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The “W” Word: Worship

Unitarian Coastal Fellowship

December 6, 2009

© Rev. Sally B. White
Opening Reading

Reader: Minister

From George Kunkle

My dictionary defines worship as: 1. Reverent honor and homage paid to God or a sacred personage, or to any object regarded as sacred.  [there are 10 other, similar definitions]  …  Looking at the synonyms and antonyms is also revealing: syn[onyms] are honor, adoration, idolatry, venerate, glorify.  The ant[onym] is detest.  I am more partial to the antonym than the synonym.

I am an agnostic who endorses Jesus’ concept of love.  I do not worship God and I do not hold any object or personage as sacred.  I revere life and the excellence of life as expressed by love.  Worship is not a part of my spiritual journey.  I attend UCF to socialize with like-minded liberals and to be exposed to thoughts of love and more powerful ways to express love.  I rejoice in the companionship and love that I find there.

To me [worship] is a scary word.  I understand that many UU churches call their services celebrations, and some are more specific, i.e., life celebrations.  That sounds much better.  I could live with that.  Life and love go together.

Sally, I would appreciate it if you would explain what we are trying to accomplish with our worship services, and is “worship” an appropriate UU word.  I am…asking you …to give me and others a clear understanding of why we hold these services and what our members, friends, and visitors should expect to receive from attending.

Today’s message is a response to George’s request.  In reading and reflection, in multiple voices, with the help of a considerable cloud of witnesses, we will delve into the questions George raises.  And, in true Unitarian Universalist fashion, we will doubtless raise even more questions, offering you both resources and opportunity to continue the exploration, continue the conversation as an integral part of your own spiritual journey.  In fact, I invite you now to listen with a discerning and an analytical ear, so that after the service is over, you might join me in a brief discussion here in the sanctuary, where you may add your voice to those we will offer.  I am curious to hear what you will bring to this unfolding conversation.

To begin, Lees Hardy offers a litany of possibilities to open up the word, to open us to new possibilities.  This poetic litany was written my Unitarian minister and mystic Jacob Trapp:

[Lees Hardy reads reading #1]
Reading #1

Reader: Lees Hardy

TO WORSHIP

To worship is to stand in awe under a heaven of stars, 

Before a flower, a leaf in sunlight, or a grain of sand.

To worship is to be silent, receptive,

Before a tree astir with the wind, or the passing shadow of a cloud.

To worship is to work with dedication and with skill;

It is to pause from work and listen to a strain of music.

To worship is to sing with the singing beauty of the earth;

It is to listen through a storm to the still small voice within

Worship is a loneliness seeking communion;

It is a thirsty land crying out for rain.

Worship is kindred fire within our hearts;

It moves through deeds of kindness and through acts of love.

Worship is the mystery within us reaching out to the mystery beyond.

It is an inarticulate silence yearning to speak;

It is the window of the moment open to the sky of the eternal.









Jacob Trapp









STLT # 441

Minister:

“To worship is to stand in awe…” This is a different take on the very meaning of the word.  Every bit as much as “reverent honor and homage paid to God or a sacred personage or object,” the experiences of awe and engagement that Jacob Trapp describes are indeed acts of worship.  To stand, to be silent, to work, to sing, to listen; each of these opens up possibilities; each grows out of and each deepens our own experience of the world and our place in it.

We must be bold and we must be self-aware in claiming for ourselves a meaning of the word “worship” that both fits and honors our experience.  We must look deeper than common practice and common understanding of the word itself, even, and reclaim its Anglo Saxon roots: “worship” comes from the word “worth,” and its true meaning is to shape or to celebrate worth.  I daresay that worship in this sense far predates any institutional religious tradition we might be familiar with – in particular Christianity, in general, even monotheism.

For a time of worship is, at bottom, a time to notice, to pay attention, to honor what in your life has worth.  The word, and the practice, may apply to yourself and God, however you encounter God – as a being, as a presence, as a force, as an interdependent web that holds you and all around you in living, pulsing tension and connection.  It may apply to your experience or understanding of your relationship with the universe or some aspect of the universe – humanity, or creation; infinity, or mystery.  It may be love, in all love’s own mystery and complexity.  As we notice, as we celebrate by noticing, thus do we shape worth, giving it form and place in our lives, giving it ever-deeper meaning.

“Worship,” the word, has great power, and must be used carefully.  Our challenge is to name and to claim the ways that worship has power for us; to keep the word and all its meanings alive by resisting – by countering – its over-identification with any one practice, any one tradition.

This is work that calls for a vital spirit, and a radical openness to our own inner depths, and to the universe’s outer reaches.  And this is work that calls for community.

Richard Kidd will tell us more, in this reading written by twentieth-century Universalist minister Clinton Lee Scott.

Reading #2

Reader: Richard Kidd
BLESSING TO PASTOR AND PEOPLE

Why shall the people assemble, and for what purpose shall they be gathered together?

They shall come seeking in their united worship that which none can find in solitude.

They shall be as those who in darkness seek the light, and as those who thirst, looking for the living springs.

Because of their deep and continuous need for one another shall the people worship.

And who will lead in the ways of light, justice, wisdom and peace?

Not they that say come stand on the heights, but they that say come, let us find together the ascending path.

Let them that know little, but who long greatly for instruction, and them that are humble in their knowledge be the leaders.

For no one is wise in all things above others.  They that are ready to follow have already shown the way.

Together shall the congregation grow in knowledge, and in the ways of understanding and strength.

Each shall learn from the others, and none shall be pressed to take that which meets not the individual need.

Not for themselves alone shall they gather the treasures of their days, but to share with all humanity the riches of abundant life.

Thus shall the years together yield their blessings to pastor and people, and add to the building of the day of peace and gladness in all the earth.










Clinton Lee Scott

Minister:

“They shall come seeking in their united worship that which none can find in solitude.  [They shall] share with all humanity the riches of abundant life.”

Alone, we can be moved by awe, or by mystery.  Together, we can craft ways of sharing and affirming not only the experience itself, not only our own participation in the experience, but also the meaning we extract from it, for our own lives, for all humanity.

The practice of common worship offers the opportunity to temper and to broaden our own experience with the experiences of others.  It offers the opportunity for empathy, for compassion, which means, literally, “suffering with one another” as, together, we seek and find ways in which our common humanity transcends the particularity of our separate existences.  Above all, it offers the opportunity for amplification of our own worship, our own noticing, our own shaping of worth, as others resonate with our small efforts to note and lift up and celebrate that which we find full of worth.

Perhaps our singing offers a metaphor for common worship.  A note, a song, sung even without words, carries our spirit out from its solitary noticing and noting of the life that awes and animates it, to echo through the very universe.  “Noticing” and “noting” and “singing notes:” perhaps there is indeed a connection in the meaning of these words.  But when we join our separate songs with those of others, every round a generation, then chords and harmony become possible; then point and counterpoint may create between them new notes, new songs far more complex and beautiful than any one could sing alone.

And then the act of worshipping together creates within itself new possibilities for experience, for awe, for noticing and celebrating not only all that is around us, but also that which we find inside ourselves and each other.  

And then, the worship life of a community – like this community – begins to grow deeper and richer, and begins to demand something of us…

[Craig Mathews reads reading #3]

Reading #3

Reader: Craig Mathews

What we bring to a service of worship may be as important as the content of the service.  If we bring no expectations, no intention to flow with the experience, we are unlikely to get much out of it.  …  Are we willing to let ourselves be transformed by the power present in a caring community gathered together, by the creativity that lies in new ideas, in the spaces between us and beyond us, and in our very receptivity to what is new?  … 

…there must be a willingness to hear the spoken word with an open mind, to feel the flow of thoughts and poetry with an open spirit.  …there must be a willingness to enter the flow of established forms and find new meanings each time.  …there must be a willingness to open oneself to the sharings of others, to be a part of a community.  Above all, there must be an expectation that something can happen, that the service has the power to change, or help one change, one’s thinking, feeling, relating.  …  We must be open to the possibility of a complete transformation of our ideas, relationships, and way of life.




Excerpted from Leading Congregations in Worship – A Guide




UUA Commission on Common Worship (1983)




pp. 12-13.

Minister:
To worship is to take a risk.  When common worship “works,” it has the power to take us out of ourselves, into someone else’s reality, into a new dimension of experience that we create and sustain for ourselves and for each other, into a harmony that transcends each different, separate song and rises above them all.  When common worship “works,” we find we are able to see ourselves and our lives and our place in the universe in a new way, from a new perspective, and the experience changes us, in subtle ways, forever.  When common worship works, it may transform us.

Worship is not a spectator sport.  It is possible to hold yourself apart from worship, to watch and listen to other peoples’ participation without letting yourself really get involved – but your experience, then, is not worship.  It is study, or observation; a sociology field trip.  This may feel safer, more predictable, than risking transformation.  But it is only when you open yourself up that the real power of worship becomes available to you.  And it is only when we open ourselves in honesty, in humility, in uncalculating readiness for whatever might come, that worship “works.”

And one after another, worship services, acts of worship have the power to change communities.  Each time we gather together to worship, each action that we take together, adds a layer to the shared experience that we then bring with us when we return again.  Each Sunday morning when we light the chalice of our living tradition, we are linked with every other chalice we have lit, here together and elsewhere.  And, almost without knowing it, we are linked with every other congregation that is also lighting a chalice this morning, or will do so this afternoon, or this evening.  Each time we sing a hymn together, that hymn becomes a part of the fabric of our individual and collective memory; each new singing echoes and harmonizes with each one that came before, and with those who sang with us, and with the very selves that we were when last we sang.

Worship is progressive, it grows and matures, its effect on both worshippers and worshipping community is cumulative.  If you worship with us only occasionally, you may notice that each time you come, something feels different.  If you worship with us every week, the changes may be invisible to you.  But they work their magic in you, heightening, deepening, opening, enriching, moving us into the richness and complexity of love…

Hear these words of Kenneth Patton, twentieth-century Universalist minister, poet, and prophet of contemporary liberal religion.

[Terri Thomas or Barb Thomas reads reading #4]

Reading #4

Reader: Terri Thomas or Barb Thomas
LET US WORSHIP

Let us worship with our eyes and ears and fingertips;

Let us love the world through heart and mind and body.

We feed our eyes upon the mystery and revelation in the faces of our brothers and sisters.

We seek to know the wistfulness of the very young and the very old, the wistfulness of people in all times of life.

We seek to understand the shyness behind arrogance, the fear behind pride, the tenderness behind clumsy strength, the anguish behind cruelty.

All life flows into a great common life, if we will only open our eyes to our companions.

Let us worship, not in bowing down, not with closed eyes and stopped ears.

Let us worship with the opening of all the windows of our beings, with the full outstretching of our spirits.

Life comes with singing and laughter, with tears and confiding, with a rising wave too great to be held in the mind and heart and body, to those who have fallen in love with life.

Let us worship, and let us learn to love.










Kenneth L. Patton










STLT #437

Minister:
George suggested that we might call our services celebrations, rather than worship.  To celebrate means to honor, to praise, to make famous.  Indeed, when we honor all of life, celebration is the essence of worship.  

But we must be careful that our celebration is honest, and full-bodied, honoring not only joy but also sorrow, not only laughter but also tears, not only awesome exaltation but also awful suffering, and despair.  When we love the world with eyes and fingertips as well as with ears, through heart and body as well as through mind, we cannot ignore those aspects of life that we might turn away from if we could choose.  And here, too, worship challenges us – to be whole, to be strong, to support one another in simplicity and in complexity.

Let us worship now.  Together.  In silence.  

Let the echoes of the words die down.  Let the cloud of witnesses grow quiet.  Let all that you bring, and all that you have found here, come together now in you.  Take a minute to notice, to pay attention, to honor what in our life has worth.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

Amen.

