What’s Old Is New Again
Preface from The New Worship Awakening 
by Robert Webber


During the last decades of the twentieth century, the church growth experts have been saying “go contemporary or die.” Recently, I have been hearing a different voice. This new voice is saying “maybe we should look at how people who came before us worshiped.”


Consider this: First, some pastors have confided in me that contemporary worship, which is all that they have ever known or done, now feels thin, even lifeless and rote; second, in Christian colleges all over this country students are turning toward a much more quiet worship such as candlelight prayer vespers, Taizé music, and Celtic worship; third, Kirk Dearman, the composer of the acclaimed chorus “We Bring the Sacrifice of Praise,” has recently released a new CD Come to the Quiet, a call to quiet meditative prayer characterized by a Celtic sound. These examples and more have been ringing in my ear, so I decided to do a research survey to find out what’s going on.

Survey Shows New Trends

I created a survey and administered it to 176 “twenty somethings” from 38 states, 41 denominations, and 14 countries. The survey listed a number of words associated with worship and asked that they be categorized under five headings: very important; important; neutral;  unimportant; very unimportant. I will list the results of the survey by presenting the ten top categories in each area and make a few interpretive comments:

Top 10 Very Important To Me


Top 10 Important to Me
Encounter with God




Silence in worship

Depth / Substance




More contemplative

More frequent communion



Experience of community

Experience of community



Challenging preaching

Worship with the senses



Hospitality

Participatory worship




Participatory worship

Challenging sermons 




More frequent communion

More use of Scripture 




More hymns

More contemplative 




Flow in worship

Experience of transcendence 



More Scripture

I think it is significant to look at a combination of the “Very Important to Me” and “Important to Me.” By putting these two categories together, the following trends emerge:

· The strongest and deepest desire of the twenty-something worshiper is to have a genuine encounter with God.

· This longing for an encounter with God is not merely a desire for an individualistic encounter, but one that takes place within the context of genuine community.

· It follows that there is high concern to recover depth and substance in worship.

· That there is a deep desire to return to a more frequent and meaningful experience of communion should be no surprise, for here is where a deep, substance-filled encounter with God is most fully experienced on the personal level.

· Another significant way in which we experience God shows up in the demand for challenging sermons and more use of Scripture.

· Worship of the future will be more participatory. Worship is not a lecture or a concert done to us or for us. In authentic worship we reenact and proclaim God’s story.

· It is not surprising that this generation wants a more creative use of the senses. The current communication revolution has shifted us toward a participation that is more visual.

· Worship will include more time to be quiet, characterized by moments of contemplative music and times for quiet personal reflection and intimate relationship with God.

· Worship will focus more on the transcendence and otherness of God even as the demand for an encounter with the nearness of God remains high.

Now the question remains: What are we to make of this survey?

The current change in worship taste and style is indeed a reflection of our shift into a new world. The cultural shift since 2001 is very different than that of the 60’s and 70’s. It is a culture tired of noise, turned off by phoniness, sick of glitz, and wary of the superficial. It is a culture that is searching for an authentic encounter with God, longing for depth and substance, craving quiet and spiritual contemplation, and moved by visual, visible, tactile forms of communication.

These new demands speak to us of the need to find those biblical and transcultural principles of worship that have endured through two thousand years of history and to incarnate these principles into a new style demanded by the new cultural patterns of a postmodern world. If we can do that, then the new generation will have taken us beyond the contemporary worship of yesterday into the worship of tomorrow.


In The New Worship Awakening, I draw from the ancient church and from traditions of worship throughout history. My goal is to show you how a worship grounded in the biblical narrative and aware of worship throughout the ages can emerge in your congregation and result in a renewed, vigorous spiritual life for the whole church.
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