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On the final Sunday of this month all Roman Catholic parishes in America will start using a new version of the Mass. The Vatican has issued a new English translation – and people are not pleased. Rome wants the wording of the Mass to follow the original Latin more closely. Jesus as “one in being with the Father,” for instance, becomes “consubstantial with the Father.” He is not “born of the Virgin Mary,” but rather, “incarnate of the Virgin Mary.”

A priest in Seattle sent the Pope a petition signed by 22,000 unhappy Catholics. 

Nothing’s more troubling for church people than changing worship. Something about the comfort of a familiar prayer or the predictability of a sung response or the placement of candles and the cross makes a worshipper feel at home. It’s not only the presence of the priest or the reading of the Bible that make worship holy; it’s the look of the chancel, the stillness of the air, the scent of the room, the light through the windows, the sound of the human voice: those everyday elements of worship make it sacred. Church leaders change them at their peril.

Mozart’s Coronation Mass was written in 1779. The text, of course, is Latin, the language Catholics heard in liturgy for over 1500 years, until the changes of Vatican II in the 1960s. My friend Father Michael O’Connell likes to say that when Catholics talk about change they think in terms of centuries not years. The wording and order of the Mass Mozart set to music that we’re hearing today follow a pattern established only 500 years after the life of Jesus. One had better be sure change is a good idea before altering something that’s been around that long. 
I don’t mean to pick on Catholics. They’re not the only ones who have difficulty with changes in liturgical practices. We Presbyterians are about a year away from our own worship turmoil. Since 2008 a committee – wouldn’t you know it – has been hard at work pulling together a new hymnal. It’ll be introduced next summer and published in 2013. When it appears in the pews it will cause a stir. What beloved hymns did they leave out this time? What old favorites did they deem too out-of-date to sing anymore? 

All this liturgical experimentation begs the question:  Is there a Right Way to Worship?  Rome would say yes, and then try to enforce it. Protestants might argue for religious liberty in these matters, but, if pressed, and if we were honest, most of us would admit to having our own ideas about what belongs in worship and what does not. 

Someone relatively new to Westminster said to me the other day that he’s “all praise music’d out,” referring to the singing of contemporary songs projected on screens. Others, of course, would say they’ve had enough of pipe organs and traditional hymns. Tastes vary. Styles evolve. Liturgical innovation, like fashion, comes and goes. 

Is there a right way to worship? Yes.  And no.  Yes, in that worship that does not have God as its focus is not worship at all. No, in that there is not only one correct way to do it. Worship that’s about the performer or the speaker or the setting, is not worship. Worship that has as its object something other than the Lord our God is idolatrous. 

The psalmist says,

“Praise the LORD! Praise the LORD from the heavens; 

praise God in the heights!

 
Praise God, all you angels; Praise God, sun and moon; 

praise God, all you shining stars!”

In worship the entire universe turns to God. It doesn’t have to be orderly; it only has to be centered on God:


“Praise the LORD from the earth, you sea monsters and all deeps,

 
fire and hail, snow and frost, stormy wind!”

Imagine the worship committee allowing that! 

 
Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!

 
Wild animals and all cattle, creeping things and flying birds!”

Think of the mess in the sanctuary!

“Let them praise the name of the LORD, 

for God’s name alone is exalted.”
All creation worships God and only God; anything else is idolatrous.   

A few weeks ago several clergy carried a paper maché image of a bull through the Occupy Wall St. encampment in New York City. The bull was painted gold in order to call to mind the golden calf created by the Hebrew people in the wilderness. You remember that as they waited for Moses to come down from the mountain, they shifted their worship from God to an image of their own making, as if they could imbue something finite, made of human hands, with infinite power. 

The clergy with their golden Wall St. bull were raising the question of ultimate things. They were asking not merely about our economy and its skewing toward those of vast means. They were wondering about our worship practices, asking if our final allegiance lies with mammon or with God. That question belongs not only in a street protest but in every sanctuary where people gather to worship. It’s what Jesus was after when he said we could not serve two masters.

So, yes, there is a right way to worship. Only it has little to do with the songs we sing or the language we use or the ritual we perform or the space in which we gather: the right way to worship has everything to do with turning our attention utterly to God. We worship well when we forget ourselves. 

Worship is an elemental human response to God. It’s not limited to sophisticated Latin ritual accompanied by orchestral music, or to proper Presbyterian hymns sung with organ, or to emotionally-charged choruses that bring a tear to the eye. Worship begins much more simply. It has its origin in the cry of delight from a child when she discovers something about the world around her. It begins when a ten-year old first marvels at the endless beauty of the night sky as he lies in the grass on a summer night. 

If we think back far enough, each of us can recall that moment when, in the words of C. S. Lewis, we were “surprised by joy,” as we sensed something deeper at work in our lives and in the world. The Hebrew psalmists called it “the fear of the Lord,” and by that they meant not being afraid of God but rather being struck with awe in the presence of that which we cannot name.

If we never get to that point in our lives, or if we never return to that place having once been there as a child, then pity our impoverished spirit.

Poet Mary Oliver speaks of the human longing for worship:

What I want in my life


is to be willing to be dazzled – 


to cast aside the weight of facts


and maybe even 

to float a little


above this difficult world.


I want to believe I am looking


into the white fire of a great mystery.

Is there is a right way to worship?  Yes; it is to lose ourselves in God.

But there’s no one way to do that. 

I met a young man and I met recently in a restaurant around Happy Hour. It was full of people and talking and clinking of glasses. Hard to hear anything. Above the din he asked me, “How do you keep your balance in the chaos of our world? With all the noise around us,” he said, “how do you pray?”

As I listened to him and pondered his question I thought of the Abbey on Iona, off the western coast of Scotland. People come to worship on that barren, windswept isle, and as with the whirlwind of our lives, often it is the silence of prayer that is our strongest defense.

I invited the young man to come to our Chapel this Thursday to evening prayer in the Celtic tradition. We call it A Fierce Silence in the City. It will not be Mozart. It will not be in Latin. We’ll not use much from the hymnal. There will be no sermon. 

But we will hear the old music of the western isles. We will sense the rhythm of an ancient way. We will sit in a Great Silence that will defy the noise.  We will go to a place where the veil between heaven and earth is thin indeed. 

In other words, we will worship God, even as we do now in gathering at this table to slake our spiritual thirst and feed our famished souls.

The right way to worship is to turn our lives, fully, to God. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.  

Charge: Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted; Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord, Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction: And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

Prayers of the People - Douglas Mitchell – 8:30
The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

Lift up your hearts.

We lift them to the Lord.

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

It is right to give our thanks and praise.

Let us pray:

Good and gracious God, Creator of heaven and earth, with joy we praise you and give thanks to your name, for only you are worthy of our praise and worship.  You commanded light to shine out of darkness, divided the sea and dry land, created the vast universe and called it good. You made us in your image and gave us the breath of life to live with one another in love.  You promised yourself in covenant with Abraham and Sarah, told us your purpose in commandments through Moses, and called for justice in the cry of prophets.  Through long generations you have been faithful and kind to all your children.  Great and wonderful are your works, Lord God almighty.  Your ways are just and true.

We praise you, most holy God, for sending your only Son to live among us, sharing our joy and sorrow.  He told your story, healed the sick, and was a friend of sinners. 

Obeying you, he took up his cross and died that we might live.  We praise you that he overcame death and is risen to rule the world.  He is still the friend of sinners.  We trust him to overcome every power that can hurt or divide us, and believe that when he comes in glory, we will celebrate victory with him.

Remembering all your merciful acts, we break bread and share one cup giving thanks for your saving love in Jesus Christ.

Gracious God, pour out your Holy Spirit upon us and upon these your gifts of bread and wine.

Make them be for us the body and blood of Christ that we may be for the world the body of Christ.  Send us out in the power of the Spirit to live for others, as Christ lived for us. By your Spirit draw us together into one body and join us to Christ the Lord that we may remain his glad and faithful people until we feast with him in glory.  

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.    We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

God of grace, stand with those who sorrow for the death of loved ones.  Let them be sure in the knowledge that neither death nor life, nor anything else shall separate us from your love.  

And as we remember your great love, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us, Our Father…
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