This article was published a week after the third episode of the Star Wars movie came out.
Worship Wars

Episode III

Overdue at a church near you

By Lowell Snow

The Lucas universe may be back in balance with the release of Star Wars, Episode III, but a real conflict that began a decade before Darth Vadar drew his first evil breath, still rages. Worship Wars, Episode I began during the 1960’s Jesus Movement as baby boomers began pushing for radical changes in worship, introducing youth musicals, lively choruses and variety to the order of service. Episode II followed in the eighties and nineties with praise teams, seeker friendly services, and PowerPoint.

These changes have helped many churches grow, but evangelicals, as a whole, aren’t any better off spiritually than they were in their traditional neighborhood churches of the 1950’s. Survey after survey reveals that the folks in the pew are worldlier now than then. At a time when our society is desperate for authentic spirituality, we’ve learned to grow bigger churches, but not bigger Christians.

We need an Episode III to bring these Worship Wars to a climactic and victorious conclusion. In fact, skirmishes have already begun, but most Worship War warriors, shell shocked by nearly four decades of battle, are standing back in fear. That’s because Worship Wars, Episode III will bring corporate prayer to the sanctuary and Christians instinctively know that the enemy hates prayer.
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Evangelical Christianity is presently experiencing a ground swell of prayer, both private and corporate. However, in Protestant churches, the increase in corporate prayer, is limited to prayer meetings, prayer ministries, and Bible studies. Some of these prayer warriors have begun to realize that what they’re experiencing in their small groups is desperately needed in their worship services.

Barna Research Group of Ventura, California (www.barna.org) has found that congregants ranked the importance of worship elements in the following order: 

1. prayer, 

2. sermon, 

3. communion, 

4. reflection, 

5. and music. 

With prayer seen as the most important element of worship and music a distant fifth, you would expect prayer to play a dominant roll in worship, especially corporate prayer that actually involves the worshiper. Not so in most Protestant churches.
Twenty-two worship profiles conducted this year in churches ranging from a rural Arkansas Freewill Baptist with two hundred worshipers to The Brooklyn Tabernacle in New York City with over 8,000 reveal this situation:

· The Baptist services had virtually no corporate prayer. 

· Assembly and Catholic congregations experienced twice the corporate prayer as Methodists, Presbyterian, and Christian churches. 

· In the Protestant churches, their contemporary services had much less prayer than their traditional ones. 

· Excluding the Brooklyn Tabernacle, the largest churches had the least prayer overall.

Why, at a time when worshipers want to pray more, do so many worship leaders ignore it? Have they forgotten these words of Jesus: "It is written…My house will be called a house of prayer…” Matt 21:13a (NIV)? Are they afraid? Perhaps some of both, but the problem may be more practical than spiritual. 

The most fearsome war machine of the twentieth century was the nuclear attack submarine. The reactor at the heart of these silent predators is the most efficient electrical generator on earth, but it can’t be used for municipal systems because it won’t ‘scale up’. In other words, it works great in a relatively small application, but not big. 

Prayer is a little like that, very powerful on a small scale, (when two or three are gathered in my name…Matt.18:20) but complicated and unwieldy on a large scale. That’s why corporate prayer comes naturally to a house-church in China, but is difficult in a large American congregation.

If there is ever to be a revival of corporate prayer in the sanctuary, battle weary worship leaders are going to have to train in the skills of large group prayer. 

I recently profiled the world famous Brooklyn Tabernacle in New York City. There were over 8,000 in attendance Sunday morning and about 2,500 at the Tuesday night prayer service. During the two hour and fifteen minute Sunday morning service, I documented over fifteen minutes of prayer. (11.4% of the service) Nearly seven minutes of that was corporate prayer. Needless to say, God has used Jim Cymbala (author of Fresh Wind, Fresh Fire) to build a praying church. 

The average Protestant church can’t model their services after Brooklyn Tabernacle, but I did see three things that would make a difference in any congregation. 

1. Every set of congregational music lead into corporate prayer. The music was great, but not an end in itself. 

2. They pray big. Miracles seem to be expected. 

3. Their consistent emphasis on corporate prayer, brings people through the door expecting to encounter God personally.

Most would agree that from the beginning, the primary motive for the Worship Wars has been to bring worshipers into a genuine encounter with God. Is it possible that the absence of corporate prayer was the main problem from the beginning, and we missed it? 

Some pastors and worship leaders may be afraid to start this final episode of the Worship Wars, but they must. It would be debilitating to quit before we finish what we set out to do. If the mutation of Anakin Skywalker into the evil Darth Vader was actually the end of the Star Wars story, fans would impale George Lucas with their battery powered light sabers. 

Corporate prayer is like the plans hidden in the memory of the robot, R2-D2, in the original 1977 movie. If not retrieved and put to good use, the war may be in vain.

Worship Wars, Episode III coming soon to a church near you.

Worship Profile of 16 Protestant churches





	Average time	% of Total


	min:sec


Sermons	26:20	38.7%


Total music 	16:23	21.6%


Announcements	4:07	5.4%


Monologue Prayer	3:46	5.0%


Invitation (altar call)	3:20	4.4%


Scripture reading	3:12	4.2%


Misc. talk	2:46	3.7%


Drama	2:35	3.4%


Offering	1:25	1.9%


Lord’s Supper	1:20	1.8%


Welcome guests	1:18	1.7%


Corporate Prayer	:24	.5%


Baptism	:13	.3%


Average service	1:14:20	








We lament the exclusion of prayer from the public school, but a tragedy equally destructive is the removal of meaningful congregational prayer from the evangelical church.





Corporate Prayer: - Prayer in which worshipers are lead to pray personally as opposed to monolog prayer in which they just listen to a public prayer.








