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About Me
(Or, Confessions of a Failed Pentecostal)

My formative years were spent in a small Pentecostal church in Rhode 
Island, a place where, my father used to brag, you could tell the Spirit 
moved because of the handprints on the ceiling.

The church was full of characters: Vietnam veterans, university pro-
fessors, Southern belles, and African immigrants. Pastor Gooding was a 
straight-shooting hellfire-and-brimstone preacher, accompanied by the 
accordion-playing, white-patent-leather-shoe-wearing Brother Nash. Sister 
Rankin, even at ninety years old, would get so excited that she’d stomp up 
and down screaming “Praeese ya Jeezus!” “Praeese ya Jeezus!” while Brother 
Kwame would let out a long, regal “Halleloooooyah.” College students 
tried to avoid Sister Reid because she’d grab them by the forehead and pray 
out the demons of education. (She also prayed demons out of my dog and 
spoke in tongues while driving—I learned much about prayer myself during 
those car rides.) Young women tried to avoid Brother Keith because he’d 
likely tell them that God had told him they should get married. Everyone 
tried to avoid “the world,” which included movies, rock music, long hair 
(for men), pants (for women), and jewelry (for anybody).

From the outside it might have seemed strange, but that church laid the 
spiritual foundation of my life. I grew to love Jesus there, learned the Bible 
(I can still quote many Scriptures in the King James Version), and came to 
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14  About Me

expect the Spirit to be at work in the world. However, once I left for college 
I found an increasing disconnect between my faith and my life. There was 
my “spiritual life”—reading the Bible, praying, and going to church—and 
then there was my “life life”—making music, learning German, and hang-
ing out with friends. In an effort to bridge that gap I attended a variety 
of churches, but the chasm only grew wider and I was soon a functional 
agnostic. I may have been an unsuccessful Christian but I was even worse as 
an agnostic, because I still had the nagging feeling that there was, indeed, 
a God, and I couldn’t shake Jesus’s claim to be the Son of God.

By my early twenties I was a failed Pentecostal, then a failed Baptist, 
and then a failed agnostic. At that point in my life I was introduced to the 
Reformed faith, with its focus on Christ’s reign over the arts, civic life, and 
“every square inch” of the earth.1 I discovered that I could be a Christian 
and a human simultaneously. I’ve been both ever since.

Shortly after this, I began leading worship. It turns out that my pop 
music background, classical training, and love of God were exactly what I 
needed for the job! My first church was in a Presbyterian (PCUSA) church in 
Pittsburgh. From there I moved to a Presbyterian (PCA) church in Florida. 
While teaching at a Christian college in Iowa (affiliated with the Reformed 
Church in America), I wrote a book called The Art of  Worship. It focused 
on leading praise bands. In a deliciously ironic twist of fate, that book was 
released right as I moved to my current church, Church of the Servant in 
Grand Rapids (Christian Reformed), which has no praise band.

In the last decade, I’ve become convinced that modern worshipers 
benefit when deeply connected to the roots and rhythms of the historic, 
global church. My work has focused on the psalms, global worship songs, 
and the ways worship and culture intersect. Yet even with all these changes, 
I still can’t shake my inner Pentecostal. The young, Pentecostal Greg 
is always questioning the current Greg: Are all your highfalutin’ ideas 
taking away your ability to worship from the heart? Is global, ecumeni-
cal worship simply a way of  keeping things from getting too intimate? 
Does structured worship keep you from hearing and responding to God 
in the moment?

This personal history is included here not because my life is particu-
larly interesting but rather because it is important for readers to know the 
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15 About Me

perspective from which this book is written. We each have our own faith 
story. Mine is the story of a spiritual mutt adopted into a Reformed home. 
I believe that my convictions are well-founded but don’t want to ignore the 
wisdom of other perspectives. It’s a tricky balance, and I pray that God’s 
grace shines through in the pages that follow.
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About This Book

This book began to take shape on trips to Indonesia, Uganda, and Ukraine, 
where I’ve taught and learned from a wide variety of brothers and sisters in 
Christ. The common denominator in all of these situations was that local 
musicians and pastors were lacking adequate training materials. Topics I 
assumed would be a review turned out to be a revelation for leaders who 
were patching together their worship philosophy from whatever they came 
across on YouTube or saw in other local churches. Closer to home, a friend 
who worked in a prison congregation asked if I could recommend a book 
on worship that would provide a simple overview of worship and worship 
leading. There are lots of great resources but nothing that laid out all the 
basics in one book.

What is missing is a primer on worship. Whether we’re in Peru, Peoria, 
or prison, we all need to learn the fundamentals. It took me over twenty 
years of leading, reading, and teaching to slowly piece together my wor-
ship theology and practice. I hope I can save you some time by putting it 
all into one book.

As a starting point, this book is biblical. “All Scripture is inspired by 
God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training 
in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, 
equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Scripture is the founda-
tion upon which we build. (I’ll be using the NRSV translation throughout, 
unless otherwise noted.)
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Second, you will quickly notice that this book gives special consideration 
to historical worship forms. This is not some strange nostalgia for the 
“good old days,” but instead a conviction that we need to allow the “cloud 
of witnesses” (Heb. 12:1) to speak into our modern context. The longer 
a worship practice has been a part of Christian worship (psalm singing, 
for example), the more likely we should continue its practice today. This 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t look to the future or try new things; it simply 
means that each new generation doesn’t need to reinvent the wheel.

Third, this book is for worship directors. I use the term “worship direc-
tor” throughout to denote someone who is responsible for worship deci-
sions, planning, and leading leaders. Many musicians will read it, of course, 
but this book is written for anyone who is involved in a church’s worship 
leadership, from pastors honing nonpreaching worship skills, to worship 
committees providing direction, to dancers who want to learn more about 
the context in which they contribute their choreography.

Finally, this book is personal. I wish I could tell you that the Holy Spirit 
dictated these chapters directly into my laptop or that this book defines, 
once and for all, the right way to worship. But instead you will find my 
best attempt at boiling down everything I’ve learned from the Bible, the 
church of yesterday and today, and the fellowship of worshipers throughout 
the planet. Some of this will be my own story, but I hope it will also be 
our story. I have tried to discern the unity underlying a variety of worship 
traditions, allowing readers to apply the ideas to their own cultural or 
denominational context.

No single book can be the last word on worship, but I’d be honored if 
God would use this book as a first word on worship, opening a door for 
those who serve local congregations by leading worship.
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Beginning with a Funeral

Before you begin: Plan your own funeral.

Before you start reading this book, I’d like you to do something that 
might strike you as unusual: I want you to plan your own funeral. You 
don’t have to work out all the details, but I want you to make a list of 
elements you’d like to include. What Scriptures would you use? What 
verses have sustained you throughout life? What passages summarize 
your life’s mission? Which are appropriate for a funeral? (For me, Psalm 
103 would be at the top of the list.) What songs would you want people 
to sing? Do you have a theme song, a hymn that reflects your life and 
faith, or music used at a spouse’s or grandparent’s funeral you would 
want your loved ones to sing at your funeral too? Would there be a 
sermon? Who would you like to preach it? Are there any other things 
you would want included in your funeral service?

At the start of each chapter, spend some time with each “before 
you begin” section, alone or in a group, writing down your thoughts. 
These are meant to prepare you to engage each topic more deeply 
and more personally.

It might seem odd or morbid to begin a book on worship by planning our 
own funeral, but beginning with the end in mind helps clarify what is most 
important. It helps us think beyond the ever-changing styles and mundane 
disagreements that occupy our minds on a day-to-day basis, asking the 
question: What kind of  worship do I want to take to the grave with me? 
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Once we know where we want to go, it becomes a lot easier to take steps 
in our weekly worship that bring us closer and closer to our goal.

Unfortunately, there are many forces competing for our attention, keep-
ing us from focusing on life-sustaining worship that leads us ever nearer to 
Christ. Instead of shaping us into Christ’s image, our worship too often 
looks just like us and our personal preferences. I once gave the “plan your 
own funeral” assignment to a group of seminarians, and one of them de-
cided he would lead most of the service via prerecorded video, the sanctu-
ary would be decorated with hunting pictures and his favorite guns, and 
his casket would be transported to the gravesite using his pickup truck. 
This has the makings of the world’s creepiest funeral. More importantly, 
a future pastor should have deeper, more substantial thoughts about his 
final worship service.

But this man is not alone. Most of us, whether worship directors or 
worshipers, become so focused on the details of worship that we lose sight 
of the big picture. We ask all the wrong questions: What would my people 
like? Who will get upset about it? How long will it take? Instead, we should 
be asking questions that will help us go deeper: What does the Bible say? 
How have Christians worshiped in the past? What do my people need?

We need to get back to the basics. We need to lay a strong foundation 
built on Scripture and the saints who have gone before us so that we can 
lead worship that will sustain a healthy faith in our cultural context. This 
book is written for, and dedicated to, those unsung heroes who love God 
and want to help their churches worship well but are not quite sure how 
to get started.

For Discussion

 1. Share a few highlights of your funeral plan with a group, a friend, 
or family.

 2. By spending some time on your “final” worship service, did you 
gain any insight into the worship services in which you’re currently 
involved?

 3. Make a list of recurring questions you have about worship. What is 
it you’d like to learn from this book?
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1
What Is Worship?

Before you begin: How do you define worship?

You might have a working definition of worship, but it’s likely that your 
actual worship leading is far more developed than any definition you’ve 
come up with. That’s okay. But it’s important to periodically take a step 
back and consider the big picture of what we do on Sunday morning 
and beyond. Take a quiet ten minutes to carefully consider your defi-
nition of worship. Do your best to capture your thoughts in a paragraph 
or less. Bonus points if your definition would fit on a bumper sticker! If 
you’re in a group, take the time to share your answers with one another.

Defining Worship

Worship is just as difficult a word to define as love. No definition will ever 
capture all its facets. Like love, it is far better to experience worship than to 
define it. On the other hand, without reflection we may find ourselves going 
through the motions week after week without any real vision of what we’re 
doing or why. Spending time looking at the big picture of what worship is—or 
could be—may just transform our weekly worship in our local congregation.

While thousands of worship definitions have been written, a handful 
in particular bear repeating. One of the most profound definitions comes 
from Archbishop of Canterbury William Temple:
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Worship is . . .
the quickening of conscience by His holiness;
the nourishment of mind with His truth;
the purifying of imagination by His beauty;
the opening of the heart to His love;
the surrender of will to His purpose—
and all of this gathered up in adoration, the most selfless emotion of which 

our nature is capable and therefore the chief remedy for that self-centeredness 
which is our original sin and the source of all actual sin.1

See how Temple shows each part of our being transformed by God’s 
very nature. Worship is not something we try to manufacture out of noth-
ing; instead, it is a response to who God is. Because God is beautiful, our 
imaginations are purified. We magnify God by squealing like children, “I 
want to be like that!”

My pastor, Jack Roeda, came up with a definition of worship that gives 
keen insight into the relationship between the Christian life and Christian 
worship:

Worship is the essence of our faith in ritual form.

Jack’s definition shows us that any joy or sorrow, any triumph or tribula-
tion we could experience in our life with Christ is distilled into an hour of 
time on Sunday morning. We don’t leave our “real” life behind when we 
come to worship; we give it to God in prayer, song, and preaching. Also 
implied in Jack’s definition is that worship—the compact version of our 
whole faith—can be lived throughout the rest of the week.

My own definition may not add much to the above, but it would be unfair 
to make readers write down a definition of worship if I weren’t willing to 
take part in the same exercise. For years I had either relied on definitions 
like William Temple’s or had simply been satisfied with a functional defi-
nition of worship—we worship when we do XYZ. My lack of reflection 
came to a head in a meeting with my church’s youth group in which they 
were free to ask questions about our church’s worship. The youth group 
leader, Trent, began the meeting by turning to me and saying, “Let’s start 
with Greg: Greg, what is worship?” I stammered and stalled, said something 
about worship being hard to define—like love—and pretty much wiped 
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25 What Is Worship?

away any confidence the youth may have had in me being able to answer 
their questions.

I kicked myself all the way home and determined I would not miss an 
opportunity like that ever again. Later that night I came up with this: 

Worship is tuning ourselves to the Trinity.

This bumper sticker–sized bonbon is not only pleasingly poetic but also 
gathers meaning as it’s unpacked. The word tuning has musical connota-
tions, of course, but I used the word mostly for its spiritual meaning. Paul 
admonishes us, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your minds” (Rom. 12:2). One of the things worship 
does is remind us of who God is. When we come to worship we hear God’s 
perfect pitch and we recalibrate our lives to that pitch. Once we’re in tune, 
we vibrate sympathetically to God’s perfect pitch. This tuning happens 
at a deep, intuitive level and is nothing we can do on our own—it is all 
in response to God. I chose the word ourselves because it’s important to 
remember that both worship and the Christian life must be done in com-
munity. Trinity is a word too infrequently used when considering worship. 
At the heart of the divine nature is God’s united three-ness. If we are to 
worship the true God, it must be as the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. If 
we are to be tuned to God’s character, it must be in harmony with the 
Three-in-One.

None of these definitions do worship justice. Worship is a profound 
experience of God that will only be fully revealed in eternity. However, our 
attempts at defining worship will hopefully open us up to a more profound, 
more expansive vision of worship. It is too easy to trivialize worship with 
functional definitions (“three songs and a sermon”) or slogans (“get your 
praise on”). It reminds me of the recent trend for couples to write their own 
wedding vows: “I, Julie, take you, Brad, to hug and snuggle . . .” Having 
never been married, these couples have no way of imagining the joy and 
pain of “in sickness and in health, until death do us part.” In the same way, 
we want to make sure to set our sights on worship that is ever deeper and 
more satisfying. God will not disappoint us but will fill us “abundantly 
far more than all we can ask or imagine” (Eph. 3:20).
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Worship: One Word, Many Meanings

One of the difficulties of defining worship is that we’re often talking 
about different things. The word worship can mean a worship service—
a specific time, often on Sunday morning, when we gather to take part 
in a group ritual called church. It can mean the worship we offer God 
with our whole lives as “a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God” 
(Rom. 12:1). Recently the word worship has come to refer to the music 
time at church, as in “praise and worship.” This creates confusion when 
we discuss worship and we often end up arguing about definitions of 
entirely different things!

For example, you might describe worship as passionate and joyous. 
That may be a positive trait for a set of worship music, but what about 
preaching? Should that always be joyous? What about a funeral service? 
Is that not also worship? What about Scripture, which shows us examples 
of worship being terrifying, heartrending, or focused on the law of God?

Some people point out that a walk in the woods is worshipful because 
they are immersed in God’s good creation. Or they say they worship God 
by feeding the hungry. Certainly, these are good examples of worshiping 
God with our lives, but should they take the place of meeting with God’s 
people to remember God’s work in Christ and hear Scripture preached?

As Bob Kauflin, music director of Sovereign Grace, recounts in Wor-
ship Matters, “I once heard a woman describe how Bono and U2 taught 
her more about worship than any Sunday morning worship leader.”2 
Similar statements have been applied to Sufjan Stevens, Brahms, and 
Bruce Springsteen. In fact, I was at a Sufjan Stevens concert when, dur-
ing intermission, the guy who came to the concert with me said, “This 
is what worship should be like.” (Point of etiquette: don’t unfavorably 
compare a concert to worship when you know the person you’re talking 
to is a worship director—especially when that worship director bought 
your ticket.) Even though I found the concert absolutely soul-stirring, 
I was offended that this person used it as an opportunity to denigrate 
worship at the local church. Though both involve music, they are fun-
damentally different experiences. I’m with Bob in his response to that 
woman: “That’s an alarming statement. Our goal as worship leaders is 
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unlike that of any concert and is far more significant. We’re seeking to 
impress upon people the greatness of the Savior whose glory transcends 
our surroundings and technology.”3

Confusion arises because Bob and I are working with a definition of 
worship that means “worship service” or “music in the context of a wor-
ship service.” These other people are working with a definition of worship 
as “music that moves me deeply.”

Worship/praise

Worship service

Worship in all of life

So how can we clarify these three meanings? John Witvliet, director 
of the Calvin Institute of Worship, shows these three definitions as three 
concentric circles.4 The outside circle is “Worship in all of life.” This is our 
Romans 12 living sacrifice worship. Inside that is the “worship service,” 
the hour we spend together on a Sunday morning. “Worship/praise” is a 
circle within the worship service. It is the music and singing part of the 
worship service; in common usage it often connotes a modern praise and 
worship style. This gets us started in understanding how the different 
types of worship relate to each other, allowing us to quickly narrow our 
discussions to the specific meaning we intend.

However, one of the difficulties in discussing the various meanings of 
worship is that while we need to separate the definitions for clarity, as hu-
mans we experience these three separate aspects of worship in fluid and 
overlapping ways. Yes, there is danger in equating a U2 concert or working 
at a soup kitchen with a Sunday morning worship service, yet they are all 
part of our lives as Christians.
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How could John’s diagram be adapted to show the dynamic relationship 
between these three types of worship—not only the meaning of worship 
but also our experience of worship? Let’s begin with the worship service. 
As we see in the diagram, worship music is naturally part of the worship 
service. Of course, we all know that it’s not the only part of a worship 
service. Worship services also include preaching and other elements such 
as communion, prayer, and confession. All of these are “worship” just as 
much as the worship music.

While worship music is, theoretically, a neutral term, it often connotes 
a musical style—modern praise music led by a band. While modern praise 
music is great, we want to be careful not to exclude other expressions. For 
example, we don’t want to focus so much on joyous praise that we lose the 
ability to lament—to bring our sorrows to the Lord in prayer and song. 
We also don’t want to restrict our music style to one genre but rather re-
main open to the multitude of musical expressions Christians have used 
throughout the history and geography of the church: chant, hymns, psalms, 
and folk songs from around the world.

Now let’s look at life worship. This is the way we offer ourselves to God 
every day with our whole lives. When we assess our spiritual health, we may 
quickly think about how consistent we’ve been with our “quiet time,” the 
time we’ve spent with the Lord in prayer and Bible study. Or we may think 
about spiritual aspects of our lives such as evangelism or fellowship. All of 

Worship 
Service

Lament

Prayer

Communion

Preaching

Worship 
Music

Confession
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these are good and important but they are only a small part of life worship. 
God wants our whole lives, not just the specifically religious parts of them. 
For example, if we work in law or engineering, are we serving God any less 
than a pastor or missionary? I hope not! If we are working for justice for 
the oppressed, is that any less spiritual than attending Wednesday night 
prayer meeting? I would suggest that the prayer meetings and justice work 
are inseparable, like breathing in and breathing out.

Still, our lives consist of so much more than serious things such as 
vocation, prayer, and justice. Much of our time is spent with recreation, 
entertainment, and the mundane stuff of life. Is our understanding of our 
place in God’s world big enough to incorporate sports? Can we play soccer 
“unto the Lord” and “with all our heart”? If not, a lot of our time is being 
spent in disobedience to God’s will! I hope our faith is broad enough to 
see all of life as a gift from God to be lived as an act of worship. This is 
precisely where U2 comes in. Attending a concert is an appropriate way of 
taking part in the fullness of life as a Christian. However, though it may 
be worshipful music, it is part of life worship rather than worship music. 
The same is true of evangelism—it is part of our calling as Christians but 
doesn’t necessarily belong in the worship service.

Our understanding of worship, though, shouldn’t be primarily focused 
on how to separate life into tidy little boxes but rather on how all the facets 
of our life come together into a cohesive whole. The two arrows in the 

Life  
Worship

Evangelism Sports

Justice

Vocation

U2
Bible Study  

& Prayer

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Greg Scheer, Essential Worship
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2016. Used by permission.



30  Principles

diagram below are the most important part of the diagram—and the most 
important part of any theology of worship. They show that life worship and 
the worship service flow back and forth in a symbiotic relationship. What 
we do in church spills out into our everyday lives and what we experience 
in our everyday lives flows back into worship.

This has huge implications for both the worship service and our life 
worship. When we come into a worship service, we may be tempted to, as 
the song says, “forget about ourselves, and concentrate on Him.”5 Instead 
we are invited to bring our daily struggles into worship with us to give to 
God. When we leave church on Sunday, we don’t think of the rest of the 
week as a struggle to keep from being dragged down into the world. Instead 
we are given strength in worship to work for God’s kingdom to come and 
for God’s will to be done throughout the week.

Catholics have a good way of naming this relationship. They call the wor-
ship service the “source and summit” of the Christian life.6 It is the source 
in that all good living is named and rehearsed in worship: we acknowledge 
that God is the only true authority in the world, we celebrate Jesus’s full 
work on the cross, and we recognize that we are sinners saved by grace 
and called to serve in joy. It is the summit in that there is nothing we can 
experience in our “real” lives that is not discussed in Scripture and cannot 
be brought to God in worship. Further, we have a sympathetic advocate 
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in Jesus Christ, who has fully experienced our human condition and now 
intercedes for us with the Father (Rom. 8:31–39). As the hymn says, “There 
is no place where earth’s sorrows are more felt than up in heaven.”7

This is good news for Christians! We don’t have to hide our true selves 
in worship but rather can bring our full beings—warts and all—into God’s 
presence. We are not thrown out of the doors of the church to face Monday 
unprepared, because worship provides a training ground for the Christian 
life. Indeed, God wants us to be fully Christian, fully human, and fully 
integrated. Worship is the key to this integration. The rhythms of worship 
and life flow back and forth like the beat of the heart, filling us with life.8

Gospel singer Mahalia Jackson boiled down the whole subject when 
she sang “I’m Going to Live the Life I Sing about in My Song.” She knew 
that a holy song was worthless if not backed up by a holy life. God said it 
like this through the prophet Amos:

Take away from me the noise of your songs;
I will not listen to the melody of your harps.
But let justice roll down like waters,
and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 5:23–24)

Mahalia and Amos don’t want us to stop singing: they want our song—
and worship—to be completely integrated with our lives.

For Discussion

 1. How did you define worship at the beginning of the chapter? In your 
definitions and practice, have you focused more on life worship, wor-
ship service, or worship music? Is there one you’ve ignored?

 2. What changes in your thinking or practice could strengthen the con-
nections between worship service and life worship? How would that 
make you a better worshiper? A better Christian?

 3. The ancient way of stating the relationship between worship and life 
is Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi, Lex Vivendi. (As we worship, so we 
believe, so we live). Do you think it is true that worship shapes our 
beliefs and actions? Is it the only thing or just one of the things that 
shapes us?
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