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When I returned from the Iraq war over ten years ago, it was Christian worship that helped me most in my 
recovery and reorientation. 

As a chaplain in Iraq, I gave a number of briefings to Soldiers on what to expect and how to cope when the 
deployment was over. As a Soldier myself, I sat through a number of similar briefings given by others. At their best, 
the briefings were filled with practical, common sense advice. Since they were designed for a diverse audience, I 
don’t recall that any of them specifically recommended going to church. 

Over the past decade, “resiliency” has become a popular buzz-word in the Army. Twelve years of war has taken its 
toll on individuals, families and the institution itself. Some soldiers cope with visible and invisible physical injuries. 
Others wrestle with post-traumatic stress. Still others bear the weight of moral injury. For some, existing mental 
and social problems were exacerbated by months or years of deployment. Some families fell apart. Some soldiers 
lost their bearings. Some took their lives. Many soldiers simply exhausted themselves, having given as much as 
they could for as long as they could. 

Resilient soldiers, we are told, “bounce back” from such stressors. They experience “post traumatic growth” and 
become even stronger. Today, the Army teaches resiliency skills to all of its soldiers and it has defined five 
dimensions of comprehensive fitness. One of the domains is the “Spiritual,” which the Army takes pains to 
describe in a non-religious way. Still, I’m convinced that it is Christian worship that has most helped me endure and 
grow as a human being. 

Recently, I’ve tried to unpack why worship had such a positive impact on my life. I know that my experience is my 
experience. Not everyone thinks about Christian worship as I do. And I know that many people have had 
disappointing or even destructive experiences in the Christian community. What follows is admittedly an idealized 
analysis based on my own life-path and my reflections on how human beings function. 

The Divine Dimension 

First of all, and most importantly, worship connects me to the divine source of life. Worship’s efficacy cannot be 
explained in purely humanistic terms. It is in worship that I live out Jesus’ command to “abide in me” as a branch 
abides in the vine. A cut flower withers and dies because its source of life-giving nourishment has been severed. In 
worship, God sustains me as I remain rooted in him. I believe that God is present with his people in worship, that 
he has united me to Christ and his church in holy baptism, that he feeds his people with the body of blood of Christ 
in holy communion, that he speaks through his word, that he hears our prayers, that he rejoices in our love and 
praise, that he heals, reconciles and forgives and that he gives us a foretaste of the coming kingdom. In other 
words, worship effectively builds resiliency primarily because of what God does, not because of what we do. 

Consequently, worship is not simply a utilitarian tool that I can use for my own purposes or that an institution such 
as the Army can use for its own. Worship is God’s instrument for shaping lives for his purposes. God’s interests do 
not always coincide with Caesar’s interests or even with my own. A utilitarian approach to worship is an 
abomination. 

http://csf2.army.mil/fivedimensions.html
http://csf2.army.mil/fivedimensions.html
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The Human Dimensions 

In our worship, God fulfills his promises, through his own means for his own reasons. Maybe that’s all I need to 
know. Still, God tends to work in our lives through tangible and comprehensible means. As he does with bread and 
wine, God transforms the ordinary things of his creation into instruments of his power. 

In the following analysis, I don’t take lightly the power of the mysterious and the divine. Rather, this is how I 
understand the human framework through which God has worked in me. 

What, then, are the “ordinary things” of creation which God uses in worship? How has God used the physical, 
mental and social dimensions of worship to contribute to my resiliency? More generally, what are the human 
dimensions of worship and how do they function? 

This is how I see worship’s human dimension, ordered more or less from “least religious” to “most religious.” 
Worship is effective at: 

 Connecting People with a Community 

 Restoring Feelings of Familiarity 

 Creating a Feeling of Safety 

 Providing a Positive Family Experience 

 Integrating the Whole Person 

 Affecting Multiple Parts of the Brain 

 Pointing beyond Oneself 

 Putting People In touch with an Ancient and Enduring Reality 

 Telling a Big Story that Gives Structure and Meaning to Life 

 Shaping Character over Time 

 Promoting Thankfulness 

 Creating Hope 

 Facilitating Forgiveness and Acceptance 

 Opening the Door to The Transcendent 

Connecting People with a Community 

Every expert seems to agree: isolation is bad for people, especially people under stress. Certainly, there is a place 
for privacy. For us introverts, “alone time” is important. Even the most introverted, however, need to be 
connected with others. Intentionally withdrawing from human contact is often a sign of dangerous depression. 
People connect in all sorts of ways: families, neighborhoods, bowling teams, work buddies, school groups, etc. At 
the human level, church is a venue for people to connect with others. Church connections can last a lifetime. My 
octogenarian parents communicate regularly with friends who were members of their Sunday School class during 
the 1960′s. A few years ago, when I visited the little country church that I led in the 1980′s, the people wrapped 
their arms around me as if I had never left. 

Going to church isn’t like going to the movies, where you do your best to ignore the people in the seats next to 
you. It’s more like a football game, where everyone is rooting for the same team and even strangers can make a 
momentary connection after a touchdown. It’s most like a family reunion or an extended family dinner, where 
people who have an enduring connection reunite and renew their ties to each other. As the old song says, “Blessed 
be the tie that binds our hearts in Christian love.” 
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Restoring Feelings of Familiarity 

For those who attend church regularly, the hymns, prayers and actions of Christian worship become so familiar 
that you can perform them without much thought. Some people think that’s a bug; I think it’s a feature. War and 
other traumatic experiences rob people of their sense of normality. Returning to worship feels like walking back 
into my house at the end of a long deployment. 

Church feels like home, and the familiar rituals of worship are as comfortable as a favorite pair of jeans. For those 
of us who move frequently, rituals are especially important. My children tell me it was our family rituals at 
Christmas and Thanksgiving that provided them with the feeling of “home” as we moved from place to place 
during my military career. Christian worship does that for me. I took some time off during my seminary education 
to visit my parents and travel in Europe. As an introvert and a homebody, everything felt “foreign” to me and the 
experience left me disoriented. I needed to do something to restore my sense of normalcy, so I boarded a train 
and headed across the continent just so that I could attend an English-language worship service. 

Creating a Feeling of Safety 

A combat zone does not feel safe. Trauma survivors may not feel safe wherever they are. Christian worship not 
only feels familiar, the church itself feels like a safe environment. Logically, I know that the feeling of safety can be 
an illusion. Churches are the targets of extremist violence in some parts of the world. Disturbed people sometimes 
become violent even in the most peaceful and stable societies. Still, the church feels safe, at least safer than the 
world outside. There’s a reason that we call the room where we worship a “sanctuary” and that hospitals provide 
chapels for the families of the sick and injured. The place of sacred worship is a safe haven. 

Providing a Positive Family Experience 

Strong family relationships may be the most important source of individual resiliency. For me, worship has almost 
always been a family activity. My parents took me to worship when I was a child. When I became a husband and a 
father, I attended worship with my wife and children. Somehow I even survived the teenage years and the frenetic 
schedule of Christian “youth activities” that segregate people by age and isolate them from their families. Overall, 
worship contributed more to family unity than it detracted from it. 

Integrating the Whole Person 

In worship, God uses every part of us – the mental and the physical, the rational and the non-rational – to do his 
work in us. Worship affects people in ways that go far beyond the mental processing of the words that are spoken. 
There is an important connection between the mind and the body, between the spiritual and the physical. 

Historically, Christian worship has involved the whole body. We sit, we stand, we kneel and we move to and from 
the table to receive communion. We speak and we sing. We listen to words and music. We see the symbols of the 
faith in art and architecture and reflect on them. We touch other human beings as we pass the peace. We smell 
and taste the bread and wine. In some cases, even the sanctuary itself has a distinctive odor. When I’ve gone back 
to visit church buildings where I used to worship, just walking in the empty sanctuary revives vivid memories of the 
time spent in that place. 

Worship incorporates many different facets of human existence in one integrated whole. The word “integrate,” 
here, is the key. The experience of worship is integrative; it puts people back together. As our minds, muscles and 
senses come together to worship the creator, God himself uses our worship to make us whole. 
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Affecting Multiple Parts of the Brain 

All of our memories, thoughts, emotions, desires and decisions take place within the human brain. Different parts 
of the brain have different functions and many of our brain’s processes take place at the non-conscious level. 
Worship touches them all and affects us in ways that we don’t always understand. Sometimes, when I am singing a 
hymn, I will find myself literally “choking up.” The words can no longer form in my throat and my eyes fill with 
tears. To some degree, I can understand why I react so emotionally. It’s not essential, however, that I dissect that 
experience completely, turning felt emotions into explanations. The worship service is simply intersecting my life in 
such a way it has triggered an emotional response. 

Worship is capable of creating a wide range of emotions – laughter, tears, joy, and wonder – but emotions are no 
more the heart of worship than ideas are. Worship affects our brains even when the service feels very ordinary or 
routine. 

I first noticed worship’s ability to affect multiple parts of the brain near the beginning of my ministry when my 
church visited a nursing home. Many of the residents were unable to communicate rationally; some seemed 
unable to speak at all. When we gathered many of these same residents in the common area for a hymn-sing, 
however, their voices rang out as they sang the old songs. Brightness returned to their faces and even their 
posture changed. Over the course of their lives, worship had written its truths throughout the synaptic spaces of 
their brains. When reason and ordinary communications failed, the other worship-shaped parts of their brains 
continued to sustain them. 

Pointing beyond Oneself 

Strong, mature, resilient people are not all wrapped up in themselves. Perhaps it is counter-intuitive, but loving 
and serving others makes you stronger. As the supposed prayer of Saint Francis says, “It is in giving that we 
receive.”  At a minimum, sharing the sufferings of others puts my own problems in perspective. 

When I come to worship, I discover that the life is not centered on me. The triune God is the focus of our worship. 
God loves the entire world. Jesus came to seek and save the lost. The Spirit gives gifts that build up the body, and 
every part is needed. I am commanded to love my neighbor as myself and to give to the poor and to humbly serve 
my brothers and sisters as a slave. We pray for the church and the world and all in need. We ask, “thy kingdom 
come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” Everything in worship points me beyond myself, and that’s good 
for me. 

Putting People In touch with an Ancient and Enduring Reality 

There is a reason that so many people like to visit the seashore, the mountains or the desert. When we step away 
from the hectic world of daily life, nature provides us with a majestic vision of stability and permanence. The 
knowledge that there is something bigger and more permanent than we are is somehow comforting. Nature’s 
grand monuments seem larger than life and they make us feel small by comparison. They appear to be fixed 
features of the universe, unshakable, unchanging and enduring throughout time. Instinctively, we know that they 
are incomprehensibly older than we are and that they will survive long after we are gone. The sense of awe and 
wonder they inspire is palpable. Our souls are quieted in their presence. 

Nature’s beauty is real, but its apparent permanence is an illusion. Mountains erode. Shorelines move. Biospheres 
evolve. The land shifts, shakes, rises and falls. On a geological time scale, nature is anything but permanent. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prayer_of_Saint_Francis
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In worship, I encounter a reality more ancient than the mountains and more enduring than the skies. The God who 
meets me in worship is “the Ancient of Days” and the great “I am.” He is the creator of everything, the beginning 
and the end. The feelings I associate with the mountains, the sea and the sky I experience even more deeply and 
more profoundly when I bow before the king of the universe. 

Telling a Big Story that Gives Structure and Meaning to Life 

Soldiers tell stories. The “war story” is such a familiar cliché of Soldier life that just saying the words, “there we 
were” elicits a laugh. In over two decades of military service I have heard my share of I heard my share of war 
stories from those who preceded me. As I near the end of my career, I’m sure that the younger chaplains roll their 
eyes every time I introduce a story with “Way back when ….”  In addition to whatever it does for the narrator, 
telling a “there we were” story performs a number of functions for the Army itself. 

First, the telling of stories contributes to organizational continuity. When I heard the accounts of my Vietnam era 
forbears, I felt connected to the larger Army story.  The same thing happened when I listened to stories about 
chaplains in earlier conflicts. I see myself in the larger narrative. I am part of something that is bigger than I am and 
older than I am. 

Second, these stories contextualize the present. I learn how to see my current circumstances through a particular 
narrative lens. This goes far beyond simple “lessons learned” and “best practices” that we’ve inherited from our 
forebears. Rather, the historical narrative provides the framework by which I observe the present reality, orient 
myself to it, decide what to do and then act. 

The story of God’s dealings with humanity performs a similar function in a different context. The Biblical story (and 
its continuation in the story of the church) gives the corporate church its identity. My personal story is part of 
something larger and more enduring. The larger Biblical story puts my smaller personal story in the proper 
context.  That is, the larger narrative defines the smaller, and not the other way around. When the Biblical 
narrative is the lens through which I view reality, I discover that although the story is not all about me it still gives 
meaning to my life. This perspective is both liberating and empowering. 

In worship, I encounter God’s story from beginning to end. One of the things I love about liturgical worship is how 
it incorporates the Biblical story in its structure and in its components. If I am only engaging the Biblical story 
during one short reading from the text itself, I am missing much of worship’s power. Through repetition over the 
years, the story woven into the fabric of liturgical worship became my story. 

Significantly, the Biblical story embedded in Christian worship is different than the stories of the world’s 
institutions. God’s story is different because it leads me away from all those things that play such a prominent role 
in the world’s stories. Prosperity, power, fame, achievement, knowledge, comfort and self-fulfillment turn out not 
to be the stars of God’s show. 

The Biblical story is also different in another respect. The Army’s story is one of honor, service, sacrifice and 
courage. It is also too frequently a story of death, fear, loneliness, injury, pain and guilt. Most family stories tell of 
both love and dysfunction, both loyalty and betrayal. The story of science and industry is a mixed bag of wonder 
and progress mingled with unintended side effects. The story of commerce is filled with tales of success and 
prosperity, but it is also too often the story of poverty and oppression. And the story of political institutions speaks 
for itself. When we leave out the ugly parts of any story, we wind up with a false and grandiose narrative that is 
ultimately unsustainable, unsatisfying and unbelievable. The Biblical story (and the story of the church) also has its 
ugly parts which are essential to the narrative. There is no reason to hide them; the account of God’s salvation only 
makes sense when they are part of the story. In fact, the ugly parts of my own story find their meaning in God’s 
story. 
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Shaping Character over Time 

Worship shapes lives over a life-time. There are, to be sure, individual worship activities that are prominent in my 
memory, moments in which God strengthened me or pointed me in a new direction. God’s most important work, 
however, is not found in particular meaningful moments. Rather, over a life-time of worship God has shaped my 
character like a stone in a mountain stream.  Each of the stones in the stream was carved from the mountain by 
the forces of nature. Over centuries of erosion, the relentless force of the waters have worn down the rough 
edges, smoothed the surfaces and reshaped the originally jagged rocks into egg-shaped ovals. The process is 
imperceptibly slow. 

Character is essential to resiliency for the same reason that the “core” muscles of the abdomen are essential to 
overall physical fitness. Character is the foundation of how I respond to every situation in life. For example, I can 
teach a married couple how to work through their communication differences but I can’t teach them to want to do 
so. The stick-to-it never-give-up attitude necessary for resiliency is a part of one’s character. 

When I speak to Soldiers about character, I sometime ask them to picture in their mind who they are in their very 
best moments. Who is it they picture themselves to be when they are thinking about their idealized self? And then 
I ask them to take one step toward becoming that person. Every time that I attend worship, that’s what I am doing. 

Worship draws me forward toward the image of humanity that I see in Jesus. As my mind and heart mature in 
Christ, my vision of the Christian life grows even deeper and broader. All of God’s actions in worship – through 
story, symbol, sacrament, liturgy, community, and all the rest – contribute to my transformation and the renewing 
of my mind. 

It shouldn’t be surprising that worship is transformative. Even secular academics have begun to see the 
importance of social rituals and cultural liturgies in creating shared worldviews and shaping individual lives.  

Paul notes the connection between worship and personal transformation in Romans 12. 

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 
and pleasing to God–this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is–his 
good, pleasing and perfect will.  (Romans 12:1-2) 

The religious word for this process is “sanctification” and it is more God’s work than it is my own. Here again, God 
uses an ordinary human process for his extraordinary purposes. 

Of course worship isn’t the only thing that shapes character. One’s environment, experiences and actions also 
shape one’s character – for better or for worse.  And sometimes, it’s definitely for worse. It’s not true that 
whatever doesn’t kill you will make you stronger. Worship, however, does make me stronger as it strengthens the 
core of my being. 

Promoting Thankfulness 

If you search through the popular teachings on resiliency, you will find the word “positive” sprinkled liberally 
throughout the text. Positive people are resilient. Christian worship promotes a positive approach to life through 
its emphasis on thankfulness.  Christian worship is filled with thanksgiving, from extemporaneous prayers to the 
formal liturgy that accompanies Holy Communion. 
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Giving thanks may be the most basic act of mature religion. One can petition the gods or inquire of the spirits for 
purely selfish reasons. True thanksgiving takes worshipers one step beyond self-interest. Thanksgiving doesn’t 
repay God for what he has done and it doesn’t simply lay the groundwork for the next round of expected benefits. 
Honest thanksgiving is not manipulative. Rather, thanksgiving is the proper response to an act of grace. It is the 
humble acknowledgement of a gift that cannot be repaid. Thanksgiving is both a reality in the heart and an act of 
the will. 

It may be surprising that not only the rich, healthy and powerful know how to give thanks to God. The apostle Paul 
said that he had learned the secret of giving thanks in all circumstances. In American civil religion, it has been in 
times of struggle that Thanksgiving has played such a prominent role. 

Some people may dismiss this type of thanksgiving as naïve. How can you suggest that those who suffer should 
“count their blessings?” A thankful attitude, however, is not an unrealistic approach to life. Most of us would 
actually benefit by counting our blessings and putting our trials in perspective. Christian worship, however, insists 
that believers give thanks no matter how severe the circumstances are or what the balance sheet looks like. The 
scriptures are not naïve about how terrifying and miserable life may sometimes be. Consequently, a bubbly sense 
of thanksgiving is not the only mood appropriate to Christian worship. Christians lament, mourn, argue, cry and 
beg – but we also give thanks while we are doing these things. We stand on the promise that there is nothing in life 
or death that can separate us from the love of God, so even when our hearts are breaking we open our mouths to 
declare God’s praise. I’m not sure that the world understands this kind of thanksgiving. It’s both more honest and 
more “positive” than what I usually see in the positive thinking literature. 

Creating Hope 

Losing hope kills resiliency. People can endure almost anything and bounce back if they believe that things will 
change for the better. Hopelessness is a dangerous sign among those at risk for suicide. 

Christian worship creates hope, but not necessarily in a way that the world understands. Yes, you will hear 
Christians speak of God answering prayer and working miracles, but this is not the Christian’s final word on hope. 
The church lives with a theology of the cross that looks at Jesus’ crucifixion as a victory and not a defeat. The 
apostle Paul wrote, “We rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 
perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his 
love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” 

Jesus has promised us God’s kingdom and his works of healing and deliverance are signs of its coming.  The 
expectation of answered prayers and temporal salvation, however, are not the most important sources of hope. 
More significantly, faithful patience and Christian steadfastness are also a sign of the kingdom’s coming. These are 
the works, Paul says, of the Holy Spirit – the Holy Spirit whom Paul also describes as a down payment on the 
coming of the kingdom. Wherever the Holy Spirit is present there is hope. 

Consequently, spirit powered worship (and that’s the only kind there is) is itself a foretaste of the things hoped for. 
The message of the kingdom, the invitation to reconciliation, the sharing of the peace, the fellowship of the table 
and the consequent experience of wholeness and love all give worshippers a sneak preview of heaven. Christian 
worship, then, creates hope both in word and deed. 

This is especially important for warriors who have high aspirations for the people we try to help. Warriors see 
some of the most broken parts of the world and they lay their lives on the line to accomplish the mission. They 
watch their friends suffer or die. They see their enemies die, too. Even the innocent suffer. Christian warriors want 
all of this suffering to count for something. They want it to matter. Unfortunately, even in the best circumstances, 
war brings the bad with the good. The better peace which force brings is still a fractured, twisted peace, leaving 
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the most hopeful as the most disillusioned. The broken city of man never quite becomes the glorious city of God. 
Christian worship restores hope to those who have witnessed the worst moments in human existence. 

Facilitating Forgiveness and Acceptance 

When looking at the impact of combat on Soldiers, the concept of “moral injury” has gained a lot of traction in 
recent years. The Veterans Administration states: 

Events are considered morally injurious if they morally injurious if they “transgress deeply held moral beliefs 
and expectations.” Thus, the key precondition for moral injury is an act of transgression, which shatters moral 
and ethical expectations that are rooted in religious or spiritual beliefs, or culture-based, organizational, and 
group-based rules about fairness, the value of life, and so forth. In the context of war, moral injuries may stem 
from direct participation in acts of combat, such as killing or harming others, or indirect acts, such as 
witnessing death or dying, failing to prevent immoral acts of others, or giving or receiving orders that are 
perceived as gross moral violations . The act may have been carried out by an individual or a group, through a 
decision made individually or as a response to orders given by leaders. 

Brite Divinity School has established a program in “Soul Repair” that focuses on the topic of moral injury. Brite 
says: 

Moral injury results from having to make difficult moral choices under extreme conditions, experiencing 
morally anguishing events or duties, witnessing immoral acts, or behaving in ways that profoundly challenge 
moral conscience and identity and the values that support them. Moral injury is found in feelings of survivor 
guilt, grief, shame, remorse, anger, despair, mistrust, and betrayal by authorities. In its most severe forms, it 
can destroy moral identity and the will to live. The struggle of combat veterans to return to civilian life can be 
even more difficult than serving in war and last a lifetime. 

While the Veterans Administration challenges the notion that killing per se causes moral injury, retired Army 
psychologist Dave Grossman asserts that most people have a built-in aversion to taking life. From my experience, 
even killing that is rationally and legally justified may continue to trouble one’s conscience. We were not made to 
kill each other. 

For Christians, this is a both a theological truth and a neurological reality. The just use of lethal force reflects God’s 
own resolute opposition to evil, but only in a small, incomplete and distorted way. While the use of lethal armed 
force may be morally necessary to protect the innocent in this age, its use fall short of what Christians know to be 
God’s highest and best for humanity. 

Even those outside the police or the armed forces can experience guilt related to events that are rationally 
justifiable. 

 Giving a student the failing grade that ends her academic career. 

 Firing a bad employee. 

 Being in a car accident in which someone is hurt. 

 Not giving any money to the person begging at the intersection. 

 Failing to save the life of an injured person. 

 Calling the police about your neighbors. 

In each of these actions, the people involved may be innocent of any legal wrongdoing and justified in all their 
actions. Even if an honest examination of the facts exonerates them, they can still feel guilty. 

http://www.ptsd.va.gov/professional/pages/moral_injury_at_war.asp
http://www.brite.edu/programs.asp?BriteProgram=soulrepair_moral_injury
http://killology.com/art_psych_resistance.htm
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It is important to deal with both actual and perceived guilt. If I punch someone in the nose simply because I am 
angry with him, I have committed an offense against that person and the law. Whether or not I feel guilty, I am. As 
far as possible, I need to put things right with those I have injured. 

Perceived guilt presents itself in many ways. It can be focus very specifically on a particular event or it can be more 
general and diffuse. I can feel guilt for what I did or what I failed to do. I can even feel guilt about what it would 
have been impossible for me to do. Guilt can result from a general sense of responsibility for the bad outcomes 
associated with any enterprise with which I am associated. Sometimes I can even be weighed down by non-specific 
feelings of guilt, self-doubt, shame, powerlessness or a lack of self-worth. I may not even know why I feel guilty or 
less than acceptable as a human being. 

In the behavioral sciences, the Rational-Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) model suggests that much of our 
perceived guilt is irrational and unrealistic. Even when we have committed actual offenses against our neighbor, 
feelings of guilt don’t make things better for anyone. It is better to dispute dysfunctional emotions by examining 
the erroneous and often unconscious thought patterns that lie behind them. When we can take action to fix the 
things we’ve broken, we should do so. When there is nothing that we can do to change the negative circumstances 
we helped create, we must simply admit our own powerlessness. In the words of Reinhold Niebuhr, “God grant me 
the courage to change the things I can change, the serenity to accept those that I cannot change, and the wisdom 
to know the difference.” Clinging to guilt serves no purpose. 

While I think that rational self-talk is a useful tool, it doesn’t satisfy the deepest longing of my heart. 

Christian worship doesn’t attempt to rationalize my guilt or justify my behavior. Instead, it takes guilt on its own 
terms. Guilt is treated as guilt, and the church’s liturgy tackles it head on. The liturgy offers me an opportunity for 
confession, forgiveness and reconciliation. When the word is proclaimed, I hear the gospel of what God has done 
for me, in me and through me. In the passing of the peace, reconciliation becomes tangible as I grasp my 
neighbor’s hand. When I come to the table, the celebrant proclaims the word of Jesus, “This is the new covenant in 
my blood, poured out for you and for many, for the forgiveness of sins. Drink this in remembrance of me.” As I 
depart, I receive the words of priestly blessing, “The Lord make his face to shine upon you.” In the liturgy, 
forgiveness and reconciliation become real in ways that transcend human reason. 

Opening the Door to the Transcendent 

I close by returning the point at which I began: God is the focus of Christian worship. In the first post, I said that 
God works in worship to achieve his own purposes. I end by noting something that should be obvious: those who 
participate in Christian worship believe they are encountering God. 

I look to Biblical forebears like Isaiah and John the Seer to understand what happens in worship. The prophet Isaiah 
had visions of the Lord seated in the temple. 

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord, high and exalted, seated on a throne; and the train of his robe 
filled the temple.  Above him were seraphim, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, 
with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying.  And they were calling to one another: “Holy, 
holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” At the sound of their voices the doorposts 
and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man 
of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” 
Then one of the seraphim flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the 
altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your 
sin atoned for.” Isaiah 6:1-7 
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Fire and smoke were common occurrences in temple worship, rising from both the sacrificial fires and the altar of 
incense. Carvings of winged celestial beings covered the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies. Isaiah’s vision, 
then, takes place in the context of ordinary worship in the temple but the prophet “sees” what is actually 
happening behind the scenes. The human eye sees only burning sacrifices, chanting priests and buildings of stone. 
Isaiah sees the Lord in his heavenly temple. God himself is present in Israel’s sacrifices. 

Similarly, John the Seer was “in the Spirit” on “the Lord’s Day,” the day of the Christians’ assembly. He, too, sees 
that there is more at work here than meets the eye. John has visions of angelic beings, heavenly furnishings and 
worship at the very throne of God. 

When the church gathers to worship, the doors of heaven open. We join our voices “with angels and archangels 
and the whole company of heaven” to sing the hymn of the seraphim. To the human eye, everything looks very 
mundane. Scriptures are read. Prayers are prayed. Songs are sung. Some things appear silly. Other things appear 
mundane. Very little of it looks heavenly. Yet, in the midst of it all, I believe that I am standing at the very throne of 
God. 

For me, this is more an affirmation of faith than it is a mystical experience. It matters not whether I feel enraptured 
or whether I have a transcendent experience. I believe Christ’s promise that he is present when people gather in 
his name. By faith, I am united to the one who sits at the right hand of God the Father. I bow down before the 
lamb at the center of the throne. 

An outsider might look at me and say, “He has the delusion that he experiences a divine presence when he meets 
with other Christians on Sundays.” Even if the outsider thinks that I am deluded in my beliefs, it would be hard to 
deny that such a belief would have a powerful effect on a person. 

An older generation of psychologists did, in fact, regard religious belief itself as a delusion and religious experience 
tantamount to mental illness. The psychological literature was filled anecdotes of patients whose pathology 
exhibited itself in religious dimensions. Without going into an extended review of the history of psychology, suffice 
it to say that the contemporary generation of psychologists has a more balanced and less biased appraisal of 
religious belief. 

For me, my belief that I encounter the God of the universe in the religious worship of Jesus Christ has been 
overwhelmingly positive. It made me stronger and more healthy. I am not alone in that estimation. In the last 
decade, psychological research has shown this to be true for a large number of people. 

And, of course, I don’t think it’s a delusion. 
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