Worship as Evangelism: A Guru Changes Her Tune

In 1995 Sally Morgenthaler wrote Worship Evangelism and the book became a contemporary worship bible. Not only did Morgenthaler's book promote the contemporary style of worship as the most authentic, it also gave the distinct impression that a quality contemporary worship "production" (her word) was the best evangelism tool a congregation had. In other words, if we Christians could only formulate our worship services to speak the language of non-Christians, not to mention cater to their tastes in music and atmosphere, we will have developed something that the unchurched just can't help but come to. 

By 2005 Morgenthaler stopped presenting her Worship Evangelism seminars. A year later she disbanded her Worship Evangelism site on the Web. Thousands of worship leaders wondered what was going on. Had she become disillusioned? Did she no longer think worship was the best form of evangelism?

In the May/June 2007 edition of Rev! Morgenthaler tells us why she is rethinking her own worship evangelism paradigm. It seems she has become convinced that her book was being used as an excuse by some in the Evangelical community to avoid doing the hard work of outreach. As she traveled the country consulting and speaking on contemporary worship she realized that highly polished worship productions inside the church were replacing evangelism outside the church doors. In the words of one of her colleagues: "If a contemporary worship service is the best witnessing tool in the box, then why give a rip about what goes on outside the worship center? If unbelievers are coming through the doors to check us Christians out, and if they'll fall at Jesus' feet after they listen to us croon praise songs and watch us sway back and forth, well then, a whole lot of churches are just going to say, 'Sign us up!'"

Many churches did indeed say "Sign us up!" to Morgenthaler's paradigm. Over the years, however, it became apparent that a worship-driven subculture had developed around this worship evangelism paradigm. In Morgenthaler's opinion the subculture was in such a rush to become hip and trendy that it fell headlong into self-absorption and a worship style that screamed, "It's all about us." What's more, any numerical growth in these churches seemed to be in the form of the disgruntled who were tired of their mainline denominations and their traditional style of worship. Even as megachurches doubled in number from 2000 to 2005, the number of adults who did not attend church also doubled in the same time period. Morgenthaler's assessment: "For all the money, time, and effort we've spent on cultural relevance – and that includes culturally relevant worship – it seems we came through the last 15 years with a significant net loss in churchgoers."

As Morgenthaler looked at pastors of shrinking churches in the eye at her Worship Evangelism seminars, she wished she had the magic bullet to keep those churches from closing. "But I didn't," she explains. "Some newfangled worship service wasn't going to save their church. It wasn't going to attract the strange neighbors who had moved into their communities or the generations they had managed to ignore for the last 39 years."

When she pulled her site off the Web, Morgenthaler posted the following: "We have become convinced that the primary meeting place with our unchurched friends is now outside the church building." Worship can still be evangelism, she asserted, but that means worship must be more life than event. More what you do and who you are than where you go.

What can confessional Lutheran pastors learn from Morgenthaler's odyssey (and all her research)? Because Lutheran worship contains law and gospel and centers on Christ, it will always be a place where evangelizing happens. We pray it will always be a place where the people of God set a full table of the gospel and thus offer what people need not only to grow as Christians but to become Christians. Because we invite the unchurched to worship and we expect the Lord to bless those invitations, we do our best to make every visitor feel welcome from the property we maintain to the printed materials we produce to the sermons we preach. We expect all this from Lutheran worship that is carefully planned and enthusiastically entered by the congregation's members. What we do not expect worship to do is to hit the streets and neighborhoods and talk to the unchurched. While worship may be inviting, it does not invite. That's what we are to do, we witnesses who worship in our everyday lives and not just in sanctuaries. 
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