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Matters of Definition
What Is Blended Worship?
Blended worship (also termed convergence worship) may be generally defined as a worship service which employs a combination of traditional and contemporary elements (especially music).

What Is Blended Worship Not?
Some have caricatured blended worship as a service in which one entire portion is made up of contemporary music, and another portion is entirely traditional music. That is not a true blending and would seem to be a formula sure to leave everyone unhappy!

Why Blended Worship?
The main motivation behind blended worship is a conscious decision to bring the entire body of Christ, in all of its diversity, together in corporate worship. Rather than providing separate services to appeal to the tastes of different generations or other subgroupings of the congregation, all are encouraged to make concessions relative to their own personal preferences with the goal of a shared worship experience into which all can enter. Quite simply put, the strongest argument for pursuing worship which is blended is the fact that the body of Christ is blended (Gal. 3:28); and it is in corporate worship that the truth of the body's unity (in diversity) can be most effectively lived out (Ephesians 4:4-6; I Corinthians 12:20).

Preparation
Moving towards blended worship is indeed a worthy goal, for the reasons articulated above. But church leaders must also recognize most congregations' natural resistance to change; and so careful ground work must be laid in order to insure that the new structure is built upon a stable foundation. Change for change's sake is not the goal; the people must be taught and brought to a point of understanding why some adjustments are worthwhile. The day will be won in the arena of certain basic concepts.

Worship is the goal
The chief end of man is to glorify God, and that should be the ultimate and primary aim of every worship service. Music must be understood as a means to the end of worship, and not as an end in itself. That means that decisions regarding stylistic changes or adjustments must be made primarily on the basis of worship concerns, not musical ideals or goals. (As Luther put it, "Music is the handmaiden of theology.") God seeks worshippers (John 4:23)--not musicians! -- and is pleased when we worship in spirit and in truth (John 4:24). We must not presume that God is honored solely by the music that we ourselves prefer! He looks on the heart of the worshipper.

Understanding worship
These and other principles of biblical worship must be carefully and comprehensively taught so that change can be understood in the context of a higher goal. The congregation must understand the importance, indeed the centrality, of worship in the life of the believer and of the local church. 1) The pastor could devote a series of messages to the subject of worship and expound some of the great texts on worship (various Psalms; Mark 14:3-9; John 4:19-26; Hebrews 10:19-25; 13:8-15; Revelation 5:11-14). 2) The music committee could engage in a study of worship (e.g., Robert Webber's study course Learning to Worship with All Your Heart) and share their findings with the congregation in some way. 3) Special brochures could be printed as an additional educational tool. 4) The worship leader could begin to make comments directing the congregation towards a proper attitude in their worship. 5) Those interested and concerned should faithfully pray that the congregation and its leaders would grow in its understanding of and commitment to true worship.

Unity above all
Most importantly, we must be "diligent to preserve the Unity of the spirit in the bond of peace" (Eph. 4:3). That makes it worthwhile to go slowly, but also to challenge everyone to be willing to make some concessions in matters of preference for the greater good and as an act of sacrificial love for God and the people of God.

Planning
Work within the system
Completely throwing out the old structure and introducing a completely new one is perhaps the surest way to enter into the job search market! The New Testament is remarkably unexplicit when it comes to forms of worship, and we may safely assume that God intended for us to have considerable freedom to structure worship with sanctified wisdom and a heart for contextualizing unchanging truth. God will be honored if we eschew the shock of radical change and conscientiously seek to ease into our churches' established forms a carefully selected amount of fresh ideas and blended musical styles.

Time to plan
In free church worship, there is considerable opportunity for creative use of music, readings, and other elements - but that same freedom means that much more planning is necessitated than in a highly standard liturgical setting. And planning takes time.

The worship pastor (or whoever plans the service) must be allowed a significant block of time to pray, think, and work at the planning of services. Too often the person in this position finds himself stretched by the demands of a very broad music program with multitudes of graded choirs and other ensembles for him to oversee if not to personally direct. Churches need to reorient their thinking in order to afford the worship planner time to plan worship: this may mean a less ambitious program (not as broad, so that it can go deeper), or the hiring of interns or part-time assistants to help with running the program. Leaders, committee members, and congregants may not have the vision for what they are missing; but the fact of the matter is that it will well be worth a significant investment ( of whatever sort) in order to free up the worship pastor to plan worship.

Make haste slowly
Remember that trying new creative things should never be an end in itself. Therefore there is real wisdom in introducing changes carefully and slowly.

Thematic Services
Stylistic unity is obviously not going to be possible when a wide diversity of musical styles are included in the worship service; but, while stylistic unity is a real virtue in a purely musical context (be it a Beethoven Symphony, or a jazz number), in worship services our goal is not a musical one - our goal is acceptable worship (Hebrews 12:28; I Peter 2:5).

How then to unify a service and give it internal coherence, rather than being just a hodgepodge of musical selections whose miscellaneous character is magnified by being drawn from different centuries? Thematic worship is a highly effective way to give significance to all the elements of a service and to focus the thoughts and hearts of worshippers. In thematic worship a particular attribute of God or biblical or theological theme is developed, and all of the music, readings, and other elements are chosen because they relate to the theme and contribute to its development. 

Workable and edifying themes include The Holiness of God, The Power of God, The Love of God, God's Work in Creation, The Power of Jesus' Name, The Lamb of God, The Cross, The Grace of God, Christ our King, The Light of the World, The Rock of Our Salvation, The Good Shepherd. All of the above themes have available to them a large amount of familiar musical material. Hymns and choruses can be intertwined (often only certain verses of a hymn will deal with a particular theme, and these verses may be extracted and used) together with original responsive readings and choral interludes (singing songs unfamiliar to the congregation, excerpts of anthems relating to the theme, and full anthems). Hymns and choruses can easily be paired and the juxtaposition is not as jarring if perhaps the hymn is slowed down to a similar tempo as the chorus, and/or one or the other is transposed to provide for a smoother transition between them. Flow is crucial to developing the theme and focusing the worshipper: Why announce every song? Use the bulletins or overheads to enhance the flow of the service by allowing for seamless transitions between songs.

If the preacher plans his messages far enough in advance, then the theme of the entire service may be dovetailed with the sermon theme. This is ideal, but often not possible; and a "bipartite" service can still work very well.

Thematic services can guide the meditation of God's people on a particular truth in a focused way (rather than ranging all over the theological map), which allows for extended reflection as the theme is developed and responded to through the song and spoken word. This can be a rich experience -- God's holiness, for example, is well worth extended reflection.

Of the People, By the People . . . For God
The most important singing group in the church is the congregation. All God's people are to be fully involved in the acts of corporate worship, responding out of full hearts to God's gracious work in their lives through Jesus Christ. Therefore the congregation must be given ample opportunity to offer sacrifices of praise in song and reading.

The choir likewise must be developed into worship leaders rather than a performing ensemble: sure they can lend their expertise to the singing of special anthems; but, more importantly, they should prompt and support congregational singing (occasionally punctuating the flow with their own contribution of a new song or an anthem excerpt). The choir should also model for the congregation attitudes, expressions, and hearts of worship - they can lead God's people into His presence to worship.

Of course, the focus of all our worship must be, by definition, on God. He alone is worthy of our worship; and our worship must be absolutely and unapologetically God-centered, not man-centered. Worship is the only thing we can give back to God in response to Him for all His good gifts. In worship we focus on, marvel at, and rejoice in His Person, His perfections, and his mighty acts.

Worship's purpose is not to entertain people, not to make them feel good. We must emphatically teach our people that worship is primarily for God's benefit - He created us for that purpose, and calls os to magnify Him in the wonderful mingling of redeemed hearts in corporate worship.
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