
10 Ways to Help Church Services Bring People to the Mystery of God 

This is the last of my ‘reflections’ on the article by John Humphrey’s on his loss of faith in our spiritual leaders. 

Interestingly in a Guardian article on the 25th November the religious historian Karen Armstrong chastised 

the archbishop of Canterbury for announcing that he would be taking a short sabbatical for three months to 
enjoy a period of “spiritual renewal”. Karen Armstrong felt that Justin Welbey’s timing was all wrong and that 
in doing this the archbishop seemed to be saying that his personal wellbeing is paramount and that the 
anxiety, suffering, fear and grief of a country in the grip of a deadly pandemic and an economic crisis is, at 
best of secondary concern. Karen Armstrong went on to argue that it was of no surprise that faith is in decline 
because this attitude strikes at the heart of the religious dynamic.     

Faith is not just in decline the Christian church is dying. In fact the church isn’t just dying. In many parts of 
Europe, it is already dead. The church itself is wasting away and has become irrelevant. It has become a hall 
to rent or a historic building. 

More than half of the British public (53 per cent) say they are not at all religious – a figure that has increased 
by five percentage points since 2015 and by 19 percentage points since 1983, when just three in 10 people 
deemed themselves non-religious. 

Since 1990 The Pew Research Center reports that Americans have dropped from 92% to 70% reporting they 
believe in God. Not a Christian God only, as this statistic includes Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and other 
faith groups. “The recent decrease in religious beliefs and behaviors is largely attributable to the “nones” – 
the growing minority of Europeans and Americans, particularly in the Millennial generation, who say they do 
not belong to any organized faith.” Often considering themselves spiritual but not religious because the 
church doesn’t align with a current understanding of social issues.The church in North America is following 
suit behind its predecessors in Europe, where the demise of the mainline institution was exacerbated by its 
lack of relevance and over emphasis on a constructed building rather than human presence. In other words, 
crusades ended and life kept moving and nobody missed the church. Too often it seems the church is creating 
another crusade to prove its relevance. 

The Church is not a building or an institution it is people and we need connection with each other. We need 
to sit across from each other at meal times, to laugh together, walk together, talk together. Jesus knew this 
and surrounded himself with people who would never willingly choose to eat together, even with someone 
like him. Jesus often honored and challenged the community that raised him. Honouring his mother’s request 
for wine at a wedding party or inviting himself to dinner with a tax collecting traitor. Jesus inserted himself 
into uncomfortable spaces because he understood the value of communing together. And yet, we face a 
loneliness epidemic in Britain long before the Covid-19 pandemic and lock-downs, that includes a stark 
disconnection to the communal spirituality of our ancestors. In fact, most Britain’s aren’t even conscious of 
how their ancestors viewed the Divine. 

Friendship expert, Shasta Nelson says, “We know more people in history, and yet we feel like we have no 
one to confide in… modern day loneliness is not because we need to interact more, it’s because we need 
more intimacy. Frientimacy is a relationship where both people feel seen in a safe and satisfying way. 
According to Nelson, the single greatest factor for life expectancy is meaningful relationships. Not diet, 
exercise, or social issues like smoking or drinking. Let that sink in. Jesus commanded his followers to love 
radically, yet the church insists we must modify our behavior before we can have community. The church has 
lost its relevance as community and within community, and so it will die. 

We need connection with the Divine. Beyond the science that proves meditative and prayerful practices 
actually help our healing, we inherently have an openness to God, Wonder, Awe (the Divine who has many 
names or no name). Children understand this and we need to invite more of that curiosity forward to help 
children and young people become learners, rather than receptacles of pre-decided information. As the 
philosopher John Grey has argued we are born with an inherent awareness and desire for communion with 
God, yet so little of our daily routine fosters that. Within the church, connection to the Divine can feel even 
more narrow and difficult. 

The Christian Church is profoundly diverse with some 20,000 different denominations and even more 
independent expressions. It will always remain a fact that different segments of our society will be at different 
places, embracing different perspectives. Thinkers such as James Fowler and Ken Wilber remind us of the 
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many different ways people show up in their human and spiritual growth and development. There can be no 
“one size fits all” kind of church – let alone Christianity 

That said, I would submit that the primary reason people are eschewing so many churches isn’t so much that 
they are rejecting all forms of “belief”, or all forms of Abrahamic monotheism, let alone all forms of theism. 
Sure, many educated, modern and post-modern minded people are understandably rejecting supernatural 
theism but that is hardly the only form of theism within the faith. For instance, many progressive Christians 
embrace panentheism, and/or some form of process theology, openness, creation, or liberation theology. 
Most Christians, including many (and I think most) “spiritual but not religious” identified persons embrace 
some extent of an “I-Thou” – that there is a God, and we, while in truth are divine, we aren’t the fullness or 
entirety of the Divine. That we aren’t all of God. That there is a certain something more that is greater than 
we, some holy Mystery, that is part of our reality – if not Is-ness itself. Now we might quibble about what 
degree of personhood, agency, or volition this sacred deep reality may have, but most of us find value in 
prayer – even in the less “vocal” forms of prayer such as centering prayer, walking a labyrinth or out in nature, 
or meditation. Many if not most of us do those things with a profound sense of doing them “In the One in 
Whom we live, move, and have our being” (Acts 17:28). We aren’t alone in our efforts to be present to 
Presence. 

That said, traditional/conventional churches have in fact erred in overly emphasizing the transcendent 
aspects of God – “God’s wholly other, up there, in the sky/heaven far beyond us” – to the point where they 
have utterly forgotten the immanent parts of the Divine that are fully infused in all of Creation – including 
within each of us. 

I suggest that at least one major thing that the Church can and should be doing to be relevant to today’s 
Western society is to help people to experience God directly, to commune with the Divine, and as part 
of that – to know and experience their own divinity. The following are 10 ways that churches can help 
foster environments that help facilitate this potential experience: 

1. Adjust the Words so that The Word might be heard.  Let’s face it, far too much of what is said in far too 
many church services is certain jargon that is unfamiliar to many people -and even offensive and off-putting. 
If people only hear God referred to with “He, Him, His” pronouns – this turns many completely off from even 
being willing to hear whatever else may be said. Too many of the traditional creeds employ archaic language 
and assert frankly unbelievable things if interpreted literally. So, if we do employ personified pronouns to refer 
to the Divine, let’s be willing to say “She, Her, Hers” at least as frequently. Or, let’s drop the gendered 
pronouns and simply say, “God’s love” etc. Let’s use alternative creeds and more contemporary affirmations 
of faith such as the Statements of Faith of the United Church of Canada, or of the Korean Methodist Church, 
etc.  Let’s even be willing to “Change the Lord’s Prayer – Again .” And for goodness sake, let’s be willing 
to shed churchy terms such as “sanctuary, altar, narthex,” etc. and refer to them instead as “worship center, 
table, lobby,” etc. We don’t need any more stumbling blocks and barriers than there already are. 

And, let’s consider making the worship center less archaic and intimidating. How about removing some of 
the pews and replacing them with comfy couches and cushioned recliners! 

2. Put the Communing Back into Communion. Some may say, “there’s already the sacrament of Holy 
Communion that’s part of many church services!” Yes, however many churches only offer that once a month, 
and, while some of the faithful truly experience divine connection and grace in that sacrament, too often the 
possibility of feeling true connection is blocked – blocked by too much liturgy – a garble of (while perhaps 
beautifully written) rote words that are utter churchy and read dispassionately; and the sacrament is being 
offered in a perfunctory, institutional, and almost sterile manner. 

People dressed in suits and dresses, distributing stuff with an air of, “Next!” 

What might work better is to not truncate and reduce the sacrament of communion so that it’s merely handing 
out tiny wafers of pinches of bread and token amounts of juice/wine. How about including foot-washing – or 
hand washing (or smart phone browser history-scrubbing) – each time we commune? That was just as much 
a part of what Jesus taught his disciples as the bread/wine. In fact, engaging such humble service may 
arguably be even more important than sharing the bread and wine. How about helping people to humbly tend 
to each other in a loving, intimate, and very present way? 
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How about dropping all of the institutional “Great Thanksgiving” call and response, and just do as Jesus did 
– in the course of a meal (Agape Love Feast anyone? Can you say “Dinner Church”?). Sometimes less is 
more. Most times. It isn’t the fancy and long-winded verbosity of the Great Thanksgiving or the eloquent 
wording of the “words of institution” that are mysterious. I suggest that what helps people to experience 
Mystery is to say as little as possible and get right to the experience of people feeding each other broken 
bread and cup. Perhaps simply have someone rise and say in a down to earth, conversational way: 

“Friends, on the night that Jesus was betrayed and arrested, he first met with his disciples, those closest to 
him, people who’d journeyed with him for 3 years, walking all over that country, witnessing him heal all sorts 
of people, and teaching them how to love deeply.. He shared a meal with them. He took some bread and he 
raised it, thanked God, (pregnant pause), and then he broke that bread saying – “Take. Eat. This is my body, 
broken for you!’ He then took the cup and gave thanks. Pause. And this too he shared with them saying, 
“This is my blood, my life force, my very essence, poured out for you. It’s the wine of a new covenant, for you 
and for many. It’s how much I really love you!’ Sisters and brothers, let us now serve each other in this great 
love. Let’s tap into that Cosmic Christ spirit and energy that surrounds us and connect, and commune, and 
tend to each other. This experience symbolizes how God turns brokenness into wholeness, and how we are 
to care for everyone out in the world all the time. All of our lives are called to be a sacrament. All of life is 
holy. Not just these few minutes here at church. May we be reminded of this deeply as we commune with 
each other now…” 

3. Drop the Exclusivism and Churchiness… And also drop the informal (but still very real) culture and 
ethos of which people are truly welcome at this church – and which ones aren’t. A felt sense of Exclusivism 
is one of the main reasons that many people are avoiding church these days. Incorporate wisdom nuggets, 
and parables, etc. from other faith traditions. The people showing up are already doing it, we may as well 
work with this and help people to connect the dots and get the most out of it. 

 
4. Make space for Silence. The late, great Fr. Thomas Keating wrote that, “God’s first language is 
silence. Everything else is a translation.” If this is true, we’d do well to shut up more and let God speak. 
We do well to help people to “be still and know that God is God.” (Psalm 46:10). We’d do well to make space 
for intentional silence – centering prayer, meditation, or just silence for its own sake. 

5. Free the Pulpit! Move away from preaching at people in a lecture hall, designated, guru manner, and 
instead seek to elicit and welcome the Shared Wisdom of the people participating! There’s still a role for 
clergy, but the clergy need to let go of control! Controlling and controlled environments are off-putting to 
many people today. Sure, a certain amount of setting boundaries and expectations helps provide a healthy 
container that allows people to feel safe, but too much of that is dysfunctional and most people are allergic 
to it. Consider dropping the 3 point sermon, or expository preaching, and instead embrace poetry as sermon! 
Here’s an example of a poetry-sermon: 

“Wakey-Wakey!” 

And here are two short spiritual poems that I wrote that might be read in worship: 

 
You yearn and burn and twist and turn 

contentment always seeming just out of reach 
Drop in. 

Drop into the deep ocean of yourself 
You’ve already got what you think you’re needing 

All Love is there, it’s yours 
as warm and nourishing as the blood pulsing through your veins 

as inspire-ing as the air you breathe 
as comforting as the song you hum as you fold the clothes 

All Wisdom is within you 
to sense as you need it. 

Breathe deeply. Listen to your body. Embrace your animal. Trust your instinct. 
Knead your paws into the lap of your soul 

Take your time, relax, 
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and rest in the beauty of your kingdom. 
Share it with others when you’re ready. 

Let them enjoy their kingdoms that they see in yours. 
They are one. 

 

You, the real you, knows the truth. 

The Truth is you aren’t the things 
that have happened to you.. 

You aren’t the things you’ve done.. 
You aren’t the things you failed to do.. 

You aren’t your wounds or the ones you inflicted.. 
You aren’t your regrets.. 

You aren’t in any way a should have, 
could have, or would have.. 

You are fully human and fully divine 
You are the very incarnation of God. 

No not the only one, but no less than one. 
The unique prism of your life reminds us 

of who we are too. 
Thank you for your colours. 

Thank you for your light. 
Thank you for being 

a stain-glass window picture story of glory. 

6. Incorporate and Embrace All the Senses. It really helps to have people not be sitting in one place for an 
hour or more. Instead, create worship services and rituals that have people moving to various worship 
stations to light candles, ring a bell after lighting them; writing in sand “writing their sins/dysfunctional patterns 
they wish to shed, and then practice wiping them away”; writing prayers on a chalk board; lighting incense 
(mild forms preferred as some people have asthma or other sensitivities; provide drums and rhythm makers 
for people to play along with for a song or two. Offer Communion every week and have people serve each 
other – very tactile. Provide colouring books with sacred art for people to draw on during the service, and 
perhaps post the created pieces they’ve coloured onto an erected panel or wall before the final song is sung 
so people can enjoy what others helped co-create in the shared experience! 

7. Get people in their Bodies. Yes, you shouldn’t have to check your brain to enter a church, but there is 
merit in getting out of our heads some and more into our bodies. invite people to drop in and feel the truth. 
Begin by having people feel their breath. Guide them in a Breath Prayer. Guide them in a Body Prayer. Guide 
them in a guided Meditation – “noticing your body, what you sense, where you feel tension, welcome it, send 
love to it,” etc. 

8. Modify the Music. This can mean singing the same hymns in the same way (organs, etc.), but many 
churches are experiencing great success in switching things up and singing them in different styles. We can 
also change the lyrics to hymns to drop bad theology (all that blood!), and expand to more inclusive gender 
pronouns.  Perhaps employ less organ, and less electric guitar; and instead use a harmonium and acoustic 
guitar. And, perhaps, consider singing more a cappella – what a concept!  More chant might be desired by 
many younger people – and fewer “Jesus is my boyfriend” songs. Chant could take the form of the repetitive 
“pap” of many contemporary praise songs often sung in big box mega churches, but it could also be more 
like the Taize style chants in Latin (Dona Nobis Pachem, Ubi Caritas, etc). or the more Sanskrit chants 
praising the various names of God – or do them in English such as Krishna Das’ “Jesus on the 
Mainline” or “By Your Grace Jesus.” 

9. Incorporate Nature. Live plants, cut flowers, flower petals, live trees instead of artificial. Incorporate the 
elements of Earth, Water, Air, Fire, Metal. We are animals and we sense our surroundings first before we 
think about them. We feel before we think. We may not all know this, or think that we sense/feel first, but 
in truth we do. Reminders that we are on planet earth, that we are on familiar territory, a sense that we know 
this terrain, helps us to feel safe and welcome. I’m not going to get all feng shui about it, but you can go there 
if you’d like. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uAT-o9R4Rl0
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10. Emphasize the Importance of Social Justice.  To be encouraged to return to our prophetic calling of 
living in commune with each other and the Divine, as Jesus did. To be willing to live as Jesus lived, and die 
as Jesus died, not as a martyr but as a person opposed to a system of oppression who offers themselves up 
fully.  

What if more of us followed the Apostle Paul’s teaching to “become all things to all people so that by all 
possible means we might save some. We do all this for the sake of the gospel, that we may share in its 
blessings”? (1 Corinthians 9:22-23) 

It’s been said that “Doing the same thing and expecting different results – is insanity.” (These words 
are often attributed, but not likely said/written by Albert Einstein. It’s kinda like the some of the things attributed 
to Jesus… but that’s a whole ‘other matter 

Let’s do what’s sane. 

Dr Allan J Whyte 

 


