


As we examine the phenomenon that has become known as "Worship Wars," our first objectives were to 
identify the elements of traditional and contemporary worship, to dissect the pros and cons of the styles to 
try to get a handle on why people choose one or the other. 

It appears that the regular elements in the worship of the church are the following and no more: 
1. Public Prayer. 
2. Public reading of Scripture. 
3. Preaching of the Word. 
4. Singing. 
5. Administration of sacraments. 
(source techmalta.org) 
 
When we talk about "traditional" worship, we mean "contemporary traditional" worship, because today's 
traditional worship would be totally foreign to worshipers of centuries past, even somewhat foreign to 
those who attended services in decades past. We are centuries beyond animal sacrifice as a part of Godly 
worship. Music in a worship service is a relatively modern phenomenon, replacing chanting of "hymns" 
or, before any lyrical hymns were written specifically for worship services, Psalms or other Biblical 
readings. While some hymns are timeless, others are evolutionary, as evidenced by changes in hymnals 
through the years. Looking through old hymnals will validate this. The "hell, fire and brimstone" sermons 
so common half a century ago have all but disappeared in most denominations. The use of modern 
Biblical translations can be, to some, breaking with tradition. I know a few years ago in a small town, 
three churches were working together to put on Vacation Bible School. One of the pastors insisted that 
only the King James translation of The Bible could be used.  
 
It is not surprising, then, that what is considered traditional worship today may not reach many people in 
the same way that the traditional King James translation of The Bible was frequently hard to digest by 
non-Biblical scholars. Hence, the migration and growth of alternative types of services, lumped together 
as "contemporary" services only because they break the traditions. 
 
It is also likely that many of the elements found more or less only in contemporary worship services will 
become common elements in traditional worship services of the future. Some churches are already 
incorporating more contemporary ideas into their traditional worship services, so we will also examine 
"blended" services that take elements from both traditional and contemporary. 

"PROS" in Traditional Worship . . . We Seek Comfort in the Familiar 

Those of us who have grown up with traditional services, evolving as they may be in the use of 
technology, new Bible translations and the direction of sermons, still feel "at home" in churches that 
practice a worship format similar to that with which we have grown up. Some traditionalists see "messing 
with" church services as sacrilege. Others see it as a way to reach those who cannot relate to the types of 
services traditionalists find, at least, comforting, and, at most, "the way" to worship. 
 
After interviewing a number traditional worship attendees in seeking to know what is was that drew them 
to the traditional services, a number of overlapping answers appeared. The common thread to every 
respondent was that the traditional service brought a degree of comfort because of the traditional theme. 
 
Among the common elements that traditional worshipers found as "the way" to worship: 
 
 ** We want to sing the "old" hymns (even though virtually all of them are less than 200 years old), those 
songs we grew up with. We want to hear and sing Amazing Grace, The Old Rugged Cross, I Love to Tell 



the Story and other songs that, we feel, bring us closer to God. While an occasional diversion to an 
unknown or new song might be acceptable (usually if not exclusively as "special music"), we feel cheated 
if we don't get "steeped" in our traditional hymns. 
 
** Many of us want to have a hymnal and Bible handy. We enjoy leafing through The Bible to find the 
passage about to be read; we take a certain pride in being able to navigate through God's Word, in 
knowing where to find the book of Ezekiel or Philemon. And we who read music don't want to have to 
"follow along" with words on a screen; we want to follow the notes along with the lyrics from our 
hymnals, which have been with us since we first entered a church. 
 
** We want to follow the traditions set down in the sacraments, to follow the path of our forefathers in 
Holy Communion and Baptism. It creates a blessed assurance that we are taking God's laws and carrying 
them forward as they were meant to be carried. It is a faith that those who came before us had it right, and 
that it is our duty to carry those traditions forward. 
 
** We expect a pointed sermon, perhaps not one emphasizing the "stay-in-line-or-go-to-hell" philosophy 
preached repeatedly in decades past, but one that speaks to the more educated individual of 2011 without 
compromising the non-negotiable message of The Bible. We need to hear the message of repentance, the 
message of our evangelistic duty, the interpretation of those ordained to interpret God's word. We need 
that Sunday message to carry us through the week until we get to hear it again next Sunday. 
 
** We want to have a bulletin in our hands, to follow the order of service, to be comforted that the 
worship leader has assembled what we need for our weekly spiritual "filling." 
 
** We want to sing the Doxology as part of the offering. We may feel we have short-changed God in 
some way by not acknowledging His blessings through this traditional means. We ourselves feel short-
changed if we feel we have not performed our "duty" to God. 
 
** We want to participate in affirmations of faith, including the Apostles' Creed. 
 
** We expect to pray The Lord's Prayer as a congregation. 
 
** We want to hear scripture read in a serious and solemn way. While the degree of solemnity will vary 
in traditional services (some traditional services have noisy congregations affirming a prayer or a 
preacher's point; others find it disrespectful to do anything other than listen and interact vocally only 
when requested to do so), seldom is scripture presented other than to solemn attentiveness. 
 
All of these elements bring us comfort. . . comfort in that we are following the path of our forefathers, 
which we view as the proven path since religion is handed down from generation to generation; comfort 
in repetition (the more we do it, the more we believe in it); comfort that we are part of a larger group of 
believers who do things the same way; comfort that by following tradition we are avoiding irreverence. 
The bottom line of the comfort is that we feel closer to God because we are following tradition, and 
because we have been thus schooled, we may lose that feeling of proximity -- a feeling we seek when we 
come to God's House -- when our traditional elements are missing.  
 
 

"CONS" of Traditional Worship . . . Behind the Times? 
 

There was a Super Bowl commercial this year that featured a man sitting in a coffee shop similar to 
Starbucks. He was feverishly working away as he sipped on his coffee, but instead of typing on a sleek 
new laptop he was using a 1920s-era typewriter. When he received a telephone call, instead of reaching 



into his pocket to grab an iPhone as we are now accustomed to seeing, he picked up a heavy cell phone 
the size and weight of a brick, similar to the first cell phones used in the early 1980s. In the next scene, a 
man strolled down the street listening to music on his headphones. However, instead of an mp3 player, he 
was lugging along an analog record player. I raise these examples not to make the point that 
contemporary gadgets are always great, but to raise the question, as the commercial did, “What if we 
always settled for the first thing that came along?” If we think about this in the context of traditional 
worship, it questions the effectiveness of ministry that holds on to tradition so tightly. Updating with the 
times allows us to both continually evolve our worship, as well as reach new audiences for Christ. An 
additional question would be, “In an age where we have all the technology available to us that allows us 
to do some things better and reach new audiences, why wouldn’t we take advantage of it?”  
 
Uninviting: If you could imagine walking into a secret society meeting where you don’t know the 
protocol, the secret handshakes, and the way things are done, you would have a good idea of how it feels 
for some parishioners who enter into churches of traditional worship. For someone who knows nothing 
about Christianity or has never been to church, you could understand how intimidating this could be. 
While they should feel the welcoming, warm love of Christ, instead they feel more like an outsider, 
leaving even more terrified than when they first entered because they did not know the protocol. On the 
other hand, if someone walks into a shopping mall for example, they know what to expect, and there is a 
comfort level they feel upon entering. Traditional worship does not offer the same comfort level for some 
people who enter. 
 
Confining: Another adverse effect of traditional worship is that it confines you well within a pre-defined 
box. If the traditional worship service sticks too tightly to the script, it does not allow the Holy Spirit free 
reign to move within the service when desired. This also forces people to subdue their imagination and 
creativity when it comes to worship and bringing forward new ideas for worship. The only directive in the 
scriptures when it comes to worship is John 4:24 which reads “God is Spirit, and those who worship Him 
must worship in spirit and truth”, so we should not be limited by tradition. 
 
Making God of no effect by Tradition: In Matthew 15:3, Jesus asked the Pharisees “Why do you also 
transgress the commandment of God because of your tradition?” Jesus warned the Pharisees that they 
were transgressing the commandment of God for the sake of their tradition, and in verse 6 he said to 
them, “Thus you have made the commandment of God of no effect by your tradition.”  While he wasn’t 
specifically speaking about worship in this passage, but rather the cultural traditions, this does bring up 
another thought about traditional worship. There is often a monotonous flow in traditional worship 
services, for example when people stand and repeat the Affirmation of Faith which they have memorized, 
they are not always speaking with a conviction from the heart. It is many times simply a repeating of 
words out of repetition which tends to strip the meaning behind the portion of the service while just going 
through the motions. In Matthew 15:8 Jesus quotes Isaiah by saying, “These people draw near to Me with 
their mouth, And honor Me with their lips, But their heart is far from Me.” 
 
Zeal for tradition resists the Holy Spirit: There are many dangers of traditional worship, none more 
important to point out and stand against than the following illustration: Paul mentions in Galatians 1:14 
that he was “exceedingly zealous of the traditions of my fathers [the Jews]”. This zeal blinded him and 
the Jews from seeing the move of God through Jesus Christ the Messiah. John 12:17-19 describes the 
reaction of The Pharisees when the crowds began to follow Jesus after he performed a miracle. The 
Pharisees’ response to this miraculous manifestation of our Messiah was fully born of zeal for their 
tradition and the status quo, which exemplifies the danger of grasping tradition too tightly: “So the 
Pharisees said to one another, “See, this is getting us nowhere. Look how the whole world has gone after 
him!””(John 12:19) They proceeded to plot to have Jesus killed as a result. The fervent allegiance to 
tradition can become obsessive to the point where we miss a move of the Spirit of God, or even worse yet, 
we aim to quench – or even attempt to kill – the Spirit of God to save our traditions. 



 
Can’t be all things to all people: One church can’t be all things to all people, and traditional worship 
certainly has its place and is desirable for many churchgoers of many backgrounds. At the same time, 
each generation has their own praise to sing to God in their own way, and re-hashing the praises and 
traditions of prior generations does not always flow from the heart of the current generation, whose 
earnest praise God is also seeking. If traditional worship is to be successful, we need to make it a point to 
explain -- especially to newcomers, but to everyone – what these traditions are, what they mean and what 
the significance is to understand why we practice them. 
 
 

"PROS" of Contemporary Worship . . . a Positive Look at Contemporary Worship 
 
In Perspectives on Christian Worship, a book that defines and contrasts five worship formats, Dan Wilt, 
the director of the Institute of Contemporary and Emerging Worship studies at a Canadian university, 
writes a lengthy chapter outlining the benefits of contemporary worship.  The premise behind his 
numerous arguments concerning the necessity of this format is that it is a connectional worship format, 
connecting current culture to Christ and connecting modern and post-modern communities to God. 
 
It is important to note that the term contemporary typically refers to that which is current --- and what 
modern society considers stodgy and outdated was actually current at one time.  Early Methodists who 
sang hymns as part of their church services were accused of walking on the edge, as more conservative 
denominations viewed some music as frivolous and un-Godly.  Those same Wesleyan hymns, once 
considered culturally correct, are now viewed by some as being traditional and cold.  While he is a 
proponent of contemporary worship, Wilt points out that those involved in this worship format must 
continue to be “tethered to the historic church community and the theological anchor of the Scriptures.” 
(160) 
 
As a basis for introducing his focus on the music worship leaders use in engaging individuals in worship; 
connecting multi-denominational Christians; and helping new and experienced Christians in making a 
personal connection to The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Wilt’s chapter provides a historical background 
of the modern contemporary movement.  As the United States experienced a moral and cultural shift in 
the 1960s and 1970s, traditional religion experienced pushback.  Those who had been raised in a 
traditional church setting, but were part of this “free love” revolution, began to express their love for God 
in the same manner that they handled other issues.  They resented traditional values and being confined to 
a set of expectations.  Organs were replaced by guitars, and Sunday best clothing stayed in the closet.  
Archaic hymns were replaced by contemporary songs that were written and performed to express their 
feelings and their love for God in their own style.  Wilt argues that music of this caliber is important in 
the connectional needs of the modern church. 
 
While many traditional church hymns were composed by what Wilt terms “DWEMs” – dead, white, 
European males – contemporary music has the sounds, styles, and rhythms of many cultures and peoples.  
Contemporary music allows individuals to connect to God through their own personal musical interests 
(194). While it may be argued that people should come to God through scripture and prayer, a newcomer 
to church may not know scripture, traditional recitations, or even how to pray, but he will be able to 
respond to the less formal environment of a celebratory service.  Music tends to spawn emotions in 
listeners, and the contemporary service may be the first place a newcomer experiences an emotional 
connection to God. 
 
Even those who are well-schooled in their faith and in the Scriptures tend to be somewhat divided by 
traditional denominations.  Certain faith traditions may use specific hymns and recitations in executing 
worship services, and those who are unfamiliar with other faith traditions may not have a meaningful 



worship experience.  Younger Christians, who have the benefit of the Contemporary  
Christian music industry, are more familiar with non-denominational compositions.  Wilt recites an 
example of college students who are participating in an arena-style praise service.  As traditional hymns 
are played, there is a moderate attempt at singing but enthusiasm is lacking; however, as a contemporary 
song fills the arena, young adults from a myriad of faith traditions join their voices in song and the energy 
in the room increased exponentially.   
 
Wilt purports that these contemporary songs allow congregants to sing to God rather than about God, 
allowing a more personal relationship to develop between God and his people.  A more simplistic style of 
music allows people the ability to sing along to music without having to bury their eyes in a hymnal.  
Instead of worrying about singing the proper lyrics at the proper time, easily learned lyrics allow 
worshippers to feel the words they are singing to their Lord rather than miss the connection while trying 
to sing a multi-verse traditional hymn.   
 
While traditionalists may view contemporary worship as being too edgy, Wilt says that “the edge is a 
tenuous and unforgiving place, but it seems to be the place where Jesus and His disciples lived.” (160)  
And if going against the grain was good enough for Jesus Christ, it may be just what some congregations 
need to be the disciples that Christ himself called us to be. 
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"CONS" of Contemporary Worship 
 

Historically, the contemporary worship phenomenon emerged from the Jesus Movement in North 
America in the 1960s and the “Charismatic Renewal Movement” in Australia and New Zealand during 
the 1970s and 80’s. The function of music in services, the style of songs, their performance, the explicit 
theology of the lyrics, and the theology implied by these aspects distinguish “contemporary worship” 
from traditional worship in practice and theological background.  
 
The music in a Contemporary worship takes a significant part of the service time and repetition of phrases 
reinforces the theological content of the service. The impact is heightened as creeds and formal prayers 
are seldom used. Theologically, contemporary worship music is influenced by Pentecostal and 
Evangelical theologies. However, the phenomenon has influenced all major denomination to some 
degree. There is a wide variety in practice between churches.  
 
The shift toward contemporary worship has been a source of significant controversy (sometimes called 
‘worship wars’) in many churches. While some disagreements have primarily resulted from a resistance 
to changes to the accustomed style of worship, more substantial concerns have also been raised. 
 
The musical style of contemporary worship is very much influenced by popular music, and the use of 
modern instruments is commonplace. Objectors feel that this style of music and the use of modern 
instruments are ‘worldly’ and associated with an immoral lifestyle. A very small number of theologians 
oppose it based on their interpretation of the regulative principle of worship. Contemporary worship is 
intrinsically related to the contemporary Christian music industry. 
 
Additional controversy results from the lyrical content of much of the contemporary worship music, 
which differs from traditional hymnody and often reflects a charismatic theology. The increasing 



influence of this music is seen as introducing charismatic teachings by the back door. In addition, 
criticism has been made of the simple wording of many contemporary worship songs, which is felt to be 
banal and lacking in depth. 
 
Critics have argued that contemporary worship services are actually ‘entertainment’, claiming that the 
increased amount of music (often played by a band) create the atmosphere of a concert or performance. 
Opposition to contemporary worship has been most vocal from the conservative evangelical wing of the 
church, which also opposes the charismatic movement. 
 
So what does the bible say about coming together? 
 Numbers 10:2 - Make thee two trumpets of silver; of a whole piece shalt thou make them: that thou 
mayest use them for the calling of the assembly and for the journeying of the camps. 
 Deuteronomy 31:12 – Gather the people together men, women and children, and thy stranger that is 
within thy gates, that they may hear and that they may learn and fear the Lord your God and observe to do all the 
words of this law.  
 Acts 2: 46-47 – And they continuing daily with one accord in the temple and breaking bread from 
house to house did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart, Praising God and having favor 
with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved. 
 
Every congregation needs to examine critically its worship life at this transitional point in our history. 
Many congregations are offering ‘contemporary’ or ‘alternative’ worship services in an honest effort to 
reach out to those in the community without a church home. Unfortunately, terms like ‘contemporary’ 
often are not clearly defined and can be confusing. What do we mean by ‘contemporary’? “Alternative” 
to what? For many, the answers lie in changing or evolving musical styles and leadership. For others, the 
move to contemporary worship means not using traditional patterns and texts in an attempt to make the 
Sunday event appealing to visitors who have little or no background in Christian worship. 
 
A concern for hospitality to strangers is always important. If we emphasize worship as the gathering of 
the faithful around Word and sacrament without concern for the visitor, we may leave them out and 
ignore our evangelical mandate. What is familiar and sacred to us may be strange and unfamiliar to 
others. We must graciously invite everyone into the liturgy and offer assistance as desired. Concern for 
the visitor, however, should not immediately drive us to the other extreme of abandoning the long-
standing traditions of Christian worship. Neither extreme is acceptable. 
 
Traditions are things we are strongly committed to and understand. Traditions are not things we do 
routinely but do not understand. We need not apologize for our traditions. Rather, we should celebrate the 
liturgy with life and color and action. We are called on to proclaim the gospel and boldly celebrate the 
sacraments. When newcomers visit our congregations, they should be so captivated by what we do and by 
the sincerity and intensity with which we do it that they will want to return.  Real hospitality means that 
all of our people, not just the assigned greeters for the day, are prepared to offer gracious human 
hospitality. Our buildings need to be designed and signed in such a way that they welcome people 
unfamiliar with our facilities and our traditions. Concise, clear and inviting bulletins can offer valuable 
assistance to all, especially visitors. Our challenge is to discover a variety of ways to be welcoming to the 
seeker without abandoning the substance of our worship tradition. 
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"PROS & CONS" of Traditional and Contemporary Blended Worship 
 
Having determined and agreed that the primary factor in deciding whether a service is considered 
traditional or contemporary is whether the liturgy in either the UM Hymnal or the Book of Worship is 
used, there is some question as to how we can say a service is a blend of the two. 
 
On the other hand, there are other factors present that give rise to the perception that there can be a 
blended worship.  One factor is the music used.  Another is formality of dress.  Another could be the 
overall tone of the service, or the use of technology or audio/visual presentations. 
While some services can be easily sorted into Traditional or contemporary worship form, many smaller 
congregations have developed into a blend of the two extremes (if you will). 
 
That there can be a vast range of formality in Traditional worship services is evident.  Just as there is a 
vast range of sizes of congregation, and locales from Urban to rural, the United Methodist church has a 
wide enough range to appeal to every segment of the population. 
 
Now, back to the argument for or against the blended worship service.  We’ll begin with the pros. 
First, most communities contain a wide range of people with different socio/economic backgrounds, and 
the perceived formality of a church can be off-putting for the less advantaged, who may not possess the 
sort clothing that they perceive to be required for a formal service, yet they prefer the form of worship 
with which they were brought up.  
  
Second, these people may have families that consist of young people who would prefer the more relaxed 
atmosphere of contemporary music and dress.   In order for both adults and young people to feel 
comfortable attending, it may be necessary to relax the formality of worship in order to appeal to both 
groups, while maintaining the order of worship and liturgy expected. 
 
Third, a lot of congregations are not large enough to divide into more than one worship service, and the 
blended form is a practical and efficacious way to appeal to all congregants. 
 
On the opposing side, many older adults, having been brought up in a formal tradition of worship, feel 
that the informality of contemporary services is less than reverent. They prefer the old hymns and familiar 
order of service, and have difficulty accepting the ‘new fangled’ attitudes toward worship.  Informality of 
dress is also considered by some to be lacking in respect toward worship. 
   
We expect that there are many more viewpoints than we can conceive, or find in our limited circles of 
acquaintances.  
 
When congregations are sufficiently large to justify services in both Contemporary and Traditional styles, 
the obvious answer seems to be to offer both. And while many churches have successfully integrated 
services of both styles into their programs, in spite of the best of intentions there are stumbling blocks to 
consider. When the human element is added, what seems like a good idea can turn into a disaster, as a 
church in the Augusta area discovered: 

 
One Church’s History of Contemporary Worship (The Aldersgate Experience) 

 
In 1995 a group of members of the Emmaus Community and a few fellow members of Aldersgate United 
Methodist Church (AUMC) in Augusta, GA began to meet once each month on Friday night for informal 
worship, praise and sharing.  Seeking to enlarge on their experience and to share their faith, exploratory 
discussions were held concerning the institution of a new form of worship service at AUMC.  A 



succession of committees addressed this idea to see if there was truly a need as well as a desire for a new 
service.  The new service was to be added to the Sunday schedule of two traditional Sunday morning 
services at 8:30 and t 11:00 AM.   
 
The new service was originally conceived as a service to reach “the un-churched and the de-churched” -
the de-churched being those who had previously been active in a church but had stopped attending a year 
or more ago.   It was decided that the service would be held at 9:30 on Sunday mornings in the 
Fellowship Hall at Aldersgate.  The service was to be led by the then associate student pastor who was in 
the ordination process.  A praise leader was recruited and hired to lead the music. The service was 
initially called “Aldersgate Lite” -- a name that soon fell into disuse in favor of the “9:30 service” or the 
“Contemporary Service (CS).”  The first service was held with great fanfare and attendance on September 
7, 1997.  It should be noted that this was the first contemporary service in Augusta undertaken by an 
established “traditional” church. The service prospered and grew, but did not fulfill its mission of 
reaching a significant number of un-churched or de-churched people.   
 
Focus groups were held to determine the time, place and form of the services for Contemporary Worship 
(CW).  It was the wish of the CW group that most, if not all, of the trappings of Traditional Worship 
(TW) be eliminated as these were felt to me stifling. Thus there were no bulletins, hymnals, collection 
plates or formal liturgy. No prepared readings, or group prayers were used. Initially communion was not 
served at the CS, but later Communion was added, administered by the senior pastor, since the sacraments 
require an ordained clergy person. No offering was taken, but there were boxes at the rear of the room for 
“those who felt led to give” to do so upon leaving. 
 
The majority of those attending the Contemporary Worship (CW) were already members of AUMC.  In 
some cases there were families now attending together in the CS who had before been divided, with youth 
going to another church or not at all. Overall, however, there was no immediate increase in the total 
number of worshippers at AUMC on a given Sunday. The church continued to grow at the rate it had 
experienced in the previous few years.  All of the services essentially grew proportionally, although there 
were times when the CW was the largest of the three services.  
   
The  associate pastor left AUMC with the vision of launching a “church without walls” to meet in homes, 
coffee houses, bars, etc., his successor, another student pastor, assumed responsibility for the CW. Since 
the previous associate had been such a strong personality and stayed so close in the area, a significant 
number of the CW folks chose to follow him and they eventually began to meet as a start-up church 
launched by AUMC.    
 
Many worshippers at AUMC were now coming to the CWS at 9:30 and leaving to attend the 11:00 
worship at the newly launched start-up church.  In an effort to decrease the practice of leaving AUMC 
after the 9:30 service to attend at 11:00 elsewhere, the CWS was moved to 11:00 with the senior pastor 
there once a month and the associate pastor at the CWS on the other Sundays.   Later when we had to 
eliminate the associate pastor’s position, the senior pastor preached all three services with a different 
order of worship in the CWS to put the sermon first in the service to allow the senior pastor to then go to 
the sanctuary to preach in the latter portion of the traditional service. Finally in 2009, AUMC 
discontinued the Contemporary Worship Service altogether.   
 
During the several years of our Contemporary Worship experience  AUMC had several changes in clergy.   
None of the succeeding pastors or associates seemed able to elicit the enthusiasm for the Contemporary 
service as had been seen in the earlier days.  In addition it became exceedingly difficult to recruit or retain 
musicians for the CWS.  Commonly musicians would resign with several months remaining on a one year 
contract.  When reminded of their contractual obligation, the common response was that a new 
opportunity had appeared which had not been available at the time of the signing of the original contract.   



Most of the CWS attendees have now moved on, the majority of those to the new contemporary church 
launched by AUMC and still pastored by the original leader of our CWS.   It was difficult to enlist the 
CWS worshipers to take ownership of their service and participate in the efforts involved in preparing for 
and conducting the CWS.  Interestingly, there was not enough giving from the attendees to pay the 
physical cost of holding the service-utilities, etc. 
 
Where is AUMC today?  We have lost 30% in attendance and membership. There is friction in the church 
between those who favor CW, but have remained in the security of our established church and the 
majority of the congregation. We still have a small group wanting to try, yet again, to establish a CWS.   
Aldersgate launched a highly successful contemporary worship ministry.  Our start-up church, Quest, now 
has over three hundred members and holds three services each Sunday.  Quest’s membership core is 
largely former Aldersgate members, and their praise band is made up of mostly former AUMC band 
members.   The church continues to grow, but has adopted more of an “Emergent” worship. What was 
originally envisioned as a church without walls has become a modern, but largely conventional church.   
Currently Quest meets in a rented former strip mall. They are looking for a place to build and raising the 
funds to do so. 
 
 What has been learned from our experience?  In order to gather this information extensive interviews 
have been held with clergy at the local, district and conference level; current and former members, 
musicians and others: 
 
** Many in today’s society from age 45-50 and younger have little loyalty to churches or other 
institutions. 
 
** The loyalties in today’s society are more relational in nature, i.e. to individuals or to groups of 
individuals with whom there is a perceived close relationship. 
 
** Many in today’s society have grown up without significant background understanding or appreciation 
of Christian tradition. 
 
** Attempting to add another form of worship in a church with established tradition can be difficult and is 
often divisive.  Essentially this establishes a “church within a church” with the new group often having 
different ideas of forms of worship, mission, practice and even theology.   
                                                 
** Many in today’s society have difficulty making and honoring commitments. 
 
** In today’s consumer driven society there is an attitude of entitlement to be fed with little sense of 
obligation to get in the kitchen and help to prepare the meal! 
 
** Different forms of worship appeal to different groups of people, but regardless of form all worship 
must be of the highest possible quality as our gift to God and our effort to feed the His flock.   
 
The success of contemporary worship cannot be denied; it reaches many who might not be otherwise 
brought into the kingdom. It is generally accepted that our "traditional" services are no longer consistent 
with those of years and centuries past. Rather, they have evolved into our most widely general form of 
worship. There may, however, be a factor we have not widely considered. Community churches, which 
are springing up with increasing frequency, are almost exclusively contemporary in their worship. These 
bodies, usually non-denominational and unfettered by tradition, often grow rapidly in an unstructured 
environment.  Conversely, adding a contemporary service within an established traditional church setting, 
is often difficult, slow to grow, and fraught with controversy and contention.  
  



Can you imagine attempting to add a traditional worship service in a well established contemporary 
church?  Could it be that the problem is not which form of worship is better, but that we might be 
attempting  revolution  rather than evolution? Contemporary worship seems to flourish best when it is 
done by a stand-alone body. Conflict arises when we try to impose something radically different on an 
established setting. In the case of Aldersgate, our original contemporary group struggled amid the conflict 
within the church, but survived until launched as a start-up new church.  Once they were on their own the 
group began to grow faster and has prospered. 
 
 

Surveys Confirm: Worship Wars Combatants are on the Same Side! 
 
Where human beings and human emotions are involved, anything suggesting "change" will usually ruffle 
some feathers, but while the Aldersgate Experience showed that good intentions sometimes produce 
conflict, the bottom line is that -- at least in theory -- Christians overwhelmingly support  the presence of 
both types of services. 
 
A survey of North Georgia Methodists confirmed the “truce” between adherents of traditional and 
contemporary styles of worship.  Selected congregants were asked to rate 32 statements about worship on 
a scale of 1 (disagree) to 10 (agree).  They were also asked to indicate their age, race, length of church 
membership, whether their children attend church with them and whether that is a factor in choosing a 
worship service.  A total of 69 usable surveys were collected.  Detailed results of the survey are presented 
in the appendix to this report. 
 
 The statement with the highest average response (9.2 on a scale of 10) was “If your heart is in the 
right place, it really doesn’t matter how you worship, only THAT you worship.” 
 
Reflecting that consensus, one of the respondents commented: “I prefer authentic worship, whether it is 
traditional, contemporary or somewhere in between.  Bottom line: if the heart of a church is focused on 
acknowledging God as all powerful, extends the love of Jesus to all and allows the Holy Spirit to work 
within them as individuals and as a congregation, then worship will be authentic.  Worship is not a means 
of getting close to God, but a result of our closeness to God.  Both traditional and contemporary worship 
can be authentic, but both also can make it easy for a church to forget about the true meaning of worship.  
Traditional worship can easily become rote and allow people to fall into a habit of responding without 
thinking.  Contemporary worship can easily become performance based and allow people to be part of the 
show without thinking.  For me, the real question is not about the style of worship but how to make sure 
churches are vitalized to have authentic worship, regardless of style.” 
 
The statement with the second highest average response (8.8) was “It makes no difference to God whether 
services are traditional or contemporary.” We must remember: it's about Him! The fact that these two 
survey items drew the most polarized positive responses shows that while the human factor can 
sometimes get in the way, we are all on the same side in the phenomenon we've tagged as "wars." 
 
In the March 2011 issue of Christianity Today, the senior managing editor suggested that the “worship 
wars” have given way to a “tense truce (that) continues to prod people into deeper thinking” as evident in 
four articles about the music that is used in worship.  Although music is often the most obvious difference 
between traditional and contemporary worship services, we found that there are other factors including 
the formality of the order of worship, the breadth and depth of Biblical teaching, the focus of the sermon 
and the physical arrangements in the worship area. 
 
The North Georgia Conference offers tools that can be used to help design worship services that will draw 
congregants into authentic worship.  Members of the North Georgia Conference have free access to 



MissionInsite, which provides instant access to demographic data for a variety of geographic areas and 
related ministry applications. 
 
For a specified geographic area (e.g., a 5-mile radius around a particular address), MissionInsite will 
produce four customized reports: 
 

• QuickInsite, a customized 2-page overview of population, households, families, age, income, life 
phase, race/ethnicity and the top 10 lifestyles. 

• FullInsite, a customized 18-page report with detailed community information combining 
demographic data, graphs and textual analysis. 

• ExecutiveInsite, a customized 15-page report combining narrative analysis with datable and 
graphs around 12 topics, including charitable giving practices and religious practices. 

• Impressions, a customized 2-page report on 10 indicators of community moods and values and 
10 indicators of community inclinations. 

Those demographic reports can be used with two additional resources: 
 

• Mosaic Type Descriptions (Detail) offers 17 pages of detail for each of the 60 lifestyles 
identified by the demographic data.  Included are a colorful one-page Overview; a one-page 
Description of demographics, lifestyles and media usage; and extensive charts providing deep 
insight in seven sections (Who We Are, How We Make a Living, Where We Live, Our Homes 
Live, How We View The World, Attitudes, and Supporting Notes). 

• Mission Impact offers a 3-page report summarizing practical Christian ministry applications in 
six categories (Leadership, Hospitality, Worship, Education, Small Groups and Outreach). 

 
Author Tom Bandy notes in the foreword that the strategies in Mission Impact are based on 35 years of 
ministry leadership across three denominations and in multiple regions, contexts and cultures.  Urging 
that choices in designing worship should be guided by “the nature of the blessing from worship” rather 
than the style of worship, he presents six worship alternatives: 
 

• Educational worship – interprets scripture, expounds doctrine, explains tradition and advocates 
ethical positions.  Liturgies and sermons are longer.  People sit in rows and often take notes.  
Music often includes classical hymns. 

• Transformational worship – encourages personal change through personal choice or divine 
intervention.  Simple order of worship.  Sermons are stories of personal change and hope.  
Flexible seating.  Rhythmic, uplifting, popular music. 

• Inspirational worship – encourages celebration and thanksgiving.  Motivational sermons. Various 
orders of worship and musical styles.  People applaud and shout. 

• Coaching worship – provides practical help to live Christian lifestyle and develop Christian 
relationships.  “How To …” sermons.  Informal order of worship.  Popular Christian music. 

• Healing / Care Giving worship – provides healing, comfort, reassurance.  Little or no preaching.  
Varied liturgy but very personal.  Healing prayer, laying on of hands, mediation.  Quiet music. 

• Mission-Connection worship – recommit to mission activities and celebrate mission results.  
Preaching about social issues and mission success stories.  Varied liturgy but externally focused.  
Music indigenous to cultures targeted by mission. 

 
Mission Impact similarly offers alternatives in the other categories as follows: 

• Leadership – Caregiver, Enabler, CEO, Visionary, Discipler, Mentor and Pilgrim. 



• Hospitality – The Basics, Multiple Choices, Healthy Choices and Take-Out. 
• Education – Curricular, Experiential, Biblical, Topical, Generational and Peer Group. 
• Small Group p – Rotated Leaders, Designated Leaders, Curriculum and Affinity. 
• Outreach – Survival, Recovery, Health, Quality Of Life, Human Potential, Interpersonal 

Relationships and Human Destiny. 
 
Go to http://ngumc.org/pages/detail/494 for details on registering to use MissionInsite. 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

Worship Wars?  What’s that about?  Why all the controversy over different styles of worship?  Aren’t we 
supposed to be all things to all people?  After all this research, have we come up with a conclusion as to 
whether Traditional or Contemporary style worship is the best? 
 
No. And we won’t, because no one can agree on a really good finite definition of either. What we 
consider Traditional would most likely have been considered Contemporary a generation or two ago.  The 
only thing we can determine with certainty is that some people prefer the Traditions of their youth, and 
others prefer to make their own traditions. 
 
There is no right or wrong style of worship as long as the One being worshipped is the One True God.  
Biblical accounts of worship bear little resemblance to the practices of today, either Traditional or 
Contemporary, but we cannot deny that their worship was accepted by God as good.  We are just as 
certain that God accepts our sincere worship and delights in it.  
  
After all, that’s why he made us. 
 
Respectfully submitted by the 2010-2011 North Georgia Conference LUMC Group known as "God's 
Kids." The group name was chosen because we were matched up from the verse from the Sermon on the 
Mount: "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God." Ironically, our 
"peacemakers" chose to attack the topic of "worship wars." 
 
Jamal Booker attends Mt. Olive UMC in Fairburn, GA. Jamal's provided the "cons" of traditional 
worship. His amazing ability to offer public prayer inspired us all to the point we looked forward to each 
group session if for no other reason than to join hands and let Jamal lead us in prayer. 
 
Linda Burton attends Walnut Grove UMC in Monroe, GA. Linda gave us first-hand insight from her 
own church in blended worship. Linda was also usually the first to make comments when questions were 
on the table, and she penned a conclusion (without being so assigned) that all in the group quickly 
approved. 
 
Bruce Clevenger attends Collins Memorial UMC in Atlanta, GA. He was responsible for the "pros" of 
traditional worship (which Collins epitomizes) and designed the survey that produced the results shown in 
the addendum. He also assembled the works of all the group members into this final document. 
 
Ken Powers attends Sugarloaf UMC in Sugar Hill, GA. Ken was the "unofficial leader" of our group and 
when presiding over a meeting was necessary, he took the reins. Ken also set up conference calls so that 
we could discuss our project without the often-misinterpreted exchanges of emails. He also handled the 
processing and analyzing of statistics and carried his loyalties a step beyond by producing demographic 
reports for all our group's churches, including valuable data for the use of evangelism. 



  
Lori Scifers attends Sam Jones UMC in Euharlee, GA. Battling health issues and a busy schedule, Lori, a 
strong proponent of contemporary worship, was a natural choice to handle "pros" of contemporary 
worship. She also took on the task of preparing our Power Point presentation before the LUMC class. 
 
Jacque Smith attends Cedar Grove UMC in Ellenwood, GA. Fighting through personal tragedy, Jacque 
took on the task of the "cons" of contemporary worship and authored that segment of the report. 
 
Al Stocks attends Aldersgate UMC in Augusta, GA. In spite of serious health issues, Al (the senior 
member of our group) offered a lot of insight and offered to host a weekend retreat, although conflicting 
schedules made assembling the retreat impossible. Al was able to give us the first-hand report of "The 
Aldersgate Experience." 
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