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People give a lot of reasons for not going to church, especially when “going to church” 
means going to worship at a particular property at a specific time on a Sunday morning. 
We hear things like: “My dad made me go when I was little.” “There are too many 
hypocrites there.” “It’s the only day I have to sleep in. “The pastor talks too loud.” “The 

pastor talks too soft.” “I don’t like old fashioned hymns.” I don’t like guitars and drums.” “I’m not a fan of 
organized religion.” And to all of these reasons and more, here’s what I say: Please don’t respond in a 
way trying to expose the person’s excuse. That kind of argument will rarely make a difference. When you 
remove one excuse another can easily pop up to take its place. Instead, keep relating, keep loving, keep 
them in your friendship circle so that one day they just might say yes to your invitation to worship  
with you.

What may surprise us is how many people do worship. It might be interesting to discover all the reasons 
why people still worship. It might be interesting to discover where and how people worship as well. 
Worship can certainly happen in a lot of different places. Psalm 122 begins with the line “I was glad when 
they said to me, ‘Let us go to the house of the Lord!’” The psalmist is saying “I was glad to worship.” 
Worship is the most popular thing that Christians do voluntarily. I say voluntarily because much of the 
Christian lifestyle is also written into our laws and social expectations. For example, not stealing, not 
lying, not having an affair with someone else’s spouse are each reinforced by our legal system. They’re 
not expected to be part of a Christian’s lifestyle and they’re against the law.

Worship is not forced. There are, to be sure, a few temporary coercions—children and spouses who 
attend church because someone has decided ‘they’ must. But these coercions are usually short-lived. 
Most Christian worship is voluntary, and it is the single most popular act in our country. More popular 
than all the golf links and fishing boats and soccer games put together.

Spirit-inspired worship is one of the important vital signs of a healthy spiritual life. Is Spirit-Inspired 
worship what the Pentecostals have? When gather, they sing, clap, rock back and forth, dance, shout, 
give an “Amen!” to the preacher and may even speak in tongues. I have worshiped many times among 
people who spoke in tongues, prophesied, healed, sang and danced in the Spirit, spoke words of 
wisdom, and practiced any or all of the gifts of the Spirit. Speaking in tongues was never my “gift.” Is this 
what Spirit-inspired worship is?
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Is Spirit-inspired worship, instead, what the silent meeting Quakers have? When they gather, they sit 
in silent prayer. Anyone who hears something from the Spirit speaks what they hear. Sometimes they 
spend an hour in silence; sometimes many voices are heard.

In the Reformed tradition, which is our historical protestant roots, Spirit-inspired worship means, in part, 
hearing the word read and preached from the Spirit-inspired text of the Bible. Let the word speak, on its 
own and through its preachers. For some, “worship” is an emotional experience, something that takes 
them away from every-day living. For many, worship is felt in the music, full of passionate lyrics sung to 
God. Is this what Spirit-inspired worship is?

But we know Spirit-inspired worship is not limited to any one particular style of music, the use of certain 
instruments, the wearing of particular clothing, the particular arrangement or size of the gathering, or the 
kind of building, or no building, in which the gathering takes place.

In fact, the more we think about this vital sign, the more challenging it may become to define. 

The only thing we can say for sure is that Spirit-inspired worship produces certain kinds of lives. Let 
me illustrate. Go ahead and think of someone whose walk with God inspires your own. Do you have 
a person in mind? Now, think of how they nurture their relationship with God. Got it? I’m betting that 
they worship regularly. I’m betting that they’ve learned how to seek out and offer themselves in those 
moments of awe that nurtures our need to be in relationship with God. Do you know what I mean? Have 
you been away from city lights on a clear night and quietly looked up into the stars? And have you 
continued looking until your breathing slowed, and you felt both at one with the universe and humbled 
to be such a small part of its majesty? That’s worship that invites us into a relationship with God. We may 
easily feel just like the Psalmist did in Psalm 8 when he said, “When I look at the moon and the stars, 
which You have set in place, who am I that you are mindful of me?” Worship is part of your daily prayers. 
Worship is part of your devotional thought. Worship is part of your relationships. It is far more than what 
we can do once a week when we’re onsite or online.

Spirit-inspired worship is not identified by what it looks like, but by what it does. It offers us moments 
of awe, this feeling of great respect, reverence, admiration, and amazement brought on by something 
beautiful or sacred.

When we experience how magnificent and holy our God is, we also see ourselves for what we are—not 
gods at all—but small, fractured, inconsistent, and part of a people who are also small, fractured and 
inconsistent.  Awe invites us to give up our self-centeredness. Moments of awe help us have healthier 
self-esteem. We’re not better than the rest, “holier than thou.” We are one among our people. Awe puts 
us back into a healthier relationship with all beings because we can see ourselves as who we are—not 
greater than but included in all that is. Awe helps us see rightly that we are small in comparison to the 
vastness of God, yet we belong. All this is a gift. 

When we experience awe, we feel physically smaller and also more humble – one of the fruits of the 
Spirit. Awe led people to acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses in a more balanced way and 
to recognize how outside forces contributed to their successes. It encouraged other fruits of the Spirit, 
like peace and kindness. When we have a more balanced view of ourselves in the context of God’s 
greatness, we are more ready to collaborate with the others we may have otherwise seen as less gifted.
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We don’t need to create it ourselves or try to possess it. Just revel in it.

Researchers at the University of California, Berkley, have found that one of the most profound effects 
of awe is how it can change our perception of ourselves relative to the larger world. Awe, research 
is finding, is a healer. It reduces stress and restores a sense of balance and wholeness. It actually 
decreased the instance of stress chemicals in the body. Awe does that.

Awe also leads us out of our narrow self-interest to seek the well-being of the larger group. In other 
words, awe leads us to mission. [1]

The experience of God, the transitory experience of something mysterious and wonderful and loving, 
can change us forever. It is also available to us in unlimited grace. We just need to seek it, be open to 
experiencing it and enter into the moment when it is offered. Can you think again of the person I asked 
you to call to mind earlier?  I asked you to think of someone whose walk with God inspires your own. 
Do you have a person in mind again? Now, think of how they nurture their relationship with God. How 
do you imagine they routinely experience awe? Might they be a good resource to you as you seek a 
healthier spiritual life? 

Through awe and spirit-inspired moments of worship we are renewed, healed, set back in our rightful 
place and in good relationship with God, creation and humanity. Not in a beat down way, but by being 
lifted up and included in the vastness of all that is holy.

The good news is that this kind of worship, this kind of awe, is not limited to what we do on Sunday 
morning. It can be your daily experience. 

[1] “Eight Reasons Why Awe Makes Your Life Better,” by Summer Allen, September 26, 2018
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/eight_reasons_why_awe_makes_your_life_better


