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Why Do We Gather for Worship?
      

 
How often do you think about your breathing? 
How often do you actually pay attention to what 
your lungs and heart are doing every few 
moments of every day and night to keep you 
breathing, to keep you taking in oxygen, to keep 
you alive? We tend not to notice unless we are 
trying to catch our breath, or have exercised 
vigorously, or have trouble breathing – Asthma, a 
heart condition. I have had a few occasions of 
visiting someone in ICU on a ventilator or 
breathing machine and appreciate the pure gift of 
being able to breathe on your own. My guess is 
for the most part, we take breathing for granted – 
and yet it is absolutely essential to life itself. 
 
This morning is the first Sunday of a 4 week 
series on worship –where we want to intentionally 
step back and ask about why and how we 
worship - what is at the heart of worship – 
particularly from a Mennonite perspective. I 
encourage you over the next few weeks to read 
the study guide on line or with a hard copy and 
come to the adult study classes on this topic that 
start in November. As a congregation, we have 
called ourselves ‘a worshipping congregation’ – a 
place where worship is important and central to 
our identity. We hope this gives a chance to step 
back and ask why, to reflect on worship as the 
central act of the church – which grounds all our 
mission and nurture and service to the world. And 
breathing is a wonderful image to start with. 
 
Like breathing, worship is absolutely essential to 
Christian life – it is the lifeblood – even if we 
often take it for granted. In worship, we breathe in 
God’s love and grace – a transforming 
encounter with the living God. Our breath fills our 
lungs and circulates through our bodies – we 
honestly engage with ourselves and our world – it 
defines our very identity. And then we breathe 

out – our worship always sends us back into the 
world, transformed and renewed. In worship, we 
want to breathe deeply – to the very core of our 
being. I invite us this morning to reflect on these 
three movements of breathing and of worship.  
The Scripture from Isaiah will guide us. 
 
We begin by breathing in. In Isaiah 6 the prophet 
recounts an amazing vision of worship and 
encounter with the Holy living God. There is 
perhaps no grander vision – this is the 
transcendent God in full splendour and glory. The 
Lord is seated on a throne, high and exalted with 
seraphs flying all around calling to one another 
“Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord Almighty. The whole 
earth is full of God’s glory.” The very Temple 
shakes and is filled with smoke. You can hardly 
take it in. This is worship at its holy awesome 
best –a pure and transforming encounter with the 
living God. There is a divine-human encounter – 
we meet God and it shakes us to our very core. 
Worship is dangerous. We come face to face with 
the Creator of the Universe. As Anne Dillard 
says “If we really knew what we were doing when 
we come to church on Sunday, we would 
come – not dressed in our Sunday finery – but 
wearing crash helmets on our heads.”  
 
In our day and age, coming to church on a 
Sunday morning and entering into worship is a 
cultural oddity, a cross cultural act. Why bother 
when there are so many other things you could 
be doing. I just heard a radio host on Friday 
describe the perfect Sunday morning - sitting 
back with a coffee and watching first international 
rugby and then a Manchester United soccer 
game. 
 
For others it is a time to sleep in or shop or play 
with the kids or go to Tim Hortons. Can’t we 

 

 



believe in God, but not come to worship? And yet 
you have all come to worship this morning. 
You recognize that we are spiritual beings who 
require spiritual sustenance. We are created for 
companionship with our Creator. We were 
created to worship. We need to breathe.  
 
And yes, we can meet God in many ways on our 
own or in other settings, but after awhile that 
breathing gets shallow, it loses focus, it cannot be 
sustained. It is when 2 or 3 are gathered, when 
we worship with others, as the body of Christ, 
that we are freed to breathe more deeply. And 
that worship can only begin with encountering 
God.  
 
The authors in Preparing Sunday Dinner write 
“Worship begins with meeting the living God. No 
other reason for gathering is adequate – not even 
our well-intentioned desire for Christian fellowship 
or our need for instruction or encouragement. 
Unless we encounter God, we have not 
worshipped.” (Preparing Sunday Dinner, p.32) 
 
We will encounter God is so many ways. 
Sometimes it will be in the transcendent, all 
inspiring, overwhelming way described by Isaiah. 
I remember one time as a youth attending the 
annual Alberta conference SongFest. There was 
a mass choir and what felt like thousands of 
people all praising God. We were in the middle of 
singing a basic hymn “O Come Loud Anthems let 
us sing” - and we hit the chorus “Great is the 
Lord, what tongue can frame, an equal honour to 
his name!” and I was simply overwhelmed and 
overcome by the music, by the power, by the 
Holy Spirit in that room in pure worship to God. 
The room was shaking and so was I.  
 
But God also comes to us in an intimate imminent 
way – as friend, compassion companion, tender 
healer, and encourager. This may happen in 
silence or times of reflection, times when we give 
space for God to move and be noticed. Perhaps 
we err on not always providing that space in 
worship to meet God. We sometimes have too 
many words. I like to think of worship as Holy 
Space. This is a time when we give space to 
encounter God – to meet God face to face – to 
enter into the Holy. 
 
That’s what it means to breathe in, in worship, to 
have a transforming encounter with the living 
God. 
 
After we breathe, our breath, the oxygen, goes to 
our lungs and circulates throughout our body – 
exchanging oxygen and carbon dioxide. What 
happens in worship as we hold our breath? One 
of the significant things that happens in worship is 
that we tell the truth – about ourselves, about our 

community, about our world. Worship puts us 
face to face with the truth of our realities and it 
confirms our ultimate identity. For Isaiah, his face 
to face encounter with the holy, living God 
confronted him with the reality of his uncleanness 
– not only personally, but of his whole people. 
“Woe to me, I am ruined! For I am a person of 
unclean lips and live among a people of unclean 
lips.” His prophet eyes were opened to see 
himself and his people through God’s eyes and to 
recognize their sin – to recognize how justice 
ignored in the county, how the poor were taken 
advantage of and how the Word of the Lord was 
forsaken. The only possible response is 
confession.  
 
Worship of God puts before us an alternative 
view of the world and the universe. It 
tells the truth. It puts Kingdom values first. It re-
orients our perspectives. It points us again to 
justice and righteousness. It reminds us that 
humans are not ultimately in control of our world 
or its destiny. It persuades us again and again 
that our ultimate allegiance is to God.  
 
Who do we truly worship? Our country? Our jobs 
and security? Our consumerism? Our wants and 
needs? Or a God who lays down his life for our 
salvation. Worship is a political act because it 
declares whom we ultimately serve and give our 
loyalty to.  
 
A few Sundays ago in Rebecca’s Amos class, 
we read from chapter 5 about God hating, 
despising, taking no delight in our festivals and 
solemn assemblies – our worship, our offerings – 
but let justice roll down like waters, and 
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (Amos 
5:21-24) Our life needs to be consistent with 
our worship if it is to have integrity and value and 
be pleasing to God.  
 
Like Isaiah and the people of Israel, we will fall 
short.  But there is good news. The passage does 
not stop with confession. “Then one of the 
seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand 
and touched my mouth – See, this has touched 
your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin 
atoned for.” God is a God of forgiveness and 
grace and is eager and ready to offer cleansing 
and forgiveness.  
 
In worship, God meets us in our human condition 
and offers a word of grace and salvation. In 
worship we are transformed, we are changed, we 
are made new again – a new Creation. Our 
simple, everyday lives are put into a larger 
perspective of God’s grace and love.  
 
Note how communal worship is. We do not 
worship alone even as each individual worshipper 
contributes their part and is changed by the 



experience.  John Rempel writes “For Christians, 
worship is not a private gathering of like-minded 
people; it is an event in which we participate 
because we have been given a relationship with 
one another through Jesus ChristE Christian 
worship is corporate in its very essence: the 
fullness of the Spirit falls upon the gathered 
community; the fullness of the Word is heard 
here. In [worship], the broken bones of the body 
of Christ are reset and restored to health. 
[Though] worship happens in many settings – in 
the serenity of a lakeside at dawn, in the fervour 
of a peace rally, in the intensity of a concert 
performance – it is grounded in the weekly 
gathering of the church on the Lord’s Day.” (“An 
Anabaptist Perspective on Music in Worship” in 
Music in Worship: A Mennonite Perspective, ed. 
Bernie Neufeld – Herald Press, 1998, p.32)  
 
We need the people of God to worship. We need 
to gather regularly with other Christians – even if, 
or maybe especially because, we are not all the 
same and we bring different insights and gifts that 
expand and enlarge our understanding and 
experience of God. Once again, through 
corporate worship, we become a part of a larger 
story – the larger story of God – the story we find 
ourselves in.  
 
We are not limited to our narrow 21st century 
North American perspective but find ourselves a 
part of the whole story of humanity and God 
throughout the ages. I think about the deep 
breathing that happens in a choir or as we sing 
congregational songs. Our own single breath may 
be small, but when we all breathe together, that 
collective breath seems to reach down much 
deeper – to the depths of our corporate souls. We 
breathe then as one and can sing our praises 
with depth, vigour, intensity and power. 
 
And then we breathe out. After all our breathing 
in and circulating of that breath, after 
encountering God, after truth-telling and 
confession, after receiving God’s grace and 
forgiveness, after pledging our ultimate loyalty 
and being transformed, we breathe out again – 
we are sent by God back into the world. In Isaiah, 
it is rather straightforward. I heard the voice of 
the Lord saying “Whom shall I send? And who 
will go with us? And I said, “Here I am, Send 
me.” Worship does not remain, cannot remain, 
trapped within these 4 walls – it sends us out – it 

makes a difference in how we live our lives and 
how we follow Christ in the world. This larger 
story has formed and transformed us again and 
again, so that it becomes the story that shapes 
how we live. Our response to worship is to live 
lives of integrity, honesty, justice, love and 
hospitality that witness to God’s loving, creative, 
reconciling work in the world. Worship has 
shaped us for lives of witness, service, 
peacemaking and sharing of the gospel in our 
world.  
 
Here I am. Send me. Send us. 
 
Sunday to Sunday worship can at times feel 
rather ordinary. It is not always so grand and 
deeply moving. We are very human in our 
worship and our leading. On a particular Sunday, 
the singing may be a little flat, the children’s story 
may miss the point, the preaching may be dull or 
longwinded, the sharing unwieldy and the 
fellowship and mood disheartening. And yet, 
each and every worship service witnesses to our 
ultimate worship of God. Worship is a foretaste of 
the feast to come – it is a foretaste of the eternal 
worship around the Lamb’s throne promised in 
Revelation. Worship sustains us and helps us 
flourish week to week, but worship also 
empowers us to be faithful signs of God’s reign in 
the world and to point to God’s coming Kingdom, 
already here, but not fully realized.  
 
That is why we worship. Worship is a high calling 
and the central act of the church.  And so worship 
becomes this fluid dynamic rhythm of breathing in 
and out, of encountering God and being sent into 
the world, of bringing the issues and concerns 
and struggles of our lives before God, and 
experiencing healing and transformation, of 
declaring our ultimate loyalties and having those 
values shape our very lives, of confession and 
grace, of being loved and loving our 
world, of silence and listening, of speech and 
action, of coming in and going out. We bring our 
very best to worship, because worship is so 
significant. It is the central act of the church. It is 
a foretaste of God’s coming KingdomE  
 
Breathe In. Breathe Out. Holy, Holy, Holy is the 
Lord Almighty. The Whole earth is full of God’s 
Glory! Let it be so!  Amen.

 

 

 


