
his household, he is made by God into “a great nation” that itself is blessed, so 
that all the families of the earth may be blessed (Gen. 12:1–3). Jacob, though 
he has a privileged, singular vision while asleep (Gen. 28:12–17), sees in his 
vision a myriad of angels at the “gate of heaven,” and hears the voice of the 
Lord speaking in terms of his ancestors and his many offspring. Even while 
“alone” with the Lord, he is not left alone, for his dreams place him in the midst 
of others and bring others to him. For Joseph, happiness and the fulfillment 
of his dreams are found in reconciliation with his brothers and father, so that 
God makes them, as he promised to Jacob, “a great nation” (Gen. 45–46). All 
these patriarchs, though they personally saw mysteries and heard from God 
prior to the emergence of Israel, looked forward to the promise of God—the 
forging of a holy people.

This collective identity of Israel comes about, of course, under Moses. 
Though alone in the desert, and indeed an outcast from Egypt, he sees the 
vision of the burning bush and hears the divine voice who reveals “the God of 
your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob” 
(Exod. 3:6). Heeding the cry of his own, this God purposes to bring his people 
out of Egypt so that they may worship him (Exod. 3:12).

God’s own identity, then, is couched in terms of Moses’ ancestors, and 
he aims to rescue all the Hebrew tribes and bring them together as a nation 
to worship him as the Lord. When the Lord sends Moses to Pharaoh, his 
instructions are not simply to demand “Let my people go!” but also to give 
the reason, “that they might worship me.” This is not divine subterfuge. The 
purpose of the exodus is indeed liberation. But it is liberation so that this 
priestly people might freely serve God together, might worship without snares 
or obstacles. Worship, then, is intimately linked with freedom.

With Moses, the people later are given instructions to keep Sabbath and to 
construct the tabernacle. They are taught to worship under the ministry of 
the priest Aaron, whose very vestments symbolize the tribes, and to keep the 
commandments of the two tablets, worshiping God together and expressing 
their love for each other. “Before the eyes of all the house of Israel at each stage 
of their journey” (Exod. 40:38 NRSV) is the presence of the Lord, filling the 
tabernacle and hovering over it as they travel. (Later that same glory will fill 
the magnificent temple of Solomon.) God’s glory is in them, before them, and 
behind them, the center of their community, their vanguard through the desert, 
and their shield of protection. They are in the presence of the Holy One during 
these formative forty years, as he forges the unruly tribes into a single people.

The corpus of psalms that were collected as the Hebrew people worshiped 
together is replete with references to adoration in the context of the whole 
community. Even when the “I” is used in the Psalms, it is not individualistic, 
though it is deeply personal. That is, the “I” does not indicate a subjective lyrical 
poem intended to focus only upon one person’s feelings or experiences. Neither 
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David nor Asaph is the Hebrew equivalent of the Latin lyricist Catullus or the 
romantic English poet Coleridge. Instead, even the “I” psalms place their feel-
ings, experiences, and prayers within the company of the faithful and before the 
face of God. Because of this, the most personal psalm is not idiosyncratic, but 
able to be “tried on” by each of God’s people, for the sake of all. This dynamic 
is seen in the constant rhythm from the personal to the corporate—“I was glad 
when they said to me, Let us go to the house of the Lord” (Ps. 122:1); “Create 
in me a clean heart. . . . Then I will teach transgressors thy ways” (Ps. 51:10, 13).

Some, however, might say, what about the teaching of Jeremiah and Ezekiel? 
Isn’t the whole point of the “new covenant” that God promises to speak inter-
nally, to the heart of each person? Isn’t corporate worship an Old Testament 
thing (“the fathers have eaten sour grapes,” Jer. 31:29), while the New Testa-
ment is profoundly interested in the individual? This contrast is a caricature 
that goes along with the common misconception that the Old Testament God 
is a God of wrath and the New Testament God is a God of love. We must 
actually look at those places where the prophets promise this new covenant 
of the heart to see what they also envision concerning persons in community.

In Jeremiah 31, the prophet does not, in fact, agree with the people that God 
has dealt with them according to the principle that the “fathers have eaten sour 
grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” Instead, Jeremiah quotes the 
people’s bitter refrain (which they are probably using as a defense: “we didn’t 
do anything to deserve this punishment—it was our fathers!”). Then he gives 
them hope in their darkness, witnessing to a new covenant that God will make 
“with the house of Israel” (v. 31), a covenant that will make God’s will a vi-
brant reality among all of Israel, from the least to the greatest (v. 34). Here is 
an emphasis on each person, but also upon “them,” that is, the whole “house.”

Similarly, Ezekiel, the prophet of the softened heart, speaks about the resur-
rection of the people of God (chap. 37) and about the gathering of all the sheep 
under a future “shepherd, my servant David” (34:23). If Ezekiel’s prophecy 
were really about individualistic relations with God, it could hardly have come 
to a consistent climax with the staggering vision that he gives of a renewed 
temple at the end of his book. It is from this temple that Ezekiel envisions that 
God will send his cleansing and healing flowing out freely to Israel and to any 
who sojourn with God’s people (47:23). Ezekiel’s final picture, the hope of 
Israel and the world, is the new Jerusalem, called “The Lord is there.” This 
city encompasses all the tribes and has twelve protective gates (named for each 
tribe) that also open out into the world (48:21–35).

“We” in the New Testament

When we move into the pages of the New Testament, we hear holy Mary exult 
in God “helping Israel” according to the promises made to her fathers (Luke 
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1:54–55). Jesus speaks to the woman at the well concerning the “worshipers” 
(plural!) whom God seeks (John 4:23), and prays his high priestly prayer on 
behalf of the disciples and those who will believe because of them (John 17:23). 
In Acts, the worshipers of the Lord gather together and even pray prayers in 
unison (cf. Acts 4:24–30). St. Paul speaks about the entire community as the 
“temple” of Christ (1 Cor. 3:16–17)—though many have individualized his 
words, not noticing that the “you” is plural rather than singular in the Greek 
phrase “you are God’s temple.”

A similar unwitting editing job is often done on Jesus’ words to those 
around him: “the kingdom of God is in the midst of you” (Luke 17:21). This 
proclamation, intending to alert the people of his generation to the fact that 
God was doing a new thing in their midst, is frequently internalized and indi-
vidualized to read “within you.” As a child I remember singing in our junior 
choir an *anthem that has, it seems, slipped into oblivion:

Where is the Kingdom of our God? Is it beyond the sky?
Far from the ways our feet have trod, Far from our searching eye?
“No,” says the Master, “seek not there,”—What joy His word imparts!
“The heavenly kingdom is so near, It lies within your hearts!”1

The song, set to the martial music reminiscent of Elgar’s “Land of Hope and 
Glory,” may be lost, but the sentiment is often considered the most Christian of 
ideas. The kingdom in the heart is believed by many to be what distinguishes 
the Christian hope from the mistaken idea of first century Jewish people, who 
envisaged the kingdom of God as a concrete, social reality. After all, Jesus 
said, “my kingship is not of this world” (John 18:36).

Indeed, Jesus’ home was with the Father, and the power of his rule did 
not come from the principalities of this present age. The Lord may “set up 
his throne” in each of our lives, and a good deal of deep spiritual advice has 
been given about the “spiritual kingdom”2 within. But Jesus does not draw a 
sharp distinction between the physical and the spiritual, between the created 
visible and invisible spheres, between heaven and earth. Nor was Jesus talk-
ing to the Pharisees about the possibility of an internal place for God when 
he spoke to them about the present rule of God. He was, rather, challenging 
them to see what (or who) was right there among them, as plain as the noses 
on their faces: God was incarnate in Jesus, offering his love, and he was going 
unrecognized. He was here, longing like a hen to gather the chicks, his people, 
under his wings—and they resisted. His challenge here to the Pharisees reminds 
us of the lament of the Fourth Gospel: he came to his own, and his own did 
not receive him. God does not simply care for the human soul. He seeks for 
his people to worship in Spirit and in truth: “The Father seeks such as these 
to worship him” (John 4:23 NRSV). Truly, Jesus’ rule is not of this world, for 
his authority does not originate in this age or realm, nor does the Son himself 
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come from our world in the first place. But the rule of Jesus comes from God 
into this world to transform it—all of it, all of us, are meant to be healed. In 
this hope we pray “thy kingdom come on earth as in heaven.”

The rule of Jesus is neither solely spiritual nor concerned with the individual 
alone. So it is that Jesus weeps over Jerusalem. So it is that he appeals, from 
the cross, “Father, forgive them” (Luke 23:34). And so it is that the disciples 
together come to the Lord, and ask him, “Teach us to pray” (Luke 11:1). When 
Jesus responds to them, he does not correct the us, but continues to model 
for them a collective prayer “Our Father . . . give us this day . . . forgive us our 
sins . . .” (Luke 11:2–4 KJV). It is interesting that the pronoun used to address 
the Lord is the second-person singular (“thy kingdom, thy will” in the Old 
English), even while the voice of the prayers is in the first person plural (us, 
we). God proves himself personal even when (could it be especially when?) 
his people pray together.

But surely, some will argue, Jesus himself gave strong warrant for private 
prayer in his words concerning “the closet”: “But when you [singular] pray, 
go into your inner room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in 
the hidden place; and your Father who sees in the hidden place will reward 
you” (Matt. 6:6 EH). But remember the context of this passage! It is not an 
aphorism or rule that is meant to disqualify our prayer together. Rather, Jesus 
is here attacking the cheap political or social use of prayer, in order to win 
friends and influence people, to flaunt status or giftedness, or to gossip about 
our neighbor. The words about the closet, or inner chamber, are the positive 
instructions meant to replace the course of prayer that Jesus rejects: “When 
you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray 
in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by [people]. 
Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward” (Matt. 6:5). Jesus is not 
playing off private and corporate prayer, or he would not have attended syna-
gogue himself, “as his custom was” (Mark 10:1) nor taught his disciples to 
pray “Our Father.” The problem with the public prayer that he is tackling is 
that of motivation—“that they may be seen by [people].”

But what about Jesus’ own prayer in secret, his habit of going off into the 
wilds or up on a mountain to pray at key moments in his ministry? We see 
a solitary Jesus praying before the calling of his disciples (Luke 6:12), with 
only three others at the Transfiguration (Luke 9:28), and in the garden (Matt. 
26:36–37). Certainly there are times in our lives when we need to address God 
and listen to what God says to us, undistracted by the overt influences of 
others. Even these times are not hermetically sealed from others, however. If 
we have the heart of God, our times of great need will be bound up with the 
needs of others. So we see that the “private” prayer-moments of Jesus, even 
in times of extreme crisis, concerned others and were linked inextricably with 
them. Jesus’ prayer alone in the wilderness led to the calling of the twelve. 
The decision was something only God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—could 
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make! But God’s call involved the whole of his people, for “he gave some to 
be apostles” (Eph. 4:11 EH). As for his prayer on the Mount of Transfigura-
tion, this surely gave Jesus strength for the ordeal to come—strength that 
came from the old covenant representatives of Moses and Elijah, and strength 
that enveloped the three inner apostles Peter, James, and John as they entered 
into the cloud of his glory (Luke 9:28–36). What they saw—the glory of the 
Messiah-who-was-to-die-in-glory—Jesus told them to keep secret, for the time 
being (Matt. 17:9). Yet the time came when the entire event of the Transfigura-
tion was openly proclaimed in three Gospels, for the sake of everyone! And 
his crisis in the garden, where Jesus was in agony known only to himself, is 
enveloped by Jesus’ instructions to his disciples that they, too, should pray to 
be kept from temptation (Luke 22:40, 46). At all these times, his prayer was 
for them, and he invited his people to participate in his communion with the 
Father. His prayer in John 17:23 clinches the matter: “I in them and thou in 
me, that they may become perfectly one.”

In the same way, those of us who are in Christ carry around with us who 
we are, and to whom we belong, as we pray. But perhaps putting it this way 
makes it sound like our relationship with others is simply a mind-trick, some-
thing that we pretend by means of our memory or our will. No, when we pray, 
we really are surrounded, and we really are praying in the midst of God’s 
people. As the liturgist Robert Taft puts it, it is “not psychological recall”3 
but a spiritual reality. Jesus’ very personal prayer on the Mount of Transfigu-
ration should inform our imagination in this regard: all the covenant people 
of the old and new covenants are gathered, by means of Moses, Elijah, and 
the three, around the Lord as he prays. There are those who are truly with 
us, even when we might seem, physically (or emotionally), to be alone with 
the Lord. This is something that may seem strange to some Christians, but 
it is a corollary of the mysterious teaching concerning the *“communion of 
saints,” a teaching affirmed by many Christians weekly in the creed: We believe 
“in the Holy Spirit, the holy catholic Church, the communion of saints, the 
forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.” As 
the writer to the Hebrews puts it, “we are surrounded by so great a cloud of 
witnesses!” (Heb. 12:1).

This means that whenever we pray, in whatever circumstance, our hearts 
should remember the truth expressed in this morning prayer for families: 
“Remember, O Lord, according to the multitude of thy mercies, thy whole 
Church, all who join with us in prayer, and all of our brethren, wherever they 
may be.”4 Those whom the Lord remembers are incorporated into one body. 
This collection into one body is what has happened in Jesus, through his 
life, death, resurrection, and ascension. By the power of the Holy Spirit, we 
have been joined together and are being gathered into one body that prays 
together—even when we seem to be apart. And so, St. Paul (or perhaps his 
disciple) can put it this way:
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For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in 
heaven and on earth is named, that according to the riches of his glory he may 
grant you [plural!] to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner 
[human being], and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you 
[plural!], being rooted and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend 
with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, and 
to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled 
with all the fullness of God. Now to him who by the power at work within us 
is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, to him be glory 
in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever. Amen. 
(Eph. 3:14–21)

This luminous prayer joins together the most personal of things, “the inner 
anthrōpos,” or internal human being (where God works to make each of us 
what we truly are), with the entire community of the redeemed, each and all 
of whom are being filled with the fullness of God. This comes about by prayer, 
through the work of God, so that in Christ Jesus God may be truly glorified, 
or worshiped, among all future generations. The personal and the corporate, 
the past, present, and future, all come together in a staggering mystery.

And the truth is even richer and more astonishing still! Christian prayer 
does not simply involve human beings, the sons of Adam and the daughters 
of Eve—for the angels, too, are glorifying God in adoration, even as they 
learn from our human drama of salvation. In Christ we have had revealed to 
us mysterious “things into which angels long to look” (1 Pet. 1:12). A mutual 
exchange goes on between the human and angelic realms!

We are not surprised that angels come to our aid, in response to our prayer, 
for that is everywhere imprinted upon the stories and teachings of Scripture: 
angels are “ministering spirits” (Heb. 1:14). Jesus, in the garden, is strength-
ened by an angel from God, according to some manuscripts (Luke 22:43). In 
Matthew 26:53, Jesus speaks about the reserve contingency of angelic legions 
that might save him from violent hands, though he forgoes this possible es-
cape. (Remember how the rebel angel Satan had tempted him at the onset of 
his ministry, by God’s promise to the faithful that they should be “borne up” 
by angels from danger?) In Revelation 4 and 5, the angels lead and punctuate 
the heavenly worship in which human beings also participate. Whenever I 
read such chapters, I hum the verse: “Angels help us to adore him; ye behold 
him face-to-face!”5

But there is still more. Revelation 5:8 speaks about the human elders who 
hold bowls brimming with the prayers of the saints, and all of Revelation 5 
centers around the Human Being, Jesus, who took on flesh and even died to 
“ransom” saints “for God” from every tribe and people (5:9). This human 
being is of greater honor than the angels, and those who are ransomed by 
the incarnate One know something of the love of God that angels have not 
experienced, for God did not become an angel. First Corinthians 11:1–16, a 
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very complex passage that we will consider later, assumes that what we do in 
worship affects the angels (v. 10) as well. Remarkably, human worship somehow 
needs to take into consideration the presence of these usually unseen beings. 
Even more pointedly, Ephesians 3:10 says that part of the role of the Church is 
to make known the riches of God’s gifts and blessings even to the unseen hosts!

All of God’s servants, then, are bound up together in prayer and worship, 
so that God’s glory may be seen more and more. This miracle occurs as all of 
us pray and as each of us prays, joined with the other, because “in [Jesus] the 
whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord . . . 
built into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit” (Eph. 2:21–22). What I 
think I do in secret affects the whole cosmos if I am joined to Christ! Indeed, 
as redeemed humans, we are bound up not only with the angels but also with 
those created beings that we think of as “below” humanity. Paul envisages 
us, by the Holy Spirit, giving voice to the inarticulate and inanimate creation 
that “groans” under the bonds of the Fall and stands “on tiptoe”6 to see our 
complete redemption. Our redemption is, indeed, the harbinger of an entire 
new creation, a newly redeemed world (Rom. 8:18–27).

Finding Our Faces

The danger of thinking of prayer as mostly a private matter can be seen when 
we look at places in the Bible where worship goes very wrong. In the Bible, 
false worship is practically synonymous with self-absorption, self-worship. 
This is true from the very beginning of human history through to the visions 
of the end. Indeed, in Western theology, sin has been often described as coming 
about because God’s creature becomes curvatus in se—turned in on himself 
or herself. This human condition is pictured in various places throughout the 
Scriptures. The mysterious Lamech, in Genesis 4:23, sings a boastful song of 
triumph about the murder(s?) that he has committed and assumes that the 
Lord is listening and will avenge anyone who tries to bring him to justice. His 
“sword-song” is hardly a prayer, yet clearly he believes that he can conscript 
the Almighty by it. Just as God warned that anyone harming Cain would be 
avenged by God, so Lamech assumes that God will protect him.

Adah and Zillah, hear my voice; you wives of Lamech, hearken to what I say: 
I have slain a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me. If Cain is 
avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold. (Gen. 4:23–24)

In Ezekiel, the prince of Tyre is likened by God himself to a guardian cherub 
who becomes infatuated with his own beauty and wisdom. What should be a 
hymn morphs into self-celebration, as the fallen angel sings “I am a god, I sit 
in the seat of the gods, in the heart of the seas” (28:2). Jesus tells the story of 
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the proud Pharisee who “thanked God” for his “righteousness” using these 
ironic terms: he “prayed thus with himself ” (Luke 18:11). Paul tells the Roman 
Christians that the first misstep among humans was that they refused “to give 
thanks” but rather “gave glory” to images “resembling a corruptible human 
being” (Rom. 1:21–22 EH). Finally, in the last book of the Bible, we see a 
visionary epitome of human pride in the figure of the unclean woman-city 
Babylon, who delights in her own glory: “A queen I sit . . . mourning I will 
never see” (Rev. 18:7). Inward-turning “prayer” is easily turned into idolatry 
of self and separates us not only from God but from others. It makes for 
disintegration, not for the building up of who we are in Christ. Turned in on 
myself, I will implode.

We might be reminded of the self-absorbed complaint of C. S. Lewis’s 
complex main character, Orual, in the novel Till We Have Faces.7 Orual be-
comes wholly consumed by a possessive type of love through which she ob-
jectifies and misuses those close to her, assuming that they are her very own 
possessions rather than gifts for her to receive with gratitude. Disappointed 
by life, jealous of the gifts of others, and jaded by experience, she addresses 
to the God of the Mountain what she intends to be a strong, brutally honest, 
courageous prayer of resistance. The more Orual indulges her pride, defiantly 
nursing her wounds, the more she becomes a swirling mass of whining, self-
seeking rhetoric. The deity allows her this verbal and passionate fury, until, 
with words flowing over and over, the river is exhausted, and she dwindles 
into silence. What could have been the death of her spirit, the swallowing of 
her whole self down the drain of self-indulgence, does not occur. For she is 
lifted out of her self to see things, and to see others, as they really are. It is 
not all about her, though she has had much to bear. Her life is intertwined, 
in this great mystery, with the lives of those whom she loves. Somehow, truth 
breaks into her cycle of inward-seeking death, and Orual, like Job (when he 
encounters the Almighty directly), comes to herself and so is reconciled with 
those dearest to her. Finally, she becomes truly human. She has a face, and 
faces are made to face others!

My plea in this chapter is for us to put away the idea that the most authentic 
type of prayer is what we would call “private,” an exchange simply between 
Jesus and myself. (Indeed, the common contemporary habit of adding the 
word “just” to petitions suggests this attitude: “Lord, I don’t want to bother 
you; I just ask this and that. . . .”) Of course, God does not deal with us only 
as part of a group. Clearly, he calls to each of us, deep unto deep, as he called 
Mary’s name in the garden on that first Easter morning (John 20:16). But this 
personal call is in harmony with his love for us all as the body of Christ, this 
holy temple that he is making, which becomes more glorious the more it looks 
to the glorious One. St. Mary Magdalene, when Jesus calls her, is given the 
commission to “go to my brethren and say to them” that their Lord, and hers, 
has arisen (John 20:17). She willingly embraces this task, playing her part in 
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God’s great undoing of the curse of alienation that was enacted in that first 
garden. By her service to the apostles, she participates in the undoing of that 
primal separation between God and us, between male and female, between 
people and nature. Mary realizes that her teacher is also “our Lord” and that 
God is doing a new thing.

Only the Holy Spirit can help us to get the “we” back into our prayers 
and our worship. I suspect that, as we pray with each other, realizing that we 
are never alone in our prayers, each of us will also receive a face that is more 
distinct, the special personal identity that each of us has in Christ Jesus.

Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, with unveiled 
face, beholding (and reflecting) the glory of the Lord as in a mirror, are being 
transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to another: for this 
comes from the Lord, the Spirit. (2 Cor. 3:17–18 EH)

So What Is Worship?

If even prayer “in the closet” is not a solo thing, then, what is worship? Wor-
ship is responding to God’s own invitation, that we should see more and more 
clearly who God is, hear more and more clearly what he is saying, be more 
and more thankful about his mighty actions, and enter more deeply into his 
communion with us and his care for the world. It is to be thrilled at the wonder 
of it all, to be astonished and silenced by the weighty glory of God-among-us, 
and to want it never to end. It is, in the words of Reepicheep, that unlikely 
*psychopomp mouse from *The Chronicles of Narnia, to come “further up 
and further in” and to know that this life is never-ending and always deepen-
ing for those who are joined to Christ Jesus.

Worship is to celebrate reality as it truly is, placing at the center, or rather 
acknowledging at the center, the only real One from whom all good things 
come. It is to respond completely and in truthfulness to the One who is All-
in-all and Truth itself. One Greek word for worship (proskyneō) describes it 
as “coming forward to kiss” the One who is all-lovely. Another word in the 
New Testament (latreia) suggests that worship is our “service” offered to God, 
as Samuel and the high priests served the Lord in the awe of the temple. (So 
mighty was God’s presence that, according to Jewish tradition, the high priest 
was told to wear a string around his ankle, in case he should fall prostrate 
before that wonder and have to be pulled back out to the people for whom 
he was interceding!) The Old English word worðscip pictures it as ascribing 
“worth” or “worthiness” to the worthy One. The French verb adorer (Latin, 
adorare) suggests an engaged beseeching, an intimate and abject appeal for 
help and for love. We adore God as we would turn our unveiled faces toward 
our Lover. All these words are helpful, for they point to different aspects of 
worship to which our minds, hearts, and bodies are called.
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Worship, responding to the Lord as he speaks to us and as he shows himself 
to us, affects all of us and each of us. Because Jesus is the One who has gone 
before us, we are called to enter—personally and as a company—into the 
beauty of God’s presence. Such a summons is no light matter. John was in 
the Spirit on the Lord’s Day and found himself on his face before the shining 
Glory who was pacing among the churches, each pictured as candlesticks. 
The Lord’s voice, speaking to John, summoned the seven churches, the whole 
Church, with all its foibles, treachery, and weakness, to worship and to glory. 
So, as we worship together, you and I will discover that Jesus’ goodness as 
well as his love and sustenance are matched to each one of us. We are in this 
together, and yet for each one of us, there is with the Lord a particular inti-
macy that “no one knows except [the one] who receives it” (Rev. 2:17). So, let 
us move on to see what the Bible says about that great entrance into worship!

Questions for Discussion

 1. If God frees the Israelite people from the Egyptians so that they might 
worship him, what conclusions can we draw about the connection be-
tween freedom and worship? Is it possible that people are most free 
while in worship? What of the person who insists upon the freedom to 
refrain from worship? Might the capacity to worship be a measure of 
our true freedom?

 2. What can be said about human identity in the light of Paul’s prayer in 
Ephesians 3:14–21? What is the relationship between the “inner human 
being” and the people of God in the context of worship?

 3. How are prayer and worship related? Are all forms of true prayer wor-
ship? Or is worship a distinct category of prayer?

 4. When it comes to worship, what is the role of the imagination, the mind, 
and the emotions? How are they properly related to realities that we 
enter when we pray and worship?
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