This article was originally published in Focus on Worship in the Summer of 1992.  Trends and resources may change over the years, but the insights of this article are still useful for us today.
Christ Centered, Yet Fresh

David R. Clark

“Through liturgy and worship, the rich and the strong lose the consciousness of secular place and power; the poor and the humble are lifted to levels of comfort and hope; the rich and the poor, the strong and the weak, are of equal stature as they unite in a common service which has greater scale and significance than the private devotions any in the group could attain. Individuals are raised above the plane of the personal and selfish." Luther Reed, The Lutheran Liturgy, p. 3.

On vacation, as a matter of personal research, my wife and I observed the worship service of a local Baptist church. This church had been much publicized for its ability to attract people and its friendly atmosphere. The publicity culminated in an article in Newsweek magazine. I was immediately impressed by the six piece brass ensemble that led the singing. Some other reactions: There were Bible readings, singing and even an opportunity to stand up, walk around and shake people's hands in a handshake of friendship. The preacher (Charlie Shedd, author of Letters to Karen and Letters to Philip) was entertaining. We came away from the service feeling as if we had just left a high school pep rally.

Problems with the service were evident upon reflection. People shook our hands during the service, but they ignored us afterwards. The music was wonderful but the hymns were shallow. The sermon was entertaining, but we were not led to consider Christ and walking in his footsteps. Jesus Christ was not the center of this church service. The service seemed carefully planned to evoke an emotional response (and it worked). But we were never truly directed to Christ. We were directed to an emotional response to Christ. Feelings were more important than the solid foundation which God provides outside our feelings. In retrospect, even the handshake of friendship seemed a little shallow when it was not followed up by any meaningful greeting before or after the service.

I share this experience with you because it led me to reexamine many of the ways I once attempted variety in worship. My services never imitated the blatant feeling‑oriented basis of this worship service. But I did find that, in an attempt to stimulate growth in the congregation, I had sometimes begun to give a mixed message. On the one hand the service was to preach the gospel and lead people to growth in their Christian lives. On the other hand it sometimes stressed satisfying people rather than making pastoral judgments about meeting their spiritual need.

More and more I chose hymns not on the basis of content but on the basis of people's reaction ‑ would they like them? We ended up singing hymns like "Amazing Grace" too often. I began to organize the service (and hymn selection) around people's likes rather than around the message of God's Word for the day. The service had become somewhat shallow, as if I were inviting people to "Come and have a good time" rather than "Come to Jesus."

I also came to realize that variety can be overdone. Variety is the spice of life, but too much of any spice is overwhelming. One clove of garlic makes tasty spaghetti, but six won't make it better yet. Variety should come in small steps. People deserve to have some idea of what to expect when they come to church. I stopped using four different liturgies a month and instead used two and repeated them. New is OK but must be seasoned with a great deal of the old.

My personal reevaluation of worship came up with this: worship must first always be theocentric and Christocentric, not anthropocentric. Jesus Christ must be the center of our worship just as he must be the center of our lives. Liturgy is to lift one's spiritual vision up toward God, not keep it mired in this world. Although people have many wants and needs, the greatest need they have is for the Savior. They have this need over and over again, week after week. Proper dealing with people's wants and needs must be on the basis of Jesus Christ crucified.

My personal growth in understanding worship has led to some conclusions about human nature that may be helpful for introducing variety or something new in other churches. People like what they know; people like the familiar. To avoid practices which are akin to satisfying a sweet tooth but offer little opportunity for personal growth, why not make only good things familiar? That means some work and careful planning on the part of the pastor. It means introducing new things slowly. It means repetition in the learning process. It means keeping in touch with the old while introducing the new.

You may have noticed that radio programming has turned almost exclusively to the "hits." The music can be from virtually any decade, but stations play familiar hits. Those songs became popular because people listened to them over and over again. We need to understand this top forty mentality without bowing down to it. Familiarity is important to people. For that reason any change from what is familiar must come slowly. A child must learn to crawl before he can run. However, not everything that is familiar is good or uplifting for worship.

Whether you will use the new hymnal extensively or not at all, consider these things. Introduce new material slowly, giving it an optimistic chance to become familiar and loved. Almost no one likes something new the first time through. If you sometimes use homemade services, consider carefully their purpose, style and flavor. Is the service centered too much in man or is it centered in the glorification of God? If you use exclusively our present hymnal, consider that some degree of variety with a clear Christocentric focus can give people a better opportunity to grow and enrich their worship. This means a great deal of work for our pastors and other worship leaders, but our people ‑ members of the body of Christ ‑ are worth it. And the Lord we worship deserves it.
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