Innovative Worship

Introduction 

 A growing number of congregations are realizing that traditional worship (however you 

define “traditional”) will only attract a small percentage of the community around the 

church. Many non-churched people cannot relate to the tone and culture of our worship 

services. One way to reach a group in your community is to develop an alternative, 

innovative, indigenous worship service for and with that group while maintaining the 

traditional service for those who benefit from it. If you are thinking about innovative 

worship, below are some questions and perspectives that may help in your planning 

process. 

 1) Why should we do this? It is important to start a new worship service for the right 

reasons. Strange as it sounds, some churches simply start a new service because it 

sounds like a nice thing to do. That seldom works. It is best to have a new worship 

service come out of the vision and mission of your congregation.

 2) Who is out There? An innovative worship service should always be developed with 

a particular sub-culture or group of your community in mind. So a first question may 

revolve around who is in our community that we are not reaching and what do they need

and want? Please look at the Vitality Resource “Reading Your Community” for details on how to do this. 

3) What is our target group? Based on the research and learnings from Question #2, 

what is the target group in the community that we would like to reach? 

 4) Include members of the target group in your planning. There is nothing more 

deadly than church “insiders” planning worship for “those” people out in the 

community. If those of us inside in the church plan alternative worship by ourselves, 

worship comes out looking just like what we are already doing. Remember, innovative 

worship is for those who are not yet part of your church. After you have identified the 

sub-group in your community that you seek to reach, ask that group to help plan the 

worship. You will be much more on target! 

 5) Music is a key. Music is always the glue to worship and that is particularly true for 

innovative worship. The music needs to speak to your target group; it needs to be a 

medium for offering the Good News. One note: the music chosen doesn’t have to be 

the music you, as a church member likes. This service is for a new group. If you don’t 

like that music you don’t have to go to that worship service! 

6) Build support. As with any change, it is helpful to build congregational support for 

the launching of this new service. Take the time to prepare your congregation, 

explaining again and again how a new worship service will help the church move closer 

to its vision and mission. 

7) Seeding the service. In order to obtain a “critical mass” initially at a new service 

some congregations invite existing members to pledge attendance at a new service until 

it can stand on its own. The only danger here is having so many existing members that 

it overwhelms the new group you are trying to reach. So, some caution is needed on 

whom one invites from the existing congregation. 

 8) Excellence-In all that you do, seek to do it very well. Take the time and money so 

that whatever kind of worship you are doing, it is done excellently. The impression new 

people will get of your church will come from this one service-do it well. 

9) Teams-Make sure that your worship leaders are a true “team”. This means that the 

primary work of the team is spiritual growth and out of that growth comes music, 

worship leadership, etc. Innovative worship is time-consuming and often exhausting 

work. It needs to be grounded in spirituality and grace. 

10) Surround your new service with prayer. Ask those in your congregation, in 

neighboring congregations and others to pray for this new worship service that it might 

touch the hearts of the community with the Good News of Jesus. 

11) Keep going. Keep doing this new service long enough for a regular group of 

worshippers to develop. Don’t try it once and say “we already tried that!” Build an 

alternative worship service and when that is going well, decide what is the next group in 

the community you need to reach! 

Resources 

Michael Bausch’s book, Silver Screen, Sacred Story, is helpful to congregations seeking 

to use multimedia in worship. Michael is a UCC pastor in Wisconsin. (published by the 

Alban Institute). 

Church for the Unchurched, by George Hunter (Abingdon Press) helps congregations 

understand the mindset of the unchurched world. 

Michael Slaughter’s, Out on the Edge, (Abingdon) gives helpful insight into worship 

that reaches others. 

The Spectacle of Worship in a Wired World, by Tex Sample, (Abingdon) opens 

churches to the postmodern world and effective worship in it. 

There are trained Coaches who can work with your congregation on innovative worship. 

For assistance, contact Hal Youngblood,  carmhal@bellsouth.net
