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The Third Practice of a Fruitful Congregation: Passionate Worship 

_________________________________________________________

Jesus must have been a gardener.  I know, I know, most of the time he earned a living working with his dad as a carpenter, but he sure talked about plants a lot, vines and fruit in particular.  Sometimes figs and wheat and lilies of the field.

Today we care about vines, and branches.  And we are reminded of a basic truth about plants.  Here it is – write this down.  If you cut a branch off the stem or the main vine, the branch will die.  If you rip a leaf away from its branch, it will die.  If you remove a flower bud from the top of its stem, the flower will wilt and die.  To live, it must stay connected.  To live, we must stay connected.
We knew this, right?  Everyone knows if you tear a branch off the vine, the branch will not grow anymore and will not bear fruit, and it will die.      
Keep this in mind.

This morning is our third foray into the fruitfulness of a congregation.  Two weeks ago we said that a fruitful congregation will practice risk-taking mission and service.  Last week we meddled a bit more and said that a fruitful congregation practices radical hospitality.  This week, we continue our meddling ways by suggesting that a fruitful congregation practices passionate worship.  And if you’re like me – you wonder – what does that mean?  What is passionate worship and do we want to talk about it in front of the children.  

Sadly, the notions of  “passion” and “passionate” have wandered from their original meaning.  Today, when we hear about passion, we think steamy, sexy, exciting, and most certainly entertaining.  But is that what we mean when we suggest that our fruitfulness as a church depends on our worship being passionate?

We already know – those of us who think about such things – we already know that when it comes to planning worship services we are in a fierce competition for your attention.  In this age of snappy sound bites and intrusive, edgy entertainment style, our worship services seem rather plain.  And so we might wonder – are you paying attention?  Will you stay awake?  Do you even care?  What can I do to entertain you so you will be happy and tune in next week for another episode of YouTube worship?

So what do we mean – or what should we mean when we suggest that our worship is to be passionate?  Are we passionate when we are loud?  Are we passionate when we are fast-paced?  Are we passionate when we move around?  Are we passionate when we do things differently each week?  What makes worship passionate?
It might help if we review for a moment what worship is – and forget about whether or not it is passionate.  At its root, worship is something we do either personally or in a large group in order to glorify God.  Our worship action is to lift up God, to praise God, in order to glorify God, and it must be something we do – not something we attend or watch or wait for.  The late Robert Webber, theologian at Wheaton College, reminded us that worship is and must be a verb.  Not a noun.  We don’t attend a worship service – we do worship.  We make it happen.

And this is perhaps a clue about what makes worship passionate or not.  Do we show up to do worship or do we show up to attend a program that happens for us, to be entertained.  If you’re looking for a 5 minute music video, or even snappy, a 30 second TV commercial, or if you’re searching for another Ipod download that excites you for the next 4 minutes, then my guess is you are not experiencing much passion here in worship.

Doing worship is not easy.  Actively doing the work of worship takes effort, it requires a choice to be involved or not.  One of my favorite movies is Top Gun – with the hot shot fighter pilot Tom Cruise.  During one scene he and his squadron are in the air in a real dogfight with the enemy.  At this point in the movie, Tom – they call him Maverick in the movie -- is distracted by other things in his life.  His mind is on other things – and so he is not really involved in the action.  Oh, he’s in the air, but he isn’t a part of the effort.  At one point one of the other pilots becomes exasperated and shouts over to the commanding officer – Maverick isn’t with us, he is not engaged.  He’s not engaged.  Sure, he’s flying around up here but he’s not really active, he’s not trying to be involved.  In a dogfight with real guns and missiles, that’s dangerous.  In worship, at best, it’s a waste of time.  Worship is a verb, worship is something we do, and so we must choose to be actively engaged in worship.  

How often do we come into the sanctuary – to fly around a bit – but never really engage?  It‘s easy – let’s face it, if we’re honest – it’s easy to waltz in here and just fly around in our minds, to show up but not really focus actively on the work of worship.  Those of us who plan worship services know this, and so we try to help.  
Recognizing that true, passionate worship requires effort on your part to tune in, we always begin our worship with a time of preparation and a time of gathering.  These are intended to be your opportunity to get ready, to fasten your seatbelt, put on your helmet, and make the intentional choice to engage in worship.  By the time we call ourselves to worship – usually with a song, you should be fully alert to what’s going on and ready go to work -- to do the work of worship.  Or, you could just fly around and never engage, and your worship experience will most certainly not be passionate.  Passionate worship requires that we be intentional and engage.  It requires that we chose to be an active participant not a passive observer.

But it’s still hard.  Even with our greatest effort, even with the most intentional choice we can muster up, it is still hard to do passionate worship.  This is true whether we’re alone, or in a large group on Sunday morning.  Why is it so hard to engage in worship?  For starters, think about what we are saying.  Worship means we are expressing our thanks and praise to the awesome and holy God.  You betcha’ that should be hard – if we have any sense we know that approaching God is not something we do recklessly or casually.  We approach God with honor and respect and this we must do with great care.  It is not easy to do the work of worship, even for the best of us, because the one we worship is the holy God – and that’s serious business.  
But our Gospel lesson gives us another important clue about why it is so hard for us to worship with passion.  Consider this.  Let’s go back to the vine and branch idea.  For many of us, we are like a branch ripped away from the vine because, other than last Sunday, we have done nothing during the week to remain, to stay attached – through prayer, through Scripture reading, through service in the community.  It’s no wonder that when we come back for worship after being gone for so long, it feels strange.  Even prayer feels strange because you’ve been disconnected. 

In fact, more than likely, you’ve been disconnected from your source of life since last Sunday when you walked out of here.  By this morning, you’re in sad shape.  A bit wilty, barely alive – remember you were ripped off of your stem, your vine, a week ago when you walked out of here.  That’s a long time to be without water or food.  But here you come, its Sunday morning, and you walk in hoping to re-attach.  Desperately on Sunday morning we try to shove our saggy, wilty branch back onto the vine, and it doesn’t work that way, and by the time the service is over, we missed it.  
Think about it – can you re-attach a branch that has been ripped off its vine?  No.  But we try.  Frantically we try, and it does not seem to work, we don’t get the food and water we need in worship because we weren’t getting it during the week -- and yet we blame the old hymns we sing, or the new fangled songs we never heard before.  Or we blame the lousy sound system or the heat, or the boring sermon, or the restless children in front of us, or the whatever.  
But the truth is we’ve been disconnected all week long and there is nothing that can re-connect us during one worship service – there is no passion now because there has been no connection all week long.

I think passionate worship on Sunday is the natural result of being connected to our vine during the week -- through prayer, through Scripture study and meditation, through service and other works of grace.  
You know this, don’t you?  Passionate worship seems so much easier, more natural if it follows a week of being connected to Jesus.  After a week of staying connected to Christ – through vibrant prayer, energetic Scripture study, active service for others – after a week of remaining on the vine, it doesn’t matter much what we do in worship – we could all sit here in total silence and start humming songs, and then a few of us might read Scripture aloud and talk about what it means in our lives.  Worship is easily a verb when our connection to Christ has been a verb all week long.  Engaging in worship on Sunday can be passionate when we have engaged in a living relationship with Jesus all week long.                                     
Maybe all this talk about staying in the vine during the week is new for you.  That’s OK.  Next week we will say more about it when we suggest to you that a fruitful congregation practices intentional faith development.  We’ll talk more next week about how we can be intentional about our faith.  
But for now, here’s a place to start.  If you truly want to engage in worship – no longer waiting for someone else to entertain you, consider this.  The bottom line about passionate worship is simply knowing that wherever we are, alone or in a crowd, even if all this is a new thing for you, here is a good place to start -- passionate worship begins with one thing -- the realization that the God we worship is awesome, and this awesome God is to be glorified, not me or you or our music or our style, but the name of God is to lifted up.   We worship with passion first and mostly because the God we worship is great, the God we worship is powerful and full of love.  The God we worship is the awesome creator of our beautiful world.  The God we worship came to us in the flesh to die for us, and to claim victory for us over death, forever.  For this alone, we can sing, and it doesn’t have to sound very good to be passionate because it is our God, the one to whom we sing, who is already great.
Worship is a verb yes, we must choose to engage when we walk in here.  And worship becomes so much more passionate when we are connected, when our worship follows a week of intentional connection to God through daily prayer and Scripture reading and service to others.  But first, and perhaps most essentially, we acknowledge that passionate worship begins with the simple truth that the focus of our worship, the only target of our worship is the awesome and holy God, who is perfect in wisdom, power and love for us.  And so a simple and pure act of worship is to say, thank you God, for you are great!   

The Lord be with you.      
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