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The Discman Syndrome

Recently I drove five Christian teenagers to a ski camp.  For the first hour or so, they visited and talked excitedly among themselves, and genuinely seemed to enjoy one another's fellowship.  Then suddenly all the headphones went on, the Discmans started up, and five teenagers each retired to his or her world and music of preference.  You see, one liked country, one liked rock, and I have no idea what the others were into.  I must admit to I was thankful to be spared having to listen to any them on the car stereo! But I couldn't help but notice how abruptly the fellowship stopped as each young person pursued his or her own musical tastes.

It also occurred to me that this is what happens in many churches today. God has called us in Christ into one body (Ephesians 4:4), and the Spirit is the one who must make us one in all our diversity.  The fellowship of the church is intended to be a laboratory where, guided by divine love, we break down barriers (Ephes. 2:14) and recognize and enjoy the fact that in Christ what bonds us is far deeper and more significant than the trappings of generation, background, culture and personal preference. 

Yet in many churches, when it comes to corporate worship, we find a similar phenomenon to what I experienced in the car that day. Different segments of the body gather at different times, and perhaps even in different places, to pursue musical worship according to their own preferred style.  The congregation is divided into musical affinity groups with the admitted purpose of giving people what they want, what they are comfortable with, and what is most meaningful to them.  The melting pot nature of the church gives way to homogeneous groupings which value choice over unity.

Unity in Diversity

Can you imagine the early church structuring itself in that way? Surely there wouldn’t have been separate services for Jews and for Greeks, for slaves and for free, though their backgrounds and hence their tastes would have undoubtedly shown much variety! In Corinth Paul taught against the institutional recognition of factions within the church; far from having separate services for those “of Paul,” “of Apollos,” “of Cephas,” “of Christ” (1 Cor. 1:12-13), he decried gathering under any banner but that of Christ alone. 

Surely the unity of the body should be demonstrated and lived out in a congregation's corporate worship life.  Surely the people of God should be challenged to join together as one body and to work towards a unified, corporate expression of praise to the Lord who wants them to be one (John 17: 23).  Surely the leadership of the church should wrestle with ways to bring the people together, not send them into separate enclaves with “separate but equal” worship forms and styles.

We should be under no illusion that such a pursuit will be easy.  It will take much work and prayer on the part of the church leaders and those responsible for worship; most importantly, it will demand a mature response on the part of the people. Rather than vying for what they like or want, their goal must be the good of the whole body. But isn’t that what being the body of Christ is all about? Isn’t that how all men will recognize that we are Christ’s disciples, from the love and deference we show for one another (John 13:35)?  If the body is to “build itself up in love” (Ephes. 4:12), the area of worship will definitely test the progress of the church towards that goal!

And don’t leaders have the right and even the responsibility to exhort the congregation to respond in a Christ-like, body-edifying way?  Sometimes pastors and other church leaders are so afraid that if they ask too much of their people—even Christian maturity!—some will become disillusioned and offended and leave for another, less demanding church home. Perhaps we should welcome such departures!

Blended Worship for a Blended Body
The fact that the body of Christ is by definition blended, not homogeneous (Gal. 3:28), might perhaps suggest a direction for our worship. A blended style of worship, which pulls songs and other materials from a wide variety of styles and sources (and historical periods), and which artfully synthesizes them into a tasteful whole, would seem to be a useful approach. That will look different from congregation to congregation, and will require a lot of work by gifted musicians, guided by an understanding leader who is firmly committed to the spiritual goal of unified congregational worship.  The result will probably need to be a good deal more integrated and complex than simply having different styles of worship represented at different parts of the service; that simply invites people to “check out” during that portion of the service which is not to their liking.

It cannot be over emphasized that the ultimate goal is not to keep everyone happy.  Of course, the goal is not to make them unhappy either!  One key is that the people must continually be taught about the gravity and importance of what they’re doing when they gather for worship, and the significance of moving forward in unity of heart and expression.  The importance of this teaching cannot be overemphasized.  We are redeemed, but not yet glorified, and we will always tend to seek out spiritual shortcuts which demand less effort and self-sacrifice on our part.

Breaking the Discman Barrier

An encouraging development during our trip to ski camp came when one of the girls in the car plugged some portable speakers into her Discman in order to expose her friends to some of her favorite songs; others then took the opportunity to share some songs they particularly liked too. All of them seemed to be willing to extend themselves just a little over their accustomed boundaries of personal preference, in order to meet one another on some common ground. Shouldn’t church be like this? 
Of course, at this point I became an involuntary participant also, for up until this point I had retreated as well into my own world (in my case, a world of silence); so it was good for me to enter into this stretching experience too. But the main thing is that fellowship was restored, we came back together out of our separate worlds, and we were challenged to meet each other halfway as we learned from one another. Isn’t this what the Lord desires from His church?

It has been maintained that diverse worship services are needed in a single church in order to serve as “entry points” into the church for different types of unbelievers. But have we considered the impact on outsiders of a church which is striving, out of love for the Lord and for one another, to sacrificially grow together in unified worship for the good of the whole?

