
 1

POPULAR CULTURE, WORSHIP WARS  

AND THE IDEA OF BLENDED WORSHIP 

AGASTYA RAMA LISTYA 

 

Abstract 

 

Tidak dapat disangkal bahwa perkembangan ilmu pengetahuan dan teknologi yang begitu pesat 

pada abad XX telah melahirkan kebudayaan populer yang dalam perkembangannya telah 

menimbulkan persoalan tersendiri dalam kehidupan gereja. Beberapa gereja ditengarai 

mengadopsi kebudayaan populer dan mengimplementasikannya ke dalam ibadah, teologi dan 

nyanyian jemaat sebagai bagian dari upayanya menjangkau “dunia” (the seekers). Sementara di 

sisi lain kalangan konservatif bersikeras untuk tidak mengambil sikap kompromistik terhadap 

kebudayaan populer. Pertentangan diantara kubu yang mempertahankan tradisi gereja yang 

lama dan mereka yang menginginkan gaya kontemporer sebagai bagian dari kepekaan gereja 

melihat perubahan konteks budaya, telah memicu “pertikaian abadi” yang di Barat dikenal 

dengan istilah “worship wars.” “Worship wars” bukan hanya telah menyita seluruh energi dan 

waktu gereja, namun di sisi lain juga telah membawa gereja pada perpecahan.  

Suka atau tidak suka, kebudayaan populer telah mempengaruhi seluruh dimensi teologis gereja. 

Gereja tidak mungkin memutar arah jarum jam ke belakang. Kini pertanyaannya adalah apa 

yang dapat dilakukan gereja Protestan arus utama untuk menghadapi situasi yang dilematis ini?  

Blended worship dianggap sebagai sebuah solusi terbaik untuk memecahkan situasi dilematis ini 

dengan tetap memberikan penghargaan terhadap keberagaman dalam jemaat. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The development of science and technology has brought about both 

advantages and disadvantages. On the one side we enjoy a better living 

including better housing, food, health, and education. But on the other side, it 

has created grave destruction to the planet. Ecologically as well as culturally, it 

has given impact to the entire dimensions of human life. Popular culture as one 
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of its negative effects not only has affected our behavior and life style, but also 

has brought about a new paradigm. Conformity and uniformity are replacing 

plurality or heterogeneity. We tend to behave as most people do, to dress as 

others do, and to eat in the manner of others.  

The church as the body of Christ and a group of believers, has also been 

infected by this pathological trend. Popular mentality has invaded the mind of a 

significant number of churchgoers. Simplicity and continual novelty as the 

characteristics of this trend, have become prominent today, and they shaping 

church life. “Popular theology” and “popular music” are the examples of pop 

invasion that has led church into a battle known as “worship wars.” The first 

front of the worship wars being waged is the struggle between those favoring 

“worship as evangelism” and those defending the “integrity of worship.” The 

second front is the battle over those favoring the “old familiar hymns” against 

those favoring the “new songs.”1 “Worship wars” seem to be a never-ending 

battle between the two poles—the conservative and the contemporary. No one is 

willing to step back or to find the way out. “Worship wars” has become so time-

consuming and energy-consuming both to the church leaders and the 

congregations. 

 The aim of this writing is to seek an alternative for the solution of 

“worship wars” based on a win-win principle. A principle that recognizes and 

appreciates differences within a church and encourages creativity. The concept of 

blended worship is biblically, psychologically, and musically supported, and 

seems to be the best solution to offer.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Ted Peters, Worship Wars, in Dialog: A Journal of Theology, Volume 33, Number 3 (Summer 1994) pp. 

167-168. 
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POPULAR CULTURE GOES INTO THE CHURCH 

 

The church today is on the crossroads. Christians live in the world but 

spiritually not of the world. On the one hand the Christians constitute the body 

of Christ in the world who are subject to God’s rules, but on the other hand, they 

bear a great responsibility for reaching out into a world with its own culture. As 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “the empirical church was created by God to be 

God’s historical community at work to save the world, and, as the body of Christ, 

‘it is the presence of Christ in the world.’ The church as Christ’s body is no 

simple metaphor; it conveys the mystical reality of the presence of Jesus Christ in 

the world, the means through which human beings are able to experience the 

divine.”2  

 As the body of Christ in the world, the church is not totally free from the 

world’s culture. It is no doubt, therefore, when the issue of popular culture has 

arisen, it also affects the three main pillars of church life, that is theology, 

worship, and music.  

 

1. Theology 

  

A tendency toward “popular theology” had been predicted to prevail as 

early as by the beginning of the last century, in response to revivalism. 

Revivalism is a movement that aims to create a spirit that is “reborn” within the 

church, started in the middle of the eighteenth-century. What the predecessors of 

revivalism, such as Timothy Dwight, D.L. Moody, Ira D. Sankey, Hastings, and 

Mason did at first were extremely great; but later, the movement seemed to 

“deviate” from its original track. There came forth a tendency among believers 

“to simplify the theology” for the sake of their interest and taste. A big 

                                                           
2
 Paul B. Brown, In and for the World: Bringing the Contemporary Into Christian Worship (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 1992), p. 6.  
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compromise was made among some denominations. The tendency toward 

simple theology has been very influential since televisions came into being. 

Theologies such as “theology of welfare” as a contrast to “theology of suffering,” 

has been popular in these last three decades. Groups like the Full Gospel 

Business Men’s Fellowship is well-known by this theology.3 Theology of the 

wealthy or “sweet theology” emphasizes world success (recognition and 

possessions) as a sign of God’s blessing. Being a Christian is to be continually 

and lavishly blessed by God. Therefore, poverty and suffering are understood as 

the consequences of sinfulness and disobedience against God. Conversely, the 

theology of suffering or “bitter theology” gives an utterly opposite emphasis: to 

be a Christian is to model oneself on Christ’s life in the world, that is to “suffer” 

and to “bear” the cross. 

   

2. Worship 

 

The influence of popular culture has changed many aspects of our 

traditional worship service. Individualism and subjectivism seem to have 

become dominant in our worship service. In such a case, worship liturgy 

generally becomes person-centered and introverted, designed for personal 

affirmation and assurance.  

In response to person-centered and introverted, Paul B. Brown says: 

Introverted and self-absorbed ecclesiologies serve to draw the church away from its 

world mission and to shield it from the realities of its historical existence, which takes us 

back to the businessmen’s church school class in William Muehl’s story.4   

 

Many mainline denominations, including Lutheran, Presbyterian, and 

Methodist even have made a “big leap” to use contemporary Christian worship 

                                                           
3
 Readers should be critical on this and have to be very careful not to make a quick judgement. This 

presupposition is merely based on the writer’s experiences. 
4
 Paul B. Brown, op. cit., p. 67. 
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in their church services. A liturgy that is much simpler than that of the traditional 

has been applied.5  

Interestingly, the ELCA through Andy Hagen writes that the use of 

contemporary worship is becoming an obligation to a refreshment and renewal 

of the spirit. And to accomplish these goals, some changes are made: 

• The liturgy has been simplified and explained to help those from many Christian traditions 

to understand the worship. 

• Contemporary music, the music of choice during the week, is used throughout the service to 

share the good news. 

• An overhead projector is used instead of a hymnal to help people sing. 

• Weekly communion is by intinction, thereby holding to the Biblical imagery while respecting 

the hygiene concerns of some people. 

• Sermons are longer with an emphasis on applying the Biblical message. 

• Drama and multi-media (video, taped music, slides) frequently supplement the printed and 

spoken word as the attempt is made to relate to all the senses.6 

  

 What Andy Hagen says has surprised us. It  has opened the Christians’ 

eyes wide to realize how deep the popular culture has gained a solid ground on 

Christian worship life. The extreme maneuver that has been made by some 

mainline denominations is merely to help them “survive.” 

 Donald Hustad in his book Jubilate II; Church Music in Worship and 

Renewal, notices that these tendencies actually have originated in: 

• A general spirit of informality, characterized by casual dress, no regular worship order, no 

printed bulletin (crusade or revivalist worship). 

• An absence of traditional symbols of worship, including pulpit, robes, organ, and typical 

architecture (TV, revivalist worship). 

• Congregational music that is mostly “Praise and Worship” (Charismatic life), energized by 

surrounding people with electronically amplified sound (media). 

                                                           
5
 Charismatic worship design consists only of three basic elements, namely: song, preaching and prayer. 

6
 Andy Hagen, Contemporary Worship Brings a “Joyful Spirit” (an essay taken from the internet, Illinois: 

Joyful Spirit Lutheran Church, 1999), p. 1. 
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• Performance music (solo, choir) that is mostly some form of pop (religious media, the 

concert/recording/publishing tradition, and megachurch revivalist worship). 

• Drama, usually connected to sermon theme (TV, seeker services). 

• Embodied prayer (dance) either as congregational response (charismatic) or as a 

performance (TV). 

• Applause as response to performance (TV) 

• Preaching that is simple and direct, avoiding theological language and confrontational style 

(TV). 7 

 

3. Music 

 

The influence of popular culture on the church music actually began at the 

beginning of the last century when gospel music came into the church. Many are 

unaware of this and agree to say that gospel music is totally different from 

popular music. Johannes Riedel says, “many white church leaders who cling 

proudly and tenaciously to ‘their’ gospel hymnody are apparently unaware of 

the black and popular origins of their favorite gospel songs. They may resist the 

introduction of jazz and rock music into their churches while supporting special 

choirs devoted only to the performance of gospel hymnody.”8  

As observed by Johannes Riedel, gospel music was one of the few ways of 

“making it” and as means for gaining money and recognition.9 What Riedel says, 

actually can be clearly understood, if we trace the historical background of the 

Black Americans back to the beginning of 1900s, who mostly lived in rural areas 

in the southern part of The United States. Their minimal education made them 

work as farmers or unskilled laborers, and in fact they were poorly paid. The 

great successes that had been reached by gospel singers such as Mahalia Jackson, 

                                                           
7
 Donald Hustad, Jubilate II: Church Music in Worship and Renewal (Illinois: Hope Publishing Company, 

1993), p. 303. 
8
 Johannes Riedel, Soul Music Black and White: The Influence of Black Music on the Churches 

(Minneapolis: Ausburg Publishing House, 1975), p. 50. 
9
  Ibid., p. 58. 
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Bessie Smith and Thomas Dorsey were encouraging many of them to “plunge” 

themselves into this music business. 

 Laura Harris believes that contemporary (or popular) Christian music was 

born by the late of 1960s by the appearance of an 18 year-old teenager named 

Larry Norman. Norman decided that there was a legitimate intersection where 

rock ‘n’ roll and the Rock of Ages could converge. He broke all the rules and 

started putting sacred lyrics to far-out music. As one might imagine, Norman’s 

unorthodox music and perceived irreverence not only delighted the thousands 

who shared his reservations about the established order of things, it also incurred 

the wrath of many in the church. In 1972 he went to England and recorded what 

would later be deemed by many as the definitive Christian rock album of all 

time, “Only Visiting this Planet.” While many religious leaders were angrily 

asking, “Why?” Norman wrote a song that would reverberate through the 

church for many years to come:” 

I want the people to know that He saved my soul, 

but I still like to listen to the radio. 

They say rock ‘n’ roll is wrong, we’ll give you one more chance. 

I say I feel so good I gotta get up and dance. 

I know what’s right, I know what’s wrong. 

I don’t confuse it. 

All I’m really tryin’ to say, is why should the devil have all good music?10  

 

Besides television and radio broadcasters, the Pentecostalism and 

Charismatic movements, have also played an important role in promoting the 

use of Christian popular music. Today we can find easily many forms of 

Christian popular music ranging from those used in revival worship through 

Christian fellowships to those used in hospitals and malls such as muzak. 

                                                           
10

 Laura Harris, Remembering the Past, Understanding the Present, Looking Toward the Future (an essay 

taken from the internet, 1999), p. 1. 
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Pentecostalism as a movement started at the very beginning of the 

nineteenth century, as a response to a series of separate revivals. “Several 

itinerant evangelists and Bible teachers such as Charles Parham, William 

Seymour, and A.J. Tomlinson, became the “backbone” of this movement. In the 

1980’s, a vigorous, independent network of charismatic churches and 

organizations emerged.”11  

Simplicity and mutability have become the predominant characteristics of 

popular culture and also, Christian popular music. Laura Harris characterizes 

popular Christian music as “formulaic, over–produced, predictable, full of fluff, 

and having a sentimental theology.”12 

With a different interpretation, Harry Eskew and Hugh T. McElrath write, 

“that charismatic focus has been upon miniature hymns characterized by brevity 

and simplicity. These hymns evoke both emotional and physical responses from 

singers. Singing is often accompanied by physical gestures, particularly uplifted 

or extended hands.”13 Later on, this style of congregational singing that favors 

Scripture songs and choruses has come to be known as “Praise and Worship.”  

“Praise and Worship” music originated in New Zealand in 1968 with brief 

scripture settings by David and Gale Garratt. Interestingly, as has been observed 

by Milburn Price, the term “praise and worship music” has two weaknesses: 

a. Its separation of “praise” and “worship” suggests that these are two different actions, 

whereas in reality praise is one component of the multi-faceted experience of worship. 

b. Its use to refer solely to music influenced by the styles of popular culture ignores the fact that a 

considerable body of music from both past and present written in other styles was also conceived for 

the purpose of worship—including praise—and continues to be used.14 

 

                                                           
11

 See Larry Eskridge, Pentecostalism and the Charismatic Movement (an essay taken from the internet, 

Illinois: Wheaton College, 1998), p. 3. 
12

 Laura Harris, op. cit., p. 3. 
13

 Harry Eskew and Hugh T. McElrath, Singing with Understanding: An Introduction to Christian 

Hymnology (Tennessee: Church Street Press, 1995), p. 313. 
14

 Milburn Price, And the Beat Goes On: The Continuing Influence of Popular Culture on Congregational 

Song in David W. Music (ed.), We’ll Shout and Sing Hosanna: Essays on Church Music in Honor of 
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THE MEANING OF WORSHIP 

 

 People understand the meaning of worship in many different ways.  

1. Ken Medema describes worship as “telling the story of God’s mighty acts on 

behalf of his people, with each believer finding his or her place in the story.”15 

2. Paul Brown defines worship as “a people’s celebrative response before their 

God. It is the taking of eucharistic bread and wine, it is hearing the Gospel 

read and proclaimed, it is both the personal apprehension of the presence of 

God and the experience of Community in Christ.”16  

3. By and large, in the larger Christian understanding, worship is the overall 

activity of believers in their cultic gatherings and includes every affirmative 

response to God: praise, thanksgiving, confession, dedication (submission) 

and petition.17 

From these three definitions, we can conclude that worship basically is:  

1. A story of God’s mighty acts. 

2. A series of orders that consist of proclamation, praise, thanksgiving, 

confession, reading the word of God, preaching the word, sacraments, 

dedication (submission), and petition. 

 

There are at least two tragedies of Christian worship:  

1. Vienna Cobb Anderson says, “we have made the language of worship so 

abstract that it is nearly impossible to sense the joy and blessing of life in an 

earthy and real way.”18 Whereas the simplicity of liturgy as shown by the 

                                                                                                                                                                             

William J. Reynolds (Texas: School of Church Music Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1998), 

p. 67. 
15

 Donald Hustad, op. cit., p. 99. 
16

 Paul B. Brown, op. cit., p. 2. 
17

 Donald Hustad, op. cit., p. 287. 
18

 Paul B. Brown, op. cit., p. 3. 
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charismatic style seems to lack true mystery, true penitence, true humility 

and true awe.19 

2.  The “modern worship service” that is used today is more and more a show 

for the congregation. It has been designed for pleasing the people and 

attracting them to come to the church. Brian Schwertley notes that: 

 Churches today are designed for entertainment with a stage, intricate theatrical lighting, 

and sophisticated sound systems. Most preaching today is also entertainment-oriented, 

with pop-psychology, props, jokes, and other gimmicks. Preaching today is often long on 

story telling and humor but short on theology, biblical exposition and exegesis.20 

 

Since liturgy which is a regular and formal order of worship and derived 

from Greek word leitourgia meaning “an act of public service, and not a public 

entertainment, it is clear enough that “entertainment” can not find its place in 

the worship service.  

 The story of Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, teaches us about 

unacceptable worship. By offering “strange fire” before the Lord, they created 

the new worship ordinances and evoked God’s wrath. Brian Schwertley reminds 

us, “that the church’s job is not to innovate and create new worship styles, forms, 

or ordinances but simply to see what God has declared in His word and obey 

it.”21 

 

BLENDED WORSHIP AS A TENTATIVE APPROACH 

 

 A number of churches, responding to tensions between members desiring 

to retain more traditional musical expressions within worship and those 

yearning for what they perceive to be the “fresh winds” (or “new wine”) of the 

more popular styles, have moved toward a hybrid approach to the musical 

                                                           
19

 Donald Hustad, op. cit., p. 295. 
20

 Brian Schwertley, Musical Instruments in the Public Worship of God (an essay taken from the internet, 

Lansing, 1996), p. 2. 
21

 Ibid., p. 3. 
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content of worship in what is often called “blended worship.”22 The goal of 

blended worship is to incorporate God’s people in all their diversity under one 

roof and in one service. Biblically and theologically, blended worship is right. As 

Ron Man says, “It relates to the very nature of the church: worship should rightly 

be blended because the body of Christ itself is blended (see I Corinthians 12). By 

definition, the church gathers into one living organism people from different 

backgrounds and walks of life. Unity within the kind of diversity seen in the 

church is in itself a testimony to the divine nature of the institution (Galatians 

3:28; Ephesians 4:1 – 6) for, while by nature “birds of a feather flock together,” 

Christ’s body invariably includes an unusual combination of quite disparate 

individuals, who have in common only their faith and love for Christ.”23 

In blended worship Christians try to keep God’s rule on the order of 

worship service, for instance as proclamation, praise, thanksgiving, confession, 

reading the word of God, preaching the word, sacraments, dedication 

(submission), and petition. What Christians do in blended worship is to make the 

language become more “familiar” to our contemporary world. In blended 

worship the use of vernacular can be understood not only by those who are from 

“the past,” but also those who are from the present day. In blended worship, the 

music should: 

• Express and communicate the gospel in text and music languages that are richly 

understandable by the culture for which it is intended. 

• Offer a worthy “sacrifice of praise,” for the individual and the corporate body in 

worship experience.  

• Express and enhance the best Christian theology of each particular culture or 

subculture, supporting all tenets of that faith in proper balance. 

• Speak from the whole person to the whole person, carefully balancing the physical, 

intellectual, and emotional, while avoiding the sentimental. 

                                                           
22

 Milburn Price, op. cit., p. 60 – 61. 
23

 Ron Man, Blended Worship (an essay taken from the internet, Tennessee: First Evangelical Church, 

1999) p. 1. 
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• Express and support all the activities related to the group’s belief—worship, 

proclamation, education, pastoral care, and fellowship—with due consideration of 

the musical needs of each. 

• Be genuinely creative, shunning the hackneyed and trite as well as the elitist and 

abstruse.24 

 

Planning Blended Worship: The Creative Mixture of Old and New written by 

Robert Webber is a good book to search out more detailed information about this 

style of worship.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Church is in and for the world, and it is not of the world. Paul Brown says,  

Church’s worship not only serves to connect the church with its contemporary culture, 

but also that it affects that culture. It is one thing to say that the church’s worship is 

engaged with its world; it is another to say that the church’s worship has the power to 

influence and shape that world.25  

 

The “wars” Christians are waging now are faulty according to Paul 

Westermeyer. Making a contrast between old and new, classical art and popular 

art, high and low are faulty. In his essay, Current Theological Trends Affecting 

Congregational Song, Westermeyer says that the issue we should develop is, what 

is well-crafted and broken to the Gospel, in whatever idiom or style.26 In other 

words, he wants to say that classical art does not guarantee to create good 

worship, whereas, popular art does not always have a “bad name.”  

 “A meaningful change can come only when we understand the past, 

access the present, and plan the future. We can move along best with change by 

                                                           
24

 Donald Hustad, op. cit., pp. 280 – 281. 
25

 Paul B. Brown, op.cit., p. 18. 
26

 Paul Westermeyer, Current Theological Trends Affecting Congregational Song in David W. Music (ed), 

We’ll Shout and Sing Hosanna: Essays on Church Music in Honor of William J. Reynolds (Texas: School 

of Church Music Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1998), p. 54. 
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fighting neither the past nor the future,” says Paul Wohlgemuth.27 While Avery 

Dulles suggests Christians, “that the new cultural elements can always enter into 

the Christian synthesis, but the church’s continuity with its origin must always 

be preserved. This means that whenever the church attempts to reform its 

language, it will need to keep asking the biblical and theological question, are 

these changes consistent with the church’ nature to be of God? Are they in 

“continuity with their origins?”28 In the words of Carol Doran and Thomas H. 

Troeger, “the church gathers to recall what God has done, and the hymns of the 

past serve to keep us interwoven with the web of memory that forms our 

tradition and understanding as a church. It is important to stress that this is the 

church’s memory, not simply a collection of individual remembrances. We come 

together to recall what we as a corporate body remember, and therefore our 

principle of musical judgement and selection cannot be reduced to the set of 

memories of any individual.”29  

 Blended worship has become a compromise to bridge the gap between 

those who want to grasp the “old tradition” and those who want to feel a “new 

spirit.” Blended worship has become the best way to connect the church with the 

world including its popular culture, and simultaneously to influence and shape 

the new better world. Blended worship is a hybrid form, but it does not fall on 

“simplicity.” As I Corinthians 14:15 says, “I will pray with my spirit but on the 

other hand I will also pray with my mind.”  

  

Salatiga, March 1, 2007 
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 Paul B. Brown, op. cit., p. 15. 
29

 Carol Doran and Thomas H. Troeger, Trouble at the Table: Gathering the Tribes for Worship (Nashville: 
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