
[image: Couverture : Glenn Packiam, WORSHIP AND THE WORLD TO COME (EXPLORING CHRISTIAN HOPE IN CONTEMPORARY WORSHIP)]






   

  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  






  TO MY DAD AND MUM


  who taught me to worship with hope.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


THIS BOOK IS THE CULMINATION of my doctoral research, reset and rewritten with church leaders in mind. But I would not have pursued a doctorate if it had not been for my wife, Holly. She encouraged me to reach beyond what I thought possible and to attempt something that had only been a dream. Not only was her prodding the inspiration, her support throughout the process and patience as I worked through late nights and early mornings made the journey possible. Our children—Sophia, Norah, Jonas, and Jane— have also been tremendously long-suffering, particularly in the final months when I would spend many days on end writing. Only a few times in the final days did they ask when my dissertation would be complete. I owe a tremendous debt to my parents for their faithful and sacrificial love. Throughout this process, they were encouraging and always willing to help; my mother even offered to proofread early drafts.

As if the blessing of a loving and supportive family were not already enough, I somehow also had the good fortune of having two exceptional doctoral supervisors, the Reverend Professor David Wilkinson and Dr. Mathew Guest, who were encouraging and insightful at every point. Their enthusiasm from the start and their expert guidance along the way made the process both meaningful and enjoyable. I would also like to express my gratitude to the staff at Cranmer Hall and at the Department of Theology and Religion and to my research colleagues who made the process a joy and who offered their friendship and advice along the way.

Much of the empirical research would not have been possible without the partnership and investment from Integrity Music. My hope is that the connection between practitioners and theoreticians—worship leaders, songwriters, and theologians—is strengthened and that worship songs continue to carry hope to the church. I owe a debt of gratitude for the generosity and hospitality offered to me by the churches who agreed to participate in my fieldwork. They took a big step by agreeing to be part of my research, and have contributed in significant ways to the study of contemporary worship. Their kindness and openness made the time I spent in both churches special experiences.

My pastor, Brady Boyd, and my colleagues at New Life Church gave me the strength of their friendship and support along the way. I am grateful for the time to travel and to write. I experience daily the blessing of their sharing my burdens and multiplying my joys.

I hope this book honors my friends who lead worship and write songs by paying them the “intolerable compliment” of attention. I am grateful for their faithfulness to the Lord and their love for the church. They steward this sacred calling in an inspiring way. May their tribe increase.

Finally, I count it a privilege to have had David McNutt as my editor. His belief in this project and his insights and instincts for what to cut, what to compress, what to add, and how to arrange it all have made this a book better than I imagined. The team at IVP has been a joy to work with. I am grateful for their expertise.






INTRODUCTION


THE HOUR WAS GETTING LATE, and the wounds on their backs were beginning to burn. The missionaries had ventured beyond their homeland to spread the good news, but maybe they had gone too far. Here on the outskirts of Europe, merchants were threatened by the call to exclusive allegiance to a new king named Jesus because converts had abandoned the worship of the old gods. To make things worse, a girl who could speak with supernatural insight had been loosed of a spirit’s control and was no longer of any economic use to her masters. The missionaries were to blame for this. They had been arrested, beaten, and thrown in a prison cell awaiting a verdict.

These men, the first generation of followers of Jesus the Messiah, were convinced that the wandering teacher from Nazareth had been the Son of God. Crucified by the Romans, he had been raised up by the Father and made to be the Lord of the whole world. Chains in a Roman prison in Philippi could not quell the surge of their hope.

And so they began to sing. Paul and Silas, at midnight when the hour was dark and the outlook was bleak, began to sing. Were they singing a psalm, now applied to Jesus? Were they writing a hymn that would be part of Christian worship practice, like the one Paul would quote in his letter to the Philippians a few decades later?

Singing became a signature of the early Christian communities. Several decades after Paul’s death, a regional governor named Pliny wrote to the Emperor Trajan that Christians would gather on a particular day of the week and sing hymns to Christ as to a god. 

Christians sing. In weekly worship and in dark prison cells, when hearts are buoyant and when hope seems lost, Christians sing. When Paul and Silas sang, the ground shook and the prison doors flung open. Christians awaken the dawn of the Age to Come with a song. Even when it’s midnight in the world. 

Christians sing because we are people of hope. In the face of fear, in the shadow of death, in the midst of suffering and pain, the Christian stands tall. We are shaken but not moved, pressed but not crushed, down but never out. Christians are those who believe that because Jesus was raised from the dead, the worst day will not be the last day. Christian hope is resurrection and new creation, and it makes all the difference in the world.

The church, then, is a community formed in hope. The Lord whom we worship is Jesus Christ the crucified and risen. Christ the crucified is how we know that all is not as it should be. Christ came to bear our sin and the full weight of evil, to rescue us and defeat sin and death. Christ is God suffering with us and alongside us, so that even in suffering and death we are loved and we are not alone. Christ the risen is how we know that it will not always be this way. At the cross, the Father’s love is revealed; at the empty tomb, the Father’s faithfulness is on display. The Creator will not abandon his creation; the Redeemer will rescue and renew all things.

To be a Christian is to be grounded on such hope. Our lives in Christ are the first seeds of a new creation. The church is a new community in this new creation. The church pulls together people who otherwise would not belong together except for the saving and redeeming work of Jesus Christ and forms them in one new family, one new humanity. In Christ the crucified and risen Lord, male and female, Jews and Gentiles, slave and free are brought together as one. This new community witnesses to the life of the world to come. The fractured and broken world will one day be put back together again, and the church is a signpost now of what will be then.

This future to which we bear witness is not a future of our own making. Even as we work to make our communities resemble the kind of justice and joy that are hallmarks of the kingdom of God, we are keenly aware that we do not bring the kingdom. Jesus is the kingdom bringer. Yet, Christ has come and the kingdom has begun, even here, even now. We glimpse signs of this new creation as we see transformed lives, most poignantly when the baptized emerge from the waters—restored relationships, reconciliation, reversals of injustice, and more. The Spirit is at work in the world.

So we wait with hope. We work with hope. And we worship with hope. 

Christian hope is not optimism. It’s not positivity or an upbeat mood. Christian hope is not escapism. It’s not the view that the world will get darker but God will get us out of here. Christian hope is not progress. It does not emerge from potential or possibility. Christian hope is uniquely shaped by resurrection—by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and by the promise of our own future resurrection.

This is a book about worship and hope. It is my conviction that the church’s worship is crucial both to the proclamation and to the formation of Christian hope. Our worship together witnesses to the world that there is more than what we can see, more than this moment, more than what we can do on our own. Our worship together is a way of rehearsing our hope in order to embed it deep within us. All day long, we are confronted with news of evil, we are hemmed in on all sides by the word of despair. Yet when the Christian comes to worship, she hears a different word. She enters a community that orients her toward a different future.

This is a study of what Christians sing about when they sing about hope, and about how they experience hope when they worship together. Do Christians experience hope when they gather to sing in worship? If so, what sort of hope is it? Is there any connection between the songs that bring hope and the experience of hope in congregational worship? In short, the question we will set out to explore is this: How does Christian hope relate to Christian worship?


REFLEXIVITY AND AUTO/THEO-BIOGRAPHY

My introduction to the contemporary worship movement came in the form of a cassette tape. My parents subscribed to the Hosanna! Integrity Music tape-of-the-month club, and deliveries traveled all the way from the United States to Malaysia to reach us. I had some sense that this was a global movement, but at age eight or nine, I was too young to comprehend the market forces involved in distributing worship music from America around the world, let alone the process whereby worship music had been turned into a commodity. Those tapes left an early mark on me; they introduced me to a way of experiencing God and expressing my heart via music. When I was ten, our family moved from Malaysia to America for my parents to attend a Bible college in Portland, Oregon. We attended Bible Temple (later called City Bible Church, and then Mannahouse, as it is called now), a church that played a key role in the spread of the Latter Rain movement particularly through praise and worship. During the years I lived there, one of the leaders in this church created Christian Copyright Licensing Incorporated (CCLI), which not only is responsible for helping churches to be able to sing worship songs with the proper permissions and thus avoid copyright infringement but also is implicated in—intentionally or unintentionally, or better or for worse—the rise of worship songwriting as a viable profession, and a potentially lucrative one at that.

Our family returned to Malaysia after three years in Portland, and I spent my teenage years learning to lead worship and discovering a passion for it. When I returned to the United States to go to college at Oral Roberts University in Tulsa, Oklahoma, I studied systematic theology and church history but also volunteered as a worship leader on the chapel praise and worship team. This team led worship for the mandatory chapel services, which were also televised and broadcast across the nation on Christian cable stations. This was my first regular experience of worship music as a kind of performance and commodity, to put it in terms a sociologist might use.

After graduating from college and working at the university for a year as the main worship leader, I moved to Colorado Springs to be an apprentice to the main worship pastor at New Life Church. New Life Church was founded in 1985 as a nondenominational, evangelical, charismatic church. When I arrived in 2000, the church had four paid, full-time worship pastors and two administrators. Shortly after that, we began producing “live” worship recordings that were purchased and distributed by Integrity Music, one of the largest publishers and distributors of contemporary worship music in the world. I became a contracted worship songwriter, and our youth band—the Desperation Band, named after our youth conference and patterned after the far more influential group Hillsong United—was also releasing albums with Integrity Music. Over the years, I have been part of over a dozen recordings and have published over sixty-five songs that are in the CCLI catalogue, some of which have charted as high as the Top 25. Today, New Life Church has about ten thousand worshipers on a weekend, distributed over seven congregations in four locations and three languages throughout the city.

I say all this to describe my own relationship to the contemporary worship movement. Part of the reason for doing so is in order to engage in reflexivity, which sociologist Charlotte Aull Davies describes as the “turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference.”1 My personal history, or what Pete Ward has described as an auto/theo-biography, is itself data within my research.2 My relationships, history, or closeness with the context or the people within it is not merely something to disclose but also something to analyze. Furthermore, it is my vocational experience as a worship leader and songwriter within the North American context that allowed the churches in my fieldwork to be open to working with me. I am an insider to the contemporary worship movement; contemporary worship music is my native liturgical language.

Yet, at the same time, I am also removed from it. After a decade of worship ministry, I began to transition the focus of my ministry life at the church toward preaching and teaching in 2008. As I stepped away from worship ministry, I became more aware of the lack of theological depth in the songs, in the songwriters, and in worship leaders themselves. A congregant challenged me to visit churches that employ a formal liturgy and historic Christian worship practices such as weekly Eucharist and to ask what they—specifically, an Anglican church, a Presbyterian church, and an Eastern Orthodox church—were doing and why, and to ask what we, as nondenominational evangelicals, had changed and why. The fruits of these visits were manifold, from the discovery of the Christian liturgical maxim lex orandi, lex credendi—the way we pray and worship becomes the way we believe; worship shapes believing—to the centrality of the Eucharist in Christian practice. As a result of other leaders being on a similar journey of discovery, our church has now adopted the Nicene Creed as its statement of faith, and we receive Communion weekly as the high point of each worship service. The desire to increase the depth and widen the breadth of my own theological thinking was the impetus for my journey to seminary and, eventually, to pursue doctoral research.

I have come to understand worship as a theologically catechetical practice. Therefore, worship songs and worship services must be evaluated for their content and for their impact. Yet it would be impossible in the scope of a single research project to interrogate every dimension of Christian theology in contemporary worship. In order to study the operant theology within a worship song or a worship service, a particular aspect of theology must be chosen, which in my case is eschatology. If congregational worship is the context, eschatology is the content.

A personal reason for this choice is that eschatology has become the capstone in my own theological understanding. The early visions of the end times that I received as a young Christian were of a sudden rapture, a tribulation of unspeakably horrific persecution, and a final judgment where salvation may be unexpectedly revoked. Eschatology as it was talked about in the churches I grew up in was theologically marginal, with little to no bearing on Christian life and practice. As I began reading N. T. Wright and Jürgen Moltmann in my twenties, my view of eschatology changed. I have come to see eschatology as teleology, the purposeful completion of creational design. It arises from the doctrine of creation and gives completion to the doctrine of salvation, with Christology at the center.

There you have it. Christians are people of hope. The church is a community of hope. Worship is how we rehearse and embedded that hope deeply within us. Therefore, the encoded hope of contemporary worship songs and the experienced hope of contemporary worship services are worthy of study. I offer my work as an insider, as one who is sympathetic to the movement and who believes in its potential to shape the church for the better. This is not the critical appraisal of an outsider who never liked electric guitars and drums anyway; this is the theological reflection of a practitioner and pastor.




OVERVIEW

In chapter one, I will lay out what sort of book this is. It is a work of practical theology, but I mean something particular by that term. It is worth taking the time to explain my methodology not only to help the reader know why I have taken the approach that I have in this particular research but also to give a way of doing this kind of practical theology with other questions readers may wish to explore. I will explore models such as the pastoral cycle and find a version of it that is best suited for integrating sociological analysis and theological reflection. I also cover the four voices of theology—formal theology, normative theology, espoused theology, and operant theology—and how they can help delineate the discoveries made along the way.

Chapter two will explore contemporary paradigms for understanding congregational worship, based on a survey of relevant literature and interaction with key voices from each paradigm. Though my goal here is primarily to name these paradigms, I will engage critically with each one along the way.

Chapter three explores hope through a variety of models: a cognitive model, an affective model, a virtue-ethics model, and a phenomenological model. Each one will contribute to our understanding of hope, drawing primarily from the social sciences and from philosophy. Chapter four traces hope as an eschatological vision from the early Christian centuries until the century after the Council of Nicaea. Because the Creed represents apostolic faith and is built on phrases that were passed down through the early centuries and that appear in the New Testament, it represents the authority of both Scripture and tradition. Thus the creed’s articulation of eschatology is a normative theology and is what I have termed “creedal Christian hope.”3

Chapter five turns to two contemporary theologians who have played prominent roles in the promoting and reshaping of eschatology in North American Christian understanding: Jürgen Moltmann and N. T. Wright. Moltmann’s theology of hope came to prominence around the time the contemporary worship movement was beginning; Wright’s work on hope is widely popular among pastors and leaders in North America today. I outline key features and overlapping aspects of their eschatology in order to allow it serve as a formal theology. Though both offer compelling articulations of creedal Christian hope that are significant for the contemporary context, they do so from different perspectives. Moltmann works within the frame of systematic and philosophical theology, while Wright works as a biblical scholar focused on Paul (and thus Pauline eschatology) and a historian of early Christian origins.

Chapter six begins the turn toward culture, practice, and ethnography through my fieldwork. The chapter begins with a brief description of how popular evangelical eschatology has been distorted and truncated in America over the past few centuries, proposing a four-part taxonomy for popular evangelical eschatology. From the general North American context, the focus moves to the two fieldwork churches in my research. One is a Presbyterian church, River Valley Church in Denver, and the other is a nondenominational Pentecostal-charismatic church, Pathway Church in Dallas.4 Both would describe themselves as evangelical because of their belief in the lordship of Jesus, the necessity of personal faith or conversion, the authority of Scripture, and the need to let their faith affect their life in the world.5

To discover the espoused theology of hope in each church, my research drew from participant observation in worship services, sermons, semi-structured interviews with pastors and worship leaders at each church, and position papers posted on the church’s website. At River Valley I was able to interview the senior pastor and the worship pastor. At Pathway I interviewed the campus pastor and the campus worship pastor. I was also able to participate in preservice gatherings with the worship team and songwriting sessions with its writers. I also designed a survey, which included some demographic questions, some multiple-choice questions related to a theology of hope, and a few open-ended questions on songs and Scripture verses that bring hope. This survey instrument was given to the congregational email list at River Valley for the Saturday evening service. At Pathway, I gave it to my focus group, since the responses were comparable in size to the number of respondents at River Valley. Thus my data gathering involved four data points at the fieldwork churches—participant observation, leader interviews, focus group, and a survey.

Chapter seven seeks to uncover the operant theology of hope by examining how hope is encoded in songs. I surveyed about one thousand worship leaders in North America. Looking at songs specifically named by these worship leaders as songs that bring them and their churches hope, I analyze key words, verbs, and pronouns to study space, time, and agency, three specific aspects of hope identified in chapters four and five. The object of hope is compared to that of creedal Christian hope, with specific attention given to the aspects of futurity and materiality. I offer possible explanations for an encoded hope that is focused on the here and now. The patterns from the national survey serve as a backdrop to the patterns in the songs that were named from my fieldwork churches. My fieldwork methodology is shaped by anthropology, phenomenology, and ethnography.

Chapter eight is a study of experienced hope, another dimension of the operant theology of hope. Employing methods of congregational studies such as ethnography and discourse analysis, I invited the people in my focus groups to narrate the meaning they make from congregational worship. I engaged in participant observation with both churches, making at least three site visits to attend services over an eight-month period with Pathway, and an eighteen-month period with River Valley. At both churches, the pastors helped me form a focus group designed to be a representative cross-section of the respective congregations. Drawing from ritual studies, the sociology of “feeling rules,” and the psychology of hope, I engage in a description and an appraisal of the kind of hope experienced in each church context and its embedded theology.

In chapter nine, I engage in a situational analysis of theology to allow the fieldwork to raise important theological questions. Despite giving priority to the normative and formal voices by using them to interrogate the espoused and operant voices, listening to the espoused and operant theologies of hope led to an unexpected discovery. Worshipers experienced a high degree of hope despite the low eschatological content of the songs of hope. Three questions emerged from this discovery:


	1. How could the experience of hope be consistent when the encoded hope was so theologically weak?


	2. Why does the experience of God’s presence produce hope?


	3. In what ways is the Spirit present and active in congregational worship?




Because the research is being done for theological purposes, it must therefore recognize God as an “actor in the analytical process.”6 It is precisely toward that end that responses to these questions were shaped by the inquiry into how the Spirit is an actor in the process of worshipers experiencing hope in congregational worship. The responses to the first two questions draw from Moltmann and Wright’s articulation of Christian hope but are placed in conversation with Gordon Fee’s work on a Pauline theology of the Spirit. A theology of the Spirit is also the source for addressing the final question as I attempt to address the apparent tension between a social-scientific understanding of congregational worship and a traditionally theological one.

Finally, in chapter ten, the focus turns to praxis. Despite some discouraging findings along the way, there is hope for church leaders today. We can lead our people to see a more robust vision of Christian hope. Toward that end, I make three recommendations to songwriters, worship leaders, and pastors that enable them to address the chief concerns revealed in this research.

With that as our roadmap, let us now begin the journey.
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WHAT IS PRACTICAL
THEOLOGY?


WHAT KIND OF BOOK IS THIS? Is it a practitioner manual? Is it a textbook? Is it descriptive or prescriptive? The short answer is that it is a work of practical theology.

But the term needs explaining. As a friend once quipped, “Practical theology? That sounds like an oxymoron!” Yes, it often seems like it. Theology can seem like an obsession that bears little fruit in the real world. It is easy to imagine theologians quibbling about esoteric ways of talking about the sublime. But the truth is, nothing could have more bearing on daily life than what one believes about God. This is not to say that academic theology doesn’t sometimes get bogged down in debating minutiae; it is only to say that everyone is living with some kind of theology, whether we are aware of it or not. Practical theology tries to bridge the kind of theology that is dealt with in abstract or theoretical terms and the kind of theology that is lived or embodied.

We might say, then, that practical theology, at its most basic level, is the attempt to integrate theory or doctrine and practice.1 But the term itself can mean different things in different contexts. It is worth outlining four dominant models for placing theory and practice in a dialogical relationship, following the insights of Paul Ballard and John Pritchard and noting the particular shape each takes when integrated in practical theology.

The first is the applied-theory model, which views all practice as a form of applied theory.2 When the term practical theology was initially introduced in academic settings, what was primarily meant was applied theology. Practical theology, as Friedrich Schleiermacher and others saw it, was the branch that emerged from the trunk of historical theology and the root system of philosophical theology. The question, in a deductive approach, is which theory to bring to bear on the practice; or, in an inductive approach, which theory is implicit in the practice.3

The second model is the critical-correlation model, applied to practical theology most notably by Don Browning. In this model, theology is often paired with the social sciences, where social anthropology can help shed light on human experience or behavior, and theology can help reflect on how this experience or behavior relates to God. James Whyte describes this as a threefold engagement, rather than a dialogue, between “theological disciplines, the social sciences and the actual situation.”4

Third is the praxis model, which is primarily concerned with actions and outcomes that aim to be transformative. The praxis model begins with a concrete situation but assumes that no activity is value free and thus critiques every aspect, including the researcher.5 This analysis is then filtered through a theological imperative in order to develop a new praxis.

Finally, there is the habitus/virtue model, which draws on classical ethical teaching on virtue as a learned habit. The habitus/virtue model moves the paradigms of theory and practice beyond the cognitive and the active and into the communal.

Ballard and Pritchard warn against choosing one model to the exclusion of others. This would distort or restrict theological activity. Rather, they suggest viewing each model as a pathway into the process, a process that is necessarily complex. In fact, for them, these four models are not even to be seen as disparate but rather as “strands which are often woven together and affect each other.”6 Let us turn now to a few methods for integrating these models.


THE PASTORAL CYCLE

The pastoral cycle is a tool that takes into account the contributions and flaws of the four models Ballard and Pritchard list above while also providing a structure that has room for both flexibility and diversity.7 Though the cycle may have derived from various other models and thus there are other permutations of it, it is given clear definition by Ballard and Pritchard as a series of four phases. The first is experience, where a specific situation is chosen and named. The second is exploration, where an analysis occurs. Third is reflection, where the analysis of the situation is set against the backdrop of beliefs in general and theology in particular. Last is action, where initiatives for ministry application are outlined and outcomes of those actions are determined.

Richard Osmer provides a list of the four tasks that practical theology must undertake. Though he does not reference Ballard and Pritchard or the pastoral cycle, the list bears a striking resemblance to the four phases of the cycle. The first task is the descriptive-empirical task. This is about gathering data or information in order to “discern patterns and dynamics in particular episodes, situations, or contexts.” The second task is the interpretive task, which employs theories from nontheological disciplines, specifically the social sciences, in order to understand and explain the occurrence of particular patterns and other dynamics. Third is the normative task. Here the goal is to use theological concepts to add another layer of interpretation and to construct an ethical norm. Finally, there is the pragmatic task, which involves determining strategies of action to influence or change the situation. Osmer sums up these four tasks as four questions: “What is going on? Why is this going on? What ought to be going on? How might we respond?”8

For all of its promise, however, the pastoral cycle has its limitations. Pete Ward points out the irony in the tendency of the cycle to “reinforce the dislocation between reflection and the everyday”; “experience is effectively distanced and distilled through analytical moves.”9 This is largely due to the multistage approach, as though each component—experience, analysis, reflection, and action—could be separated from the others. Furthermore, Elaine Graham argues that practical theology in a postmodern context means that theology should function less like disembodied concepts and more like a faith that is enfleshed in practices and community. Where practical theology once moved from theory to practice, Graham’s goal is to move from practice to theory. In her words, her proposal is “to reconstitute pastoral theology as the theorization of Christian practices.”10 The pastoral cycle as Ballard and Pritchard and Osmer articulate it allows theory—or theology—to interrogate practice and experience but does not make room for it to flow the other way around.

Emmanuel Lartey, however, adds a fifth stage to the cycle, which addresses the concern to let practice inform theory. His first phase is also called experience and deals with the concrete. His second phase is called situational analysis, which explicitly calls for “social and psychological analysis” but also makes room for other perspectives. In fact, he is clear that this should be “multi-perspectival rather than inter-disciplinary,” since the researcher cannot adequately represent the complexity of different disciplines. The third phase, as in Ballard and Pritchard’s model, engages in theological analysis. Lartey recommends specific questions for this phase: “What questions and analyses arise from my faith concerning what I have experienced and the other analyses of it?” “How has Christian thought approached the issues raised?” and “Is there a prophetic insight which may be brought to bear on the situation?” Lartey points out that this analysis should engage with both the personal and “with the traditions of Christian faith.” The fourth phase is what makes Lartey’s version of the cycle different from Ballard and Pritchard’s and Osmer’s. In what he calls situational analysis of theology, Lartey makes “faith perspectives . . . the subject of questioning by the encounter and the situational analysis.” This rests on the premise that such experience and situational analysis “may offer more adequate reformulations of Christian doctrine.”11 His final phase, like the final phases in Ballard and Pritchard’s model, calls for response.




LIQUID ECCLESIOLOGY

One of the ways to address the rigidity of the pastoral cycle is to allow the movements between the situation and the theology to be more fluid. This is something of what Ward means when he calls for a liquid ecclesiology. Ward writes, “When ministers preach sermons, design liturgies, choose hymns, make pastoral decisions, plan programs of mission, and so on, they are already participating in the expression and circulation of theology.” Thus theological reflection is not actually a “distinct moment”; rather, “theology and theologizing of all kinds takes place within and reflects the interests and commitments of individuals and communities.” Furthermore, what is needed on the part of the researcher is not an objective perspective—as if that were even possible. Instead, theology that seeks to interact with the “lived reality of the Church,” as practical theology seeks to do, “requires a familiarity with the life and expression of the Christian community.”12

In many books on the contemporary church and its practices, critiques are all too often thinly constructed even while the theological basis for the arguments and prescriptions is rich. Ward sees this as “methodological laziness in ecclesiology.” “We base whole arguments on anecdote and the selective treatment of experience. We are prone to a sleight of hand that makes social theory appear to be a description of social reality—which it of course is not.”13

Ward proposes a liquid ecclesiology, which represents a “shift in the theological imagination from solidity or from ‘Solid Church’ to fluidity and ‘Liquid Church.’” This fluidity is a characteristic of both the divine being and human culture. Thus “Liquid Ecclesiology focuses on the way the divine life passes through the walls and links Church with the wider society.” It is a

cultural theology in the sense that it seeks to interact with patterns of practice and thinking that are operant in the lived expression of the church. Liquid ecclesiology is theological and theoretical, but it develops theology through a deep interaction with cultural expression and the lived. Liquid Ecclesiology is a theology that takes cultural expression seriously as one part of the paradox of the Church.14


This proposal is not without objections or cautions. John Webster argues that even in empirical study of the church and its practices, there ought to be a “hierarchy of understanding between the origin of the Church and the phenomena of the Church.” More than a specific methodology, Webster wants a hierarchy of knowing: dogmatics over social-scientific inquiry. Yet Ward argues that the “dichotomy between empirical or culturally-generated theological perspective and those developed by scholars working from texts is . . . a false one.” Taking the perspective of critical realism, Ward maintains that theologians must acknowledge epistemological relativity even in doctrines, negating the notion of a “fixed reference point for ecclesiology.” Even a theologically oriented epistemology, whether applied to texts or to empirical data, requires a “positioning in relationship,” which is in essence what is meant by faith. Thus Ward, like Clare Watkins and her colleagues, repeatedly uses Anselm’s phrase “faith seeking understanding” to describe an approach to theology that takes the theology encoded in text and preserved in tradition and the theology embodied in practice with equal weight.15 To Helen Cameron along with Watkins and colleagues we now turn for a methodology that treats practice theologically.




THEOLOGICAL ACTION RESEARCH

What is needed is a way to delineate what we mean by theology, to distinguish dogmatics from embodied or lived theology. In their book Talking About God in Practice, Cameron, Deborah Bhatti, Catherine Duce, James Sweeney, and Watkins propose a method of relating theology and practice that they call theological action research, and an accompanying model for doing practical theology that holds in harmony the four voices of theology.16 Before describing the four voices, it is helpful to note the five characteristics of Cameron’s theological action research method, since the four voices function as a way of delivering on one of these aims in particular.

The first characteristic of theological action research is that it is theological “all the way through.” Theology cannot appear only after the data has been gathered, since “the practices participated in and observed are themselves the bearers of theology.” This goes along with Ward’s criticism of the pastoral cycle as dividing theology from practice artificially. Second, theological action research is to be located in the heart of the four “distinct, but interrelated and overlapping ‘voices’” of theology because of a conviction that within the diversity there is coherence. This leads to the third characteristic of theological action research, that theology must be disclosed through a conversational method where the voices are placed in conversation with one another so that they can be heard together. Fourth, theological action research is meant to be a “formative transformation of practice.” Like all practical theology, there must be a change that results. Cameron and colleagues see one of the key places of change as being the “change of learning and changed attitudes” of the researcher, who in the case of practical theology is a reflective practitioner. Finally, theological action research is a method that allows practice to “contribute to the transformation of theology.”17 Like Ward and Graham, Cameron moves practical theology out of the paradigm of modern theology, where the tradition is largely fixed and unchanging, and into the context of postmodern theology, where theology is seen as dynamic and fluid. I am cautious about theological action research because of this final characteristic. The theology of the church must have certain fixed aspects.




THEOLOGY IN FOUR VOICES

The model of theological action research Cameron and colleagues propose is helpful because of its view of theology in four voices. These voices are not independent of one another, though they are distinct. The first is what Cameron and colleagues call normative theology. This refers to that which the group that is being studied names as its theological authority, an authority that informs and corrects operant and espoused theologies. Some examples of a normative theology would be the Scriptures, the creeds, official church teaching, and in some cases even the liturgy. The second voice is espoused theology. This is the theology that is “embedded in a group’s articulated beliefs.”18 There is some similarity here with what Jeff Astley has called ordinary theology, the way people talk about theology ordinarily and in the course of life.19 Third, there is the voice of operant theology. This is the theology that is “embedded within the actual practices of a group.”20 Naming it this way helps us take seriously Ward’s claim that every decision, program, practice, and more within the life of the church is a participation in “the expression and circulation of theology.”21 The fourth and final voice is formal theology. This is the theology of the academy, of the so-called professional theologian. It is possible, and in fact likely, that this voice may resonate with the voice of normative theology. Yet Cameron and colleagues make clear that the voice of academic theology has the distinct role of offering an articulation of the faith and of the tradition.22

Watkins, writing with Bhatti, Cameron, Duce, and Sweeney in a later work, describes the need for an “‘authentic ecclesiology’—one that is able to speak truthfully about concrete realities, and faithfully about the historical and present promise of the work of the Spirit, enlivening what we understand to be ‘the body of Christ,’ the church.” Their proposed four-voices method was developed in answer to the question of how to give practices their “proper place within the theological discourse of the church” in order to develop an “authentic ecclesiology.”23

The four-voices method is shaped by a desire to “listen” to practices as “embodied works of theology.” Watkins and colleagues see the temptation in traditional systematic-theology work to only study practice as a way of unearthing a question or a challenge and then to employ the resources of theological tradition to supply the answers. But if practices are themselves “bearers of theology,” then these voices must be held in conversation with each other. Even what they call formal and normative voices of theology must function as “one voice in an ongoing conversation, in which all voices, in their distinct and proper ways, are understood as theological.” They ground this approach in the doctrine of the Spirit as both the promised guide for the church and the God who is radically free to act through many means. Thus for the church to be charismatic for Watkins and colleagues, its theology must be “multivoiced.” Practical ecclesiology “requires ongoing conversation as the appropriate pattern of theology,” where the maxim “faith seeking understanding” results in the “recognition of an ecclesial faith as something necessarily communal, discursive.”24

Yet there is a danger here. The Creed leads us to say of the Spirit that he has spoken through the prophets. There is a certain fixedness to the faith. So, even as I find the four voices a helpful way of naming the theology found in a practice, I don’t hold to the view that voices are equally interpretative of one another. As will become clear by the end of the chapter, formal and normative theologies ought to ask the final questions of espoused and operant theologies.




ETHNOGRAPHY AND THEOLOGY

Since practical theology involves theological reflection on a particular experience or practice, different tools from the ones theologians are used to using are required to analyze the experience or practice adequately. “Genuine attentiveness to people and genuine engagement with the complexities of their lives are only possible through research methods that take theologians beyond the desk and the library and into those lives,” Elizabeth Phillips argues, and therefore practical theologians must be “serious apprentices of sociologists, anthropologists, philosophers, and historians.”25 Because of its communal, physical, and repetitive nature, contemporary Christian congregational worship can be studied as a ritual. Ritual studies, traditionally the domain of sociologists and anthropologists, is one way for the practical theologian to gain an illuminating perspective on congregational worship. Phenomenology and ethnography are also methods from philosophy and social anthropology that may guide the study of congregational worship.

The turn toward ethnography in theology gained prominence with James McClendon’s 1974 work, Biography as Theology, in which McClendon, according to Phillips, suggests that the “task of theology is ‘investigation of the convictions of a convictional community.’” This was followed by George Lindbeck’s argument in The Nature of Doctrine, which proposed a cultural-linguistic model of theology as a way of understanding religion as a culture with a language. Stanley Hauerwas, influenced by McClendon, has “advocated the narrative description of specific congregations as an important task for both theologians and congregations themselves,” as Phillips writes.26 Max van Manen writes about a “phenomenology of practice” as “research and writing that reflects on and in practice, and prepares for practice” in his own book, which he views as itself a “phenomenology of phenomenology.” Phenomenology begins with a sense of wonder, an awed curiosity, which turns into a question about the nature or meaning of a particular experience. To do phenomenology is to “start with lived experience, with how something appears or gives itself to us.”27

Van Manen, however, makes a point to distinguish ethnography from others “forms of meaning in social inquiry.” In his view, psychological, sociological, ethnographic, biographic, and other forms of the social sciences or human sciences have explanation as their aim, while phenomenology seeks to provide description and interpretation.28 He concedes that ethnography does share some overlapping features with phenomenology but maintains that their purposes are different. Even so, it is difficult to imagine doing phenomenology without the aid of ethnography.

Ethnography is the description of a particular people, culture, or subculture with the goal of discovering “cultural meanings.”29 The archetypal form of research within ethnography is participant observation. Charlotte Aull Davies writes that the “hallmark of participant observation is long-term personal involvement with those being studied, including participation in their lives to the extent that the researcher comes to understand the culture as an insider.” Even so, ethnography relies on more than participant observation; it requires a “cluster of techniques” that grant the researcher access into the culture and meaning-making narratives. Thus “key informants” are needed who can translate, interpret, narrate, or relate their experiences. This can occur through structured, semistructured, or unstructured interviews. It is important to select people who would be somewhat representative of the larger group. Davies also finds it better to choose not leaders but rather “outsiders” who have become “more aware of the assumptions and expectations of their own society, often because they flaunt them or fail to fulfill them.”30

One question that arises in the use of ethnographic methods it about the role of the theological tradition—the normative and formal voices—in evaluating the espoused and operant theologies that ethnographic work helps to uncover. While ethnography is a valuable way to study the complexities of Christian practice and to name the theology that is embedded in practice, it provides no framework for evaluating those constructions of meaning. Hauerwas, as Phillips writes, has argued that social-scientific methods are “unhelpful to . . . theologians” when they “methodologically preclude the theological claims necessary for the church’s intelligibility.” Thus Phillips sees the challenge of practical theology being now not a question of whether theologians can use the social sciences but rather “how theologians can deeply engage with and thickly describe social groups and realities—as social scientists have done—while not accepting the premise of social sciences, but allowing research to be shaped by theological traditions and normative concerns.”31

Because of this rejection of the premise of the social sciences and because theologians do not engage in ethnography with the kind of comprehensive approach that anthropologists employ, Phillips suggests that the term theological ethnography be used to denote “theological practices of thick description.” Theological ethnography belongs to the wider field of study often referred to as congregational studies, where practitioners have theological interests as primary and are thus often referred to as practical theologians.32 Theological ethnography requires taking social-scientific methods seriously while retaining theological priorities.




PUTTING THEORY AND PRACTICE TOGETHER

What are to make of all this, then? The kind of practical theology I’m trying to do here looks like putting theory and practice in a mutually interrogative relationship with each other. I aim to uncover the theology of hope that is encoded in contemporary worship songs and is experienced in contemporary worship services by engaging in theological ethnography. Though this work does not follow the same sequence, I approached my research with Lartey’s version of the pastoral cycle in mind, choosing an experience and moving from situational analysis to theological analysis of the situation to situational analysis of the theology and concluding with a response. Cameron’s theology in four voices serves as the method for naming the kinds of theological content I encounter, from the normative and formal to the espoused and operant. Though the theology is multivoiced, I am not treating each voice with equal weight; to borrow a metaphor from music recording, some voices are louder in the mix than others. I am allowing the normative and formal voices to interrogate the espoused and operant voices. Perhaps another way to think of this is that some of these voices are the melody; the others will either be in harmony or in dissonance.

Having outlined the kind of practical theology we are endeavoring to do here, I will now offer a brief overview of the history of contemporary worship and propose three paradigms for congregational worship today.
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