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Report on Attending a Worship Service at Village Baptist Church

On the evening of March 5th 2011 I visited the weekend worship service of Village Baptist Church. The service had been scheduled to start at 5:30 p.m. and end at 7:00 p.m. I arrived at the parking lot at around 5:15 p.m. The church was big and I parked at a wrong spot for the service but fortunately a smiling lady warmly escorted me to the sanctuary. On the way to the sanctuary, I saw very comfortable corners like the coffee shop, the fireplace, and the reception desk which impressed me because my own church had none of these. Nobody sort of noticed that I was a new-comer probably because it was a big church with a large congregation. 
I walked into the sanctuary and about 30 members were seated. Things that had gotten my attention include: a double-door entrance for a sound-proof worship hall, using chairs instead of pews, big audio-visual control station near the entrance, a big wooden cross at the back of the stage, a big piano, a contemporary music team setting, a center pulpit, and 3 big screens.
The service had not started yet so I quickly visited one of the side rooms/corners for a private prayer or communion or cleansing rituals. When I seated myself on a chair in the worship hall, I saw a person light the candles in those side corners at about 5:25 p.m. I thought to myself that he should have done this much earlier so that members could have come and used the corners to prepare their hearts for the worship service. This was the first time I had seen such corners made available in a sanctuary and I was impressed. To my surprise, I had not seen anyone using the corners before or during the service.   

Nobody gave me a bulletin or other materials probably because they didn’t expect new-comers for the Saturday evening worship. I picked up the information sheets on a bench next to the entrance at the end of service. The sermon message was “Religion that does not impress faith” given by Pastor Johnson. 
As I reflected on the whole experience, I had come up with these thoughts:
1. As many church members had gone to the Father-Son Retreat, probably what I saw that evening was atypical. Let me bear in mind this fact.

2.  It was obvious to me that there was quite a great distance in the spirit of worship between the worship team (especially the leader) and most of those present that evening. For example, there were a dozen of late comers a couple of whom were holding their drinks in their hands, and most were not singing or clapping their hands enthusiastically.

3. The worship leader (the pianist) was also the chairperson. He told a little joke at the very start to loosen the atmosphere. It seemed to me that such a joke at the very beginning of the service would set a worshipper-friendly tone for the whole service. After all, it was a worshipper-friendly service, not an Orthodox service, with elements like friendly words of welcome, church announcements projected on screens, worshippers freely greeting each other in the middle of the service, pastor wearing a suit but a pair of jeans and speaking with the audience on the floor level before the sermon, etc.
4. I appreciated their collaborate efforts in helping the worshippers get into the worship service existentially. For instance, the worship leader encouraged the congregation to think of one thing for thanksgiving over the previous week to prepare their hearts for singing a worship song; they explained the meaning of baptism clearly and showed a testimony video before baptizing a lady; and the pastor reminding the audience of the previous sermon, what happened over the previous week that was related to the sermon and how the current sermon was related to everyday issues;  
5. I also noticed that both the worship leader and the pastor naturally reminded audience the meanings of worship during the service. I believe it is very important. If they keep repeating such messages in all services, the congregation will definitely get more and more prepared for corporate worship.
6. Honestly, as an outsider, I observed that a considerable proportion of the audience was not “emotionally” involved in the worship, especially the singing part. The drowsy or dull expressions on their faces bore witnesses to that. However, that didn’t mean the Spirit was not at work ministering to the needs of people. I saw one member of the worship team and a couple of worshippers weep during the service. I also heard a couple of “amen”. Those responses must have been genuine because it was a Baptist church. 

7. Personally I think they should not have started the worship with blasting guitar rock music because it didn’t help that congregation get into the worship mode. Softer music could have worked better for them. Knowing our congregation was important. 

8. The worship team did an excellent job at the close of the worship service after the sermon. They used softer soul searching music and songs. Also the worship leader used soul searching voice during the singing to respond to the theme of the sermon “we do not need to win people’s approval” and even encourage the worshippers to freely respond to God with their expressions and disregard what other people would think of their expressions. He said, “Focus on God and you will win the heart of worship.” He even ended with an encouragement for the people to apply the principles taught in the sermon.

9.  The pastor came down to the floor level and had a positive remark on the last song before “praying” the benediction to bless the people. Overall, the service was worshipper friendly and the pastor worked very well with the worship leader.

10.  I agreed with the worship leader that being over-self-conscious may be one of the obstacles that the congregation would need to work on. That might be one of the reasons why nobody used the side corners for private prayers or communion. I would encourage the congregation to come earlier to use the side corners to focus their hearts on God or simply sit on the chairs to pray to God and I would use the space before the stage for the congregation to kneel and pray before the service started. Softer music would create an atmosphere for praying and big words of scripture about prayer on the big screens would encourage them to come early and pray. More praying before the service would increase God-consciousness and reduce self-consciousness.       
