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I remember singing part of our text in youth choir. Come, let us reason together…Though your 

sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow. Though they be red like crimson, they shall be 

as wool. Come, let us reason together. I remember the tune, lilting and sweet. We leaned into that 

song. Who knew those words followed these words: Your hands are full of blood…though you 

make many prayers, I will not listen. We didn’t sing that part! 

 

Who wants to hear words like that? We’re here to worship, not to be excoriated and threatened. 

Well, sorry, not sorry. God has something to say about our religion and worship.    

 

There’s an armful of best-selling books published each year on the subject of the evils of religion. 

And, too often, out of some morbid curiosity, I click on Amazon and order the book. Sadly, 

almost always, after reading the book, I file it under “DB”—Drivel and Blather. I find them 

amusing because the authors seem to have no idea scripture is way ahead of them. God was the 

first and harshest critic of the practices of religion. What to me is the multitude of your sacrifices? 

I’ve had enough of burnt offerings…bringing offerings is futile, incense is an abomination…I 

cannot endure your solemn assemblies.  

 

What’s behind God’s fury? Well, it’s not an attack on worship per se. There are multiple passages 

in the scripture claiming that the whole creation is at worship, and that human life cannot be 

whole without communal worship of God. Worship is crucial.  

 

But God is also saying worship is dangerous. It can become a substitute for living lives of justice 

and compassion. In worship we can be all awash in good feelings that fool us into thinking we 

have completed something here. We kept our appointment, we got here, and we did our religious 

duty. It was good and now we are done. The music inspired us, maybe some challenging words 

were spoken, and our hearts were stirred. It was climatic and cathartic and it rounded off to a 

finished experience. And we went home. Meanwhile in Africa, despite having 17 percent of the 

world’s population, the continent has received only 6 percent of all COVID vaccines. Less than 

10 percent of the continent is fully vaccinated. Meanwhile, the lonely remain untouched, our 

families hold too little love, and we keep chasing empty dreams. Our worship changed nothing. 

Our being here may even have hindered change because it fooled us into feeling like we had 

gotten it done.  

 

And if that’s the case, why are we surprised that God says to us: I hate your worship! Cease to do 

evil, learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow. 

Until justice is what we long for and work for, until we show concrete compassion to people who 

are dying for it, God can do without our worship. If what we do here isn’t yielding better lives—

morally, relationally, and ethically—it isn’t even worship that we’re doing.  

 

Part of worship is the examination of conscience to determine what is truly important to 

us. Worship is about honesty with ourselves and before God. And our worship hour, the 10 to 11 

a.m. moment of God’s prodding, should prompt an honest appraisal about our faith choices. A 

personal confession. I like to think I am generous, but like most of you I am prudent in my 

generosity. Even a financial tithe leaves me with more than enough to live on, but if I give much 

more, I will have to change my patterns of grocery shopping, entertainment, and forego plane 

trips to visit my grandchildren. I’m not sure that I am willing to do that! There I said it.   



Looking at my own life, I confess that if Julian and Eli needed me, the homeless and hungry may 

have to wait for any direct or indirect action on my part. Our faith choices are made moment by 

moment and fidelity to God may involve caring for our families first and ensuring their well-

being before putting ourselves at risk or devoting hours and days to a cause. I don’t see making 

that distinction as a character flaw or lacking in moral priority. But our worship requires an 

honest assessment.  

Rooms like this sanctuary are the safest places on earth to hide—from ourselves and from God. 

What better way to keep from hearing the voice of God than to fill our ears and our mouths with 

religious noise? The most efficient postponement of living life is to come to worship and sing 

some songs about it and hear more talking about it. We are sitting in a dangerous room. Evil’s 

favorite shelter is a house of worship. The serpent slithers in and coils itself around the altar.  

 

Why are we here? What are we here for? In simplest terms, we are here to praise God together, to 

pray for the world and for ourselves, to listen for what the Spirit would say to us, to offer our 

lives for the purpose of God in the world. If worship is real, we are changed. The transformation 

is usually gradual, however. Setbacks occur between advances. That’s why the community is so 

vital. We need each other’s wisdom when we find ourselves unsure about our purpose.   

Worship includes our individual expressions of thanks and praise to God, but those individual 

expressions are shared within a community, our particular community. And our particular 

community is part of a global community. Here’s our dilemma as I see it. We are not all social 

activists or prophets, but we cannot be apathetic when it comes to the well-being of our most 

vulnerable citizens. Additionally, we must balance care for our families, the health of our 

congregation, and our justice concern. Both callings compete for our time, commitment and 

compassion. Sometimes we have to put some callings ahead of others; sometimes we have to 

place the calling of one moment in the background when other callings appear. Sometimes I must 

care for my own grandchildren before other peoples’ children, but my love for my own family 

eventually must bear fruit in seeking the well-being for all the planet’s children. The issue is not 

one of “either-or.” The issue is God’s call in the moment as we address our various faith  

responsibilities in this life. 

A young woman, twenty-eight years old, said to Fred Craddock after attending a service he was 

leading. “This is the first time I was ever in church.” “Really?” “Yeah.” “Well,” he said, “how 

was it?” “Kind of scary.” Craddock said, “Kind of scary?” “Yeah.” “Why?” And she said, “It just 

seems so important. You know I never go to anything important. This just seemed important.”  

 

“This just seemed important,” she said. In worship, we come clean; we purge ourselves of our 

deceptions. In worship, we touch the great concerns of God and beat back the serpent of 

American civil religion. In worship, we examine what is truly important and on whom we will 

place our bets. In worship, we reclaim our balance, asking God for the strength to look beyond 

ourselves to any in need--recalling the people closest to us who need our love, while at the same 

time listening for the cries of anguish in our world.  

 

We can’t do any of that without authentic worship. We need each other even to consider such 

things. Over the communion table is a cross. It’s fitting that it should be there; it’s the sign of 

infinite love over us and among us. On the altar are candles symbolizing divine presence and our 

devotion. But lest we forget, as we worship, Christ did not die between two candlesticks in the 

sanctuary. He poured out his life outside the temple and outside the gates of the holy city to show 

us an alternate way. Amen.  

 


