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WHAT IS REAL WORSHIP ANYWAY?
Isaiah 1:11-20 & John 4:19-26

What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
Here we sit ... on blue chairs ... devoid of most the reminders of worship.  No hymnbooks or 

BOB (Best of the Best).  Not even the pew Bible.  The beauty of our magnificent windows has been 
replaced by institutional grey walls.  No organ music.  The cross ... the central symbol of our worship 
here at Lakewood ... stands over in the sanctuary where the dust is thick.  The choir has been 
relegated to sitting amongst the common folk.  No communion table or baptismal.  No pulpit or 
lectern.  

What Is Real Worship Anyway? 


The procedure was to begin at 7:30 am on Wednesday morning.  My father had been told he 
was a walking time bomb ... confined to the bed at the Cleveland Clinic where he arrived via a four 
hour ambulance drive from the Ohio Valley Medical Center in Wheeling on Monday night.  The 
procedure was supposed to begin at 7:30, but it was now 11:30.  Mom and I said our “I love you’s” 
and “We’ll see ya’s”.  I had prayed a prayer with Dad, being the minister son.  Mom and I to the 
waiting room.  Dad to the operating room.

The procedure was only going to take an hour to an hour and a half.  I sat in the 
“uncomfortable” leather chair reading.  Mom was reading.  She tried to sleep ... she hadn’t slept 
much since Sunday when dad had been rushed to the hospital after a 9-1-1 call.  The leather chairs
were uncomfortable.  You’d think the “world-renowned” Cleveland Clinic would have had 
comfortable chairs.  [By the way ... how are those blue chairs feeling?]  After two hours, I ask the front 
desk if there is any word on my dad ... “The patient is doing fine.  Just a little bit more involved than 
anticipated.”  Back to the uncomfortable leather chair and the reading.  Another hour and I hear over 
the public address system: “The family of Vince Lucarelli ... please go to consultation room number 
2.”  Nobody else had been sent to a consultation room ... what’s going on?  We sit together on an 
uncomfortable leather couch now for 15 minutes.  Mom has tears in her eyes, not saying anything, 
but I could see the fear.

Doctor Franco, one of the lead cardiologists at the Clinic finally enters the small room from a 
door in the back.  He has a smile on his face ... what does that mean?  Dressed in his white clinical 
coat, distinguished white hair, carrying a handful of white paper, he introduces himself ... my 
thought is, he almost looks “priestly.”  The smile stays on his face and then he says, “Everything went 
very well.”  

Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;

From the handful of white paper, he pulls one with a diagram of a large heart positioned in 
the center.  A heart ... the international symbol of LOVE.  

Praise Him, all creatures here below;

On the diagram, Dr. Franco draws some lines that he describes as Dad’s original two 
bypasses back in 1982.  The one is completely clear of any calcification.  

Praise Him above ye heavenly host;

The other was the one causing the heart attack on Sunday ... an 80% blockage.  But he was 
able to go in and use the balloon (angioplasty) and flatten the calcification and place a stint where 
once the blockage had been.  Your father, your husband will feel 100% better in a few days!

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. Amen.

What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
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“There is,” wrote the 20th century America Catholic writer and Trappist monk, Thomas 
Merton, “a hidden wholeness ... a oneness ... in US and in the WORLD.” I’m not sure, but I’ve often 
thought that maybe the purpose of real worship is to help us find that WHOLENESS ... that ONENESS
... with each other, with the world and with GOD.

As Mom and I sat there in that small consultation room, Dr. Franco standing before us, my 
father in the recovery room, all of you at home in Jacksonville praying for us ... there was 
unquestionably a ONENESS and a WHOLENESS about us ... and yes, GOD was there ... we were at 
WORSHIP!

As we sit together, here this morning on these blue chairs, in a room that was the sanctuary 
when our church was founded ... as we sing the songs of our faith; receive the offering; read from 
the scriptures; share our joys and concerns; grieve over the plight of our Haitian brothers and sisters 
... there is a WHOLENESS present ... a ONENESS ... that indeed will sustain us through this coming 
week ... and yes, GOD is here ... we are at WORSHIP!


What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
I believe worship begins with the great Hebrew credo:
Sh’ma Y’Israel
Adonai Eloheinu
Adonai echad

Hear O Israel.
The Lord is our God.
The Lord is ONE!

This is a hope-filled ... hope-ful ... affirmation of our faith: The ONENESS of ALL things in our God!
And it is helpful to confess where we live apart from that ONENESS and are even destructive of that 
ONENESS.  

Take a look at the Prayer of Confession printed in your bulletin.  Let me read it again for you: 
“Wondrous God, forever seeking us, willingly forgiving us, we should be amazed at your grace. Yet 

how often we ignore your presence.”
... confessing we live apart from God’s ONENESS.

“We focus on keeping life in control, in balance, and get angry at the interruptions, the problems 
that ruin our plans, mess up our days.”

... confessing we are destructive of our ONENESS with others.

“We never entertain the thought that you may be speaking to us in the turmoil, in the messiness of 
life.”

... that WHOLENESS with the world and everything in it ... we miss that God is there.

“We are so bent on our desires and our plans that we squeeze you out.”
... no WHOLENESS, no ONENESS with God nor anything else!

“Holy God, you are there in all the circumstances of life. Open our eyes; help us come to our senses 
and trust your guiding hand.”

... Yes God, return us to that WHOLENESS, that ONENESS with YOU and ALL your creation!


In our first passage of scripture today, God got Israel’s ear, or at least tried to, through the 
prophet Isaiah.  In essence God was saying: “I am sick with your worship,” as God reaches for the 
Pepto Bismol.


It was kind of like Holden Caulfield’s assessment in Catcher in the Rye when he went to the 

Christmas extravaganza at Radio City Music Hall ... a show complete with dancing Rockettes, music, 
animal and magic acts and the obligatory live manger scene. “I think Jesus would puke,” he said.

Your burned offerings nauseate me, says the Lord.
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Your grand festival worship my soul hates.
When you stretch out your hands to me I will turn away.
When you pray all your many prayers I will shut my ears.
Why? asks the Lord. Because your hands are covered with blood. What Is Real Worship 

Anyway?  The prophet, speaking on behalf of God declares:
Wash yourselves;
Make yourselves clean;
Remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes.
Cease to do evil;
Learn to do good;
Seek justice;
Rescue the oppressed;
Defend the orphan;
Plead for the widow.

The words are like an observation Billy Graham made a couple of decades ago when he said: 
“God could do well with less praise from his followers and more IMITATION.”

What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
I like verse 18.  It says: “Come now, let us argue it out, says the Lord.” This is God getting right in 

our face!  Come on ... let’s ARGUE this out!


Samuel Miller, minister and dean of the Harvard Divinity School back in the 50’s, saw the 
current demise of worship in the American church coming, clear back in 1953 (about the time this 
place was built). Miller presented his case like God did to Israel. I paraphrase here:

We have run from the embarrassment of our human condition. We have 
asserted ourselves, sauntered in and taken over. We have required worship to be 
novel, at least entertaining. The plumb line of God’s truth is put away. The prayer of 
penitence has disappeared. Whatever is needed in worship we supply. Little or 
nothing is expected of God. Our needs are no longer expressed in theological or even 
religious terms. We have “moved up out of the depths to a more comfortable 
position.”

(The Life of the Church (New York, Harper Brothers, 1953), pp. 33-4.)

To use the words of the great E. Stanley Jones: We’ve taken the cross out of worship and 
replaced it with cushions.

You probably know the words to that old hymn ...
What a fellowship! What a joy divine!
Leaning ... not on the everlasting arms ... 

but rather on my own dear self!

What Is Real Worship Anyway?  
“Come now, let us argue it out, says the Lord.” “Though your sins are as scarlet I will 

make them white as snow. Though they are red like crimson, they will be like clean washed 
wool!”

Are we up to this?  Understanding that what God wants is for us to experience a WHOLENESS
... a ONENESS ... with GOD, EACH OTHER and the WORLD.  Are we up to such worship as THIS and to 
such a GOD?


In our New Testament passage, the Samaritan woman met Jesus at Jacob’s well.  The 

conversation grew increasingly intimate toward that “I-Thou” relationship ... that’s the one that 
gives life to ALL our relationships ... with God ... and with others.

Well, when the conversation got a little “too close for comfort,” the woman tried to change 
the subject. “I think maybe I’ll ask him a question about liturgical theology.” (Sometimes our talk 
about worship is a diversion from the real matters at hand.)
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“Sir, should we worship on the mountain of Gerizim as my Samaritan ancestors did,” she asked, 
“or should we worship in Jerusalem as you Jews say?”

Jesus answered, “The day is coming and is now here, when where you worship is beside the
point.  God is spirit and those who worship must worship in spirit and truth.”

The question is not the PLACE: Jerusalem or Rome or Mecca, Salt Lake City or Tibet. God is 
spirit and those who worship, worship in SPIRIT and in TRUTH.

How would I describe this kind of worship?
It has a quality of true reverence that bows beneath Another ... the Holy One of Israel ... and 

Jesus and ALL life. 
PRAISE, full-throated praise. 
And THANKSGIVING, awed gratitude for the utter giftedness of ALL life and for the ways God 

has saved us. 
And CONFESSION, not the confessions others place on our lips, but the ones wrenched from 

our hearts.
And SUPPLICATION, our honest cries for help, and intercession as we lift our loved ones and all 

the world to God for God’s HELP and HEALING.
And the OFFERING, the full and free offering of ourselves and our gifts to God.
And the LISTENING for the WORD of God in scripture and sermon and in all the silent places

between the words.
And the BLESSING and BENEDICTION which sends us out into the world to be ministers of the 

word and givers of the sacrament of God’s amazing grace.

This is worship in SPIRIT and in TRUTH.
Its very rhythm is important.


Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, is a man worth watching. He says this: 

The church has a mission to be the critical church, that is, the church which 
makes a critique of the world around it, of culture and the powers that be. But we 
cannot, dare not, exercise this calling unless we are also the penitent church, a people 
who know how to confess their own sins, come to term with their own human frailties, 
own up to its own messes. Else our voice, whether from the right or left, becomes self-
righteous and shrill.


What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
“God is spirit and those who worship must worship in spirit and truth.”
This kind of worship forms God’s people ... shapes us as God’s people in Christ.

To use the phrase of liturgical theologian Don Saliers: “Spirit-filled worship and Truth-filled
worship SHAPES our affections and our virtues so we can BE a people God can USE.


On Thursday afternoon, after we had gone through all of the discharge instructions with 

dad’s nurse (Glenna was her name, a young single woman who had attended to him every day from 
the time he had arrived at the Clinic ... the three of us had gotten to know her pretty well), after the 
instructions and as we were waiting for the wheelchair to come to transport dad to the car ... I had 
sat in those uncomfortable leather chairs way too much and was definitely ready to leave!  Well, as 
we were waiting, Glenna came back to the room one more time, stood in the doorway, and with a 
tear in her eye said, “I know this is going to sound weird, but I hate to see the three of you leave.  We get 
all kinds coming through here, thanks for being some of the nice ones.”

What Is Real Worship Anyway? 
The obvious answer is NOT just with our mouths, says the Lord, but with our LIVES!

Amen and Amen.


