30th May 2010

Inspiring Worship - NCD course (week 5) , 
Readings:

2 Samuel 6:12-22 
 12 Now King David was told, "The LORD has blessed the household of Obed-Edom and everything he has, because of the ark of God." So David went down and brought up the ark of God from the house of Obed-Edom to the City of David with rejoicing. 13 When those who were carrying the ark of the LORD had taken six steps, he sacrificed a bull and a fattened calf. 14 David, wearing a linen ephod, danced before the LORD with all his might, 15 while he and the entire house of Israel brought up the ark of the LORD with shouts and the sound of trumpets. 

 16 As the ark of the LORD was entering the City of David, Michal daughter of Saul watched from a window. And when she saw King David leaping and dancing before the LORD, she despised him in her heart. 

 17 They brought the ark of the LORD and set it in its place inside the tent that David had pitched for it, and David sacrificed burnt offerings and fellowship offerings before the LORD. 18 After he had finished sacrificing the burnt offerings and fellowship offerings, he blessed the people in the name of the LORD Almighty. 19 Then he gave a loaf of bread, a cake of dates and a cake of raisins to each person in the whole crowd of Israelites, both men and women. And all the people went to their homes. 

 20 When David returned home to bless his household, Michal daughter of Saul came out to meet him and said, "How the king of Israel has distinguished himself today, disrobing in the sight of the slave girls of his servants as any vulgar fellow would!" 

 21 David said to Michal, "It was before the LORD, who chose me rather than your father or anyone from his house when he appointed me ruler over the LORD's people Israel—I will celebrate before the LORD. 22 I will become even more undignified than this, and I will be humiliated in my own eyes. But by these slave girls you spoke of, I will be held in honor."

John 2:13-22
13When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money. 15So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. 16To those who sold doves he said, "Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father's house into a market!" 

 17His disciples remembered that it is written: "Zeal for your house will consume me." 

 18Then the Jews demanded of him, "What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?" 

 19Jesus answered them, "Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days." 

 20The Jews replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?" 21But the temple he had spoken of was his body. 22After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Then they believed the Scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken.

Michael came home last week and asked, 'Dad, are you preaching on Sunday?'  When I asked him why, it wasn't that he liked my sermons, it was because he'd been told a good joke in assembly that day - by one of the RS teachers at school, the Revd Dr Palmer.  The point of the assembly was 'mixed feelings,' and the definition of mixed feelings given by the Revd was....
when your mother-in-law drives over a cliff in your new car.

 

Of course I immediately pointed out to Michael that I would never feel like that - we haven't got a new car.

 

But my mother-in-law is actually here this morning, so I have to offer a different definition of mixed feelings - and since I'm going to talk about worship, I think we have a really good definition right there.

 

Worship is something that inspires mixed feelings all the time - just look at the events described in both the readings today.

 

I suspect a good number of us have gathered here wanting to come and worship God, to sing his praise in the company of fellow pilgrims.  But we might also have brought with us feelings about having to go all the way to Little Cornard or wishing that the crowds from Bures and Assington would stay away.  We come carrying the stresses of the past week (or those of just getting here on time), hoping that the worship is going to be really lively, or not too lively, wanting to worship but worried about lunch or getting the coffee on afterwards.  When it comes to sharing 'The Peace' later on, you will have mixed feelings.  I know some people who love that moment, but they also sympathise with those who don't, and so that leaves them really unsure how to feel.

 

Katharine and I thought we might start a new column on the side of our service sheets with a little explanation by each item for those of you in two minds...

Opening hymn - Sorry X, we know you have mixed feelings about modern music, but this is so-and-so's favourite, and it's their birthday.  And anyway, the words say lots of good things about God.

The Peace - So-and-so, we've put this in for you, even though your wife hates it - and it does help make it a more welcoming church.

Sermon - Mother-in-law, sorry about the joke, but I want to affirm Michael's suggestions.

 

We approach worship with mixed feelings and things happen in worship that produce mixed feelings - and we sometimes define whether or not a service was inspiring by those emotions.  Jesus once said that we need to worship in spirit and in truth - and I think this confusion of feelings might be part of what he meant.  We need to worship in spirit, lifted heavenwards, focussed on God, carried to another place, listening to different voice from the one that shouts so loudly the rest of the time.  But we also need to worship in truth, we need to be honest worshippers, recognising the human bit of the equation as well as the divine, recognising that we come unprepared, distracted, sometimes cross about what's going on, and so on.

 

I know that if anyone here stripped off half naked in order to dance down the aisle as David did in the Old Testament reading, some folk here would feel pretty uncomfortable.  On the other hand, David's worship was passionate and sincere - and so even I'm in two minds about it.

 

Murray recently preached about the time when Mary and Martha got into a muddle over a dinner party -  Martha wanted to listen to Jesus and worship at his feet with Mary, but she was worried about supper at the same time.  She had mixed feelings.

 

Peter worshipped the ground that Jesus walked on and insisted that he'd follow him to the death, but was also pretty scared about that prospect.

 

Jesus himself knelt in Gethsemane determined to do God's will, but really not wanting to - one of his most inspired acts of worship, and he had mixed feelings.

 

Those of you in homegroups spent last week looking at the subject of inspiring worship.  The group I'm in came to the conclusion that it couldn't be a matter of content because there were far too many different opinions as to what that inspiring content would be.  In the end, we did agree that inspiring worship can only happen when we feel secure, welcome, accepted, trusted - when we can be ourselves, when we can bring our hopes and our humanity to God.  In other words, when we can come with mixed feelings and admit that less-than-perfect muddle.

 

I reckon that if you haven't come to worship today with mixed feelings, you're only half here - and God wants you whole, he wants us to offer the good and the bad, otherwise he can't enjoy the good or heal the bad.  If you don't come with mixed feelings, you must be hiding something, and that's a waste of your energy because there are no secrets from God.

 

We have been given the gift of two eyes and two ears.  We can see with one eye, but one isn't enough to judge distances properly and get things in perspective.  Also, you can listen perfectly well with one ear, but two ears help you know where the voice is coming from and follow in the right direction.  But we have two eyes to be able to see one image, and we have two ears in order to hear one voice.  Our mixed feelings, the good and the bad, the expectant and the hesitant, the enthusiastic and the reluctant, are both essential for true worship of the one true God.  We need to be filled with heavenly hope (worshipping in spirit) and earthed in reality (worshipping in the truth of who we are and who Jesus is).

 

If our mixed feeling never meet, aren't used together, then the gospel message will always be slightly out of focus, unclear, not easy to pick out from all the other messages we receive, our worship will be slightly misdirected, slightly too guarded, we won't see or hear properly and won't be able to approach in the happy, secure, warm way that our homegroup realised was an essential part of inspiring worship.

 

But if these feelings are allowed to meet, to come together, focussed on God, then we will find ourselves wrapped up in 'inspiring worship'.
And not just this morning...

 

The New Testament reading is sometimes seen as a sad picture of the way things are today - today we worship in the market, or the supermarket, rather than the temple, or church.  Tesco is building the 21st century cathedrals and for many people, inspiring worship is what they experience when they go shopping.

 

When Jesus encountered this pressure he reacted in a pretty dramatic way, "In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money. So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the money-changers and overturned their tables. To those who sold doves he said, 'Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father's house into a market!'"

 

Of course Jesus was right, they had turned his Father's house into a market, but he didn't say anything against us doing things the other way round, turning the market into his Father's house.  In all the discussions I've had recently about inspiring worship, all the talk has been about Sunday morning.  We might lament the fact that shopping has taken over our worship - but why can't our worship take over our shopping?  Why can't we praise the Lord when we walk into a supermarket and see the colour and variety, the flavours and choices and goodness that's all around?

 

If God wants us to worship him here this morning with all our mixed feelings, then why wouldn't he want all those feelings to go back out into his world?  Let's bring our frail humanity into church, but let's also take our divine nature back into the High Street, our homes, our schools and places of work, into our neighbours' homes.  The good news of Christ's gospel only becomes real to the world when what we do here spills out into everyday life.  I was reading in the paper last week about some research that has shown that faith does more for the well-being of any community than wealth - and, in the present climate, that is something to get excited about.

 

Inspiring worship is 'joined-up' worship, it isn't just what we hope to experience for an hour each week.  If it's really inspiring it involves the whole of us in the whole of life, engaged, connected - it lasts a lifetime and it can transform the world.
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