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E.B. White once wrote: “I arise in the morning torn between a desire to improve the world and a desire to enjoy the world. This makes it difficult to plan the day.” 

The connection between worship and ethical living poses a similar dilemma. How can we worship God—and enjoy God’s gifts—and also do the works of the Kingdom—justice, mercy, and peace? 

At times worship and action have been polarized. On one side are the activists, the mission-oriented leaders; and on the other side the worship leaders and spiritual development people. Are you on the worship side or the mission side? But it’s a false dichotomy to pit worship over against action. 

I want now to make two statements which will sound contradictory. First, all who have been in our Watts Street 101 class have heard me say the first statement, which is one of the norms of this church. “THE CHURCH EXISTS FOR THE SAKE OF THOSE PEOPLE WHO ARE NOT IN IT.” I mentioned that sentence this past week at a community meeting of Durham faith leaders, and one person chimed in: “The folks at Watts Street live that sentence too.” This is how you are perceived in the Durham community. This church’s sense of community moves beyond the walls of this church to include the “neighbor,” and our neighbors are those in need---of health care, food, jobs, and justice. 

The church exists for those who are not in it. On the other hand, worship exists for all of us as an end in itself. We worship for no other purpose than God—to be with God. Many years ago on one of my first visits to the monastery in Conyers, GA, outside Atlanta, I met with Bro. Tom Francis, who became my spiritual guide. At his direction we sat together for ten minutes of silence. When he broke the silence, he said, “Now, that was perfectly useless and non-productive.” He said, “In the silence we are simply wasting time with God.” 

We come to this hour of worship for no other purpose than to be with God, to spend time with God, to worship God, to enjoy God. Period. Worship is not a means to advance some other agenda or to improve the world. It’s time to focus on God. 

On the other hand, worship that has integrity has moral fiber. Worship, devoid of ethical content, can become escapist. So, today we’ve heard about our International Mission Group and the upcoming WS El Salvador mission trip. We are unashamedly a mission-oriented congregation. Our mission can be stated as the mission of Jesus that he outlined in Luke 4: “to bring good news to the poor, to proclaim release the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, and to proclaim the year of Lord’s favor (the Jubilee year).” 

How do we find a balance between worship and action, prayer and mission? First, we must remind ourselves that worship is an end in itself. Worship exists for the praise of God alone. As we said last week, our job in this service is to give ourselves to God, to stop being self-conscious, to allow ourselves to “hang out with God,” to get lost in being with God, longing for God, loving God. This means that we spend this hour focused on the present moment—not pondering our To Do list or what we’re going to have for lunch. We are focusing on living in this present moment with God. 

For many of us hymn singing in worship is a good example of getting lost in the present moment, lost in what we’re doing. Singing has a way of taking us over, so that we get lost in the process. And then we are not conscious of time, or what happened early this morning or what we’ll be doing tomorrow. We’re absorbed in this moment. One writer calls this experience the “sacrament of the present moment.” One of our hymns speaks of being “lost in wonder, love and praise.” 

Our job in worship is to give up our ego, our concern with ourselves, and to focus instead on praising God. Just “hanging out with God.” We have no other goal here than spending time with God. And in the process of spending time with God, we are continuing to establish and maintain our covenant with God. This is a covenant service. 

Over time worship does something to us. Rather, the Spirit does something to us through worship. Over time, if we can give ourselves to the process, we are formed into the kind of people God wants us to be---God’s people. The book of I Peter says, “Once you were no people, but now you are God’s people.” (I Peter 2:10) 

Some of you may recall reading Nathaniel Hawthorne’s story “The Great Stone Face.” In the story there was a village surrounded by grand mountains. In the distance on the side of one of the mountains there was the image of a face, carved there by the many years of the forces of nature at work. The face had a loving, kind and gracious appearance. It was like a giant icon which the village people could see day after day. 

There was a young boy Ernest, who each day looked with longing at the Great Stone Face. Ernest and all the people of the village had heard an old story that some day there would be a human person who would actually be the Great Stone Face in human form. Ernest gazed every day for long periods of time at the kind, gentle face on the mountain. He longed for the day when he would see the person who embodied the Great Stone Face. 

Various impressive people showed up, and the people thought, “This is the one.” First there came a wealthy man who moved to the village, and he built a big mansion. But he was not the one. Ernest was disappointed. Then a soldier-statesman came to the village, and hopes were bolstered. But he was not the one. Then a poet came, but he was not the one. By this time Ernest had grown into a mature man, and he continued gazing daily, silently, at the Great Stone Face. Finally, all the people of the village began to see that Ernest himself had, over time, become loving, kind, and gracious. They turned and said, “Ernest, you have meditated on the Great Stone Face, so that you are now the image of the Great Stone Face in human form.” 

We come to worship, seeking the face of God. We come to worship to learn the qualities of Jesus---compassion, kindness, forgiving love, commitment to justice. If we are willing to spend the time with God, over time, something happens. We begin to reflect the image of the one we seek. 

“Empty yourself,” said Romuald in the 10th century, “and sit content with the grace of God.” 

In Germany I’m told that often on church doors you will find one word: “Gottesdienst.” The word means “God’s service.” But there is a double meaning. God’s service is the worship service, the ritual; and it is also the service we render to God by living as God’s people, formed in God’s image, shaped by by God’s character. 

When I went to be pastor of Oakhurst Baptist Church in Atlanta, I found that the neighborhood there was much like Walltown, a low-income community that was largely African American. A veteran of the civil rights movement said to me, “If you are going to reach out to this neighborhood, you will have to bring the suffering into the sanctuary.” 

When we bring the suffering into our prayers and our singing and our sermons, we will begin to see how God’s love and compassion can transform that suffering. For 100 years the African American church throughout the South was the place of hope. The suffering of slavery was brought into the sanctuary, as the people prayed and sang and grounded themselves in God’s Dream of the Beloved Community where everyone lives together with respect, dignity, and equality. 

It was the African American church that produced Martin Luther King, Jr. and other courageous leaders. It was as if they had gazed on the Great Stone Face with such longing and hoping that gradually one emerged whose life was shaped by love, compassion, and grace. 

That love, compassion, and grace shapes all of us as we, over time, faithfully show up to praise, sing, pray, and listen. Gradually, we are transformed, changed, from being “no people” to being God’s people—God’s covenant people, called to “do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with God.” (Micah 6:8) 

SING “Lord, I want to be like Jesus…” 
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