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Ronald Byars is professor of preaching and worship at Union Theological Seminary. He does not identify himself as an evangelical, yet is firmly orthodox in his beliefs. He also authored Christian Worship: Glorifying and Enjoying God  (Geneva Press, 2000).
This book is full of pastoral warmth and wisdom, and very balanced and sane in its approach. Byars insightfully examines today’s divergent worship trends before casting his lot with advocating a future trajectory which seeks to be convergent and truly trans-generational. 

He decries a contemporary approach which is “open to everything but the past,” with a self-focus which makes the entire event seem less like the body of Christ gathered than “merely a group of individuals all doing their devotions at the same time.” He describes much contemporary worship as communicating a God who is accessible and friendly but also, “like much of the service . . . easygoing, undemanding—minimal.”

Traditional worship does not escape Byars’ pointed assessment either. While affirming the value and importance of tradition as “the Spirit at work in history” (quoting Glenn Hinson), he claims that too often a traditional approach “means nothing much more than ‘what we’re used to.’” He has no patience with “complacently practicing what’s been passed on without critical scrutiny.” God in such settings can seem “cold, distant, almost historical.”  

Byars observes that too often “those designing a new service [are] guided by their gripes with the established service. The result is a service that is designed as a kind of anti-service” (p. 102). He gives an impassioned plea for instead focusing on the essentials, for majoring on the majors, for “beginning at the center rather than the edges” (p. 129). These essentials he identifies (borrowing from Gordon Lathrop) as “Book, Bath and Meal,” and holds that any service can and should be evaluated by these critieria. He then adds:

Another critical criterion is whether a service, whether called “traditional” or “contemporary,” gives evidence that the congregation knows itself to be in the presence of a BIG God. Not necessarily a scary God. Not a threatening God. But a God big enough to keep the promises of redemption made in Christ. A God capable of bringing out the new creation promised in the resurrection. A God who’s more than a mascot, more than a cheerleader, more than a therapist, more than an educator, more than the one who comes when I whistle to help me undo my messes. (p. 63)

Byars argues for an open-minded approach to a wide variety of worship expressions, carefully dis-tinguishing cultural norms and habits from biblical essentials, with a willingness to adjust and vary the former while holding firmly to the latter. And he forcefully contends that “there is something of vital importance about what we do in the Sunday assembly. The reason it’s important is that it’s in our wor-ship where we do our primary theology. . . . The vast majority will learn their theology from their experiences in worship” (p.73). 
