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CHAPTER 1 

PENTECOSTALISM AND THE PROBLEM OF 
SUBJECTIVE WORSHIP 

The pervasive influence of Pentecostal-infused1 Contemporary Worship Music 

(CWM) in evangelical churches has resulted in ongoing debates between adherents of 

Pentecostal theologies and practices of worship and those of so-called “biblical 

worship.”2 CWM comes loaded with the symbolic matrix of Pentecostal worship 

practices that have permeated the liturgies of self-consciously non-Pentecostal churches.3 

Those who resist Pentecostal worship songs and practices under the rubric of “biblical-

 
 

1 The term Pentecostal here refers broadly to renewalist movements, not a particular 
denomination. Steven Félix-Jäger explains that “the Christian renewal movement consists of 
interdenominational Christian groups around the world that place special emphasis on a direct personal 
experience of God. The term renewal movement can be interchanged synonymously with Pentecostalism if 
Pentecostalism is defined broadly as the global movement, comprising denominational ‘classical’ 
Pentecostals, Neo-Pentecostals, and charismatics. . . . Renewal worship refers to the worship and liturgical 
practices of Pentecostal and charismatic communities around the world which are particularly attentive to 
the renewing power of the Holy Spirit.” Steven Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship: A Theology of Pentecostal 
Doxology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2022), 10. 

2 In her essay “We Practice ‘Biblical Worship’: A Southern Baptist Vision of Liturgical 
Authority,” Emily Snider Andrews utilizes “biblical worship” to refer to a worship movement. This term is 
used in the language of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary’s department called “The Institute for 
Biblical Worship” and other such SBC seminary entities that invoke this term to delineate a set of 
theological and cultural commitments within Reformed worship. She describes this movement in the free 
church tradition as being dominated by SBC seminary entities, New Calvinists, neo-Reformed, and the 
gospel-centered movement, which all tend to be “reformed-ish,” although their influence has spread beyond 
the SBC. She notes that the semantic suggestion of “biblical worship” implies that other worship 
approaches are unbiblical. Interestingly, she notes that the self-consciously named “gospel-centered 
movement” in which criteria for “gospel-centeredness” are focused on the content of the sermon and the 
content of lyrics. However, “biblical worship” seems to refer to worship that emphasizes the teaching role 
of songs that contribute to an intellectual formation above the experiential or aesthetic formation. This term 
will be used throughout this project as defined by Andrews’s work. Emily Snider Andrews, “We Practice 
‘Biblical Worship’: A Southern Baptist Vision of Liturgical Authority,” in Worship and Power: Liturgical 
Authority in Free Church Traditions, ed. Sarah Kathleen Johnson and Andrew Wymer, Worship and 
Witness (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2023), 139.  

3 Worship Leader Research found that over the last decade, nearly all CCLI Top 25 worship 
songs were associated with only five megachurches. See Shannan Baker et al., “(Almost) 100% of the Top 
25 Worship Songs are associated with just a handful of Megachurches,” March 2023. 
https://worshipleaderresearch.com/100-of-the-top-25-worship-songs-are-associated-with-just-a-handful-of-
megachurches/.  
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worship” have frequently targeted the subjective, feelings-centered lyrics and 

individualistic worship practices as a primary critique. They note that these practices 

foster a potential for degradation into solipsism that worships self more than God.4 This 

criticism reinforces the Biblical Worship Movement’s (BWM) emphasis on the teaching 

role of worship.5 Responding to the primacy of Scripture in evangelical worship, Félix-

Jäger argues that 

[t]his agenda regards Scripture highly but is didactically geared toward the 
edification of the mind, conceivable at the expense of engaging the holistic, 
formational powers of worship and the arts. Rather than forming people’s affections 
through the liturgical arts, the arts are used secondarily as a tool to convey biblical 
truths. Furthermore, when this principle is followed dogmatically, poetic and 
contextual expressions of biblical truths in worship can be disregarded or even 
derided.6 

Félix-Jäger’s description of the arts used as “a tool to convey biblical truth” accurately 

describes the general treatment of worship within the BWM. Due to the emphasis on 

intellectual formation through song that is common to the movement, worship is not 

cherished as innate to spirituality the way that it is in Pentecostal practice. At its worst, 

 
 

4 Early opponents of CWM argue that songs in this movement are too subjective, or focused on 
man’s emotions and experiences rather than on the objective character of God. In No Place for Truth and 
God in the Wasteland, David Wells identifies subjectivism as a broader issue with the evangelical church 
that has drifted from or does not sufficiently emphasize the objective truth of the Christian faith. See Wells, 
God in the Wasteland: The Reality of Truth in a World of Fading Dreams, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: William 
B. Eerdmans, 1995) and Wells, No Place for Truth: Or Whatever Happened to Evangelical Theology? 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1994). Michael Horton offers a similar critique of subjectivism, 
emphasizing that “biblical Christianity is concerned with what happened outside us. . . . It is an ‘over there’ 
religion, not an ‘in here’ religion.” Horton gives the caveat that he does not wish to disparage the 
importance of new birth but concludes that “it is simply to say that nothing that happens within me is the 
gospel.” Michael Horton, In the Face of God (Dallas: Word, 1996), 124. John Frame is sympathetic to both 
Wells and Horton’s concerns but offers a correction in his defense of CWM: “In theory of knowledge it is 
wrong to force a choice between object (what one knows) and subject (the knower). All knowledge 
involves both: you don’t have knowledge unless you have both a subject and an object. Therefore, 
Scripture records objective truth of God and redemption; but it also records the experiences by which the 
biblical writers came to know these objective facts. And indeed there is in Scripture much teaching about 
the believer’s subjectivity. The Psalms are full of ‘I’ and ‘we,’ full of personal testimonies about how God 
has entered human experience.” John M. Frame, Contemporary Worship Music: A Biblical Defense 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1997), 48. 

5 Matt Boswell outlines a view that has become representative of the biblical worship 
movement, that “the primary role of the worship leader is a teaching role.” Matt Boswell, ed., Doxology & 
Theology: How the Gospel Forms the Worship Leader (Nashville: B&H, 2013), 27. 

6 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 30.  
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the BWM can treat worship as merely a more palatable way of eating one’s theological 

vegetables. 

The BWM does not present truth as opposed to emotion; however, its 

adherents emphasize objective truth while moderating or even discouraging subjective 

expression. Presenting a dichotomy between truth and emotion, Mark Dever and Paul 

Alexander explain that “we want to avoid songs that encourage us to reflect on our own 

subjective emotional experience more than on the objective truths of God’s character and 

implication of the cross.”7 Bob Kauflin warns that “a consistent diet of shallow, 

subjective worship songs tends to produce shallow, subjective Christians.”8 John 

MacArthur laments that in the twentieth century, “the rise of the gospel song signaled a 

diminishing emphasis on objective doctrinal truth and a magnification of subjective 

personal experience.”9 Scott Aniol goes the furthest in his critiques, arguing that  

subjective truth about man or his problems is not appropriate for congregational 
worship, because it is truth about God that moves us to worshipful responses. 
Personal experiences or other subjective expressions of God are not as sure and true 
as biblical truth. Believers should be careful not to choose music with subjective 
content. Instead, the content should be about or to God.10  

Aniol’s critique represents the didactic emphasis of biblical worship. In this assessment, 

Aniol does not entirely suppress the importance of God’s individual, salvific work; 

instead, he aims to protect the presence of God’s truth in worship from bias and ensure 

that corporate worship really is a response to God’s truth alone.  

Though these critics nuance the category of subjectivity differently, each tends 

to bifurcate subjective expression and theological truth in Christian worship. They are 

 
 

7 Mark Dever and Paul Alexander, The Deliberate Church: Building Your Ministry on the 
Gospel (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2005), 118. 

8 Bob Kauflin, Worship Matters: Leading Others to Encounter the Greatness of God 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2008), 92. 

9 John MacArthur, Worship: The Ultimate Priority (Chicago: Moody, 2012), 199. 
10 Scott Aniol, Worship in Song: A Biblical Approach to Music and Worship (Winona Lake, 

IN: BMH Books, 2009), 220. 
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united in their warning that subjective expression and reflection in worship threaten to 

compromise the transmission of faithful, objective doctrine. Common critiques, such as 

Kauflin’s, group the subjective with the shallow in contrast with Word-centered worship, 

suggesting that God’s truth in “objective” abstraction is more profound than his truth as 

disclosed in salvific action with his people.11 While these worship leaders, pastors, and 

scholars rightly wish to protect worship from denigration into self-centeredness or mere 

spiritual enthusiasm, these positions represent an over-correction that risks leaving 

behind a dimension of God’s glory that can be expressed in corporate worship.  

While much can, and has, been said about the conflicts between Pentecostal 

and Reformed theology (which reflects the theological context of the BWM) as expressed 

through worship practice, what has not been properly considered is why the Pentecostal 

mores of worship are so magnetic as to have influenced the worship of those whose 

theology profoundly conflicts. While the spread of appropriated Pentecostal worship 

practices has been dismissed uncharitably as a base appeal to emotionalism, experience, 

or mere entertainment, this phenomenon provides an opportunity to consider the core 

appeal of the Pentecostal worship phenomenon—an appeal ubiquitous enough to tell 

worshipers something about themselves.12 Remarking on the worldwide Pentecostal 

phenomenon, Simeon Zahl says, “It is no accident that the form of Christianity that seems 

to speak with the most immediate and transformative power across the world today is one 

 
 

11 Kauflin writes, “Given the biblical history, God’s commands, and the immeasurable benefits 
we receive from Word-centered worship, it’s worth asking why worship today is so often focused on 
sensory experiences, inward feelings, and subjective encounters,” yet Kauflin stops short of offering an 
explanation. Kauflin, Worship Matters, 91.  

12 Pentecostal theologian Daniel Castelo writes that “Pentecostalism is best understood as a 
mystical tradition of the church catholic. . . . The uneasy relationship at times between Pentecostals and 
protestants can sometimes be the result of the latter’s inability or refusal to account for the mystical 
dimensions of Christianity. In fact, the reservations evangelicals typically express toward Pentecostalism 
could also apply to other Spirit-driven constituencies and movements—ones that demonstrate mystical 
characteristics.” Daniel Castelo, Pentecostalism as Christian Mystical Tradition (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans, 2017), xvi. While Castelo outlines one important distinction among many, a tradition that values 
theological precision and intellectual comprehension may interpret mystery as an intellectual failure rather 
than a gift for faith and wonder.  
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that appeals to the theology of the Holy Spirit to foreground the emotion and experiential 

force of the Christian gospel.”13 Pentecostalism, seen most charitably, is a tradition that 

fervently rejects the abstraction of the Christian faith. Zahl observes that the tradition 

emphasizes the “experiential force” of the gospel and embraces an enchanted vision of 

the worshiper as one who is directly acted upon by the Spirit in visceral ways.  

Due to their active pneumatology, Pentecostal traditions embrace testimony as 

a productive theological category. This act of worship reflects the belief that the 

experiencing subject is an irreducible witness to God’s work and location of divine 

activity, thereby becoming an active participant in the revelation of the gospel’s power. 

Félix-Jäger notes that the problem with worship defined as “reflecting back God’s self-

revealed worth” is that “humans become purely passive vessels.”14 Instead, he 

recommends “that we adopt a definition that focuses on an active response” that 

emphasizes “God’s relational character.”15 Put into a broader context, what Félix-Jäger is 

speaking to is an embrace of subjectivity that is a prerequisite for active relationship.  

Due to concerns about the highly subjective nature of Pentecostal lyrics and 

practices, the BWM emphasizes lyrical content that reflects more objective presentations 

of truth. If worship texts are not offered from the perspective of “I” and focus on content 

about God, they are often seen as more biblically faithful and theologically rich.16 In fact, 

 
 

13 Simeon Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2022), 241.  

14 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 5. 
15 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 5. 
16 James K. A. Smith observes this drive toward objectivity in concert with his diagnosis of the 

functional Protestant anthropology of “brains on sticks” thesis, that favors a pursuit of “absolutism” or 
“objectivity” is a reaction against relativism, which is viewed as the cardinal sin of the postmodern 
condition. Smith explains that “The Christian reaction to relativism betrays a kind of theological tic that 
characterizes contemporary North American Christianity—namely, an evasion of contingency and a 
suppression of creaturehood. In this respect, I think ‘postmodern relativism’ (a term that would only ever 
be uttered by critics, with a dripping sneer) often appreciates aspects of our finite creaturehood better than 
the Christian defenses that seem to inflate our creaturehood to Creator-hood.” James K. A. Smith, Who’s 
Afraid of Relativism? Community, Contingency, and Creaturehood, The Church and Postmodern Culture 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 16 (emphasis original). 
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the language of “theological richness” in BWM typically refers to lyrically dense songs 

that describe God’s character and action in more abstract, third-person terms. This 

emphasis is understandable if the primary role of worship leadership is teaching for the 

purposes of intellectual formation. But when intellectual formation is emphasized to an 

exclusion of the expressive or experiential, it can lead to an intolerance for the subjective 

world that the worshiper brings to the gathering.17 

As Lester Ruth and Lim Swee Hong have thoroughly documented in A History 

of Contemporary Praise and Worship, CWM is inseparable from the theology and 

practices of the Pentecostal movement.18 Pentecostal worship emphasizes the individual, 

finite, and subjective experience of God through two normative expectations of the 

worship gathering that shape its telos: (1) personal encounter with God and (2) individual 

empowerment for ministry. The divine encounter is not an end in itself but serves the 

purpose of ministerial empowerment. The emphasis on encounter in the Pentecostal 

tradition is necessarily subjective as the encounter results in personal spiritual gifts and 

individual empowerment.  

Aniol carefully questions the Pentecostal expectation for “extraordinary” 

works of the Holy Spirit, instead exhorting worshipers to become more attentive to and 

thankful for the “ordinary” work of the Holy Spirit through the understated means of 

 
 

17 Simeon Zahl observes that Protestants can competitively construe the authority of individual 
experience of the Spirit and the authority of the preached Word in the gathering. Zahl, The Holy Spirit and 
Christian Experience, 17. When we discuss subjectivity, we are inherently referring to the experience of 
the Spirit. However, in the context of Christian worship within a gathered congregation, the focus is not on 
epistemic authority in relation to teaching authority; it is not a contest over which authority will ultimately 
determine meaning. Additionally, teaching, including the exposition of Scripture, is fundamentally a 
subjective endeavor. The meaning of Scripture is not unveiled in an objective manner that can be clearly 
perceived by all; rather, a proper understanding depends on a properly Christocentric and covenantal 
framework. As history has shown, the preacher's precommitments—whether personal or political—
profoundly shape their interpretation of Scripture. Thus, the study of Scripture is not about achieving a 
detached, “view from nowhere” objectivity but about cultivating the proper subjectivity that is Christ-
centered and covenantal.  

18 Lester Ruth and Swee-Hong Lim, A History of Contemporary Praise and Worship: 
Understanding the Ideas That Reshaped the Protestant Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021). 
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“disciplined formation.”19 Aniol thinks that “believers should expect the Holy Spirit’s 

regular work in worship to be that of sanctifying them through the effectual means of 

grace that he has prescribed in his Word,”20 rather than overwhelming or particularly 

visceral experiences of worship. Such experiences, he argues, are not normative in 

Scripture. Aniol thus paints Pentecostals as those who expect works of the Spirit to 

manifest in terms of “emotional euphoria” or a particular “atmosphere.”21 However, 

prominent Pentecostal theologians on worship suggests that extraordinary experience, in 

the way that Aniol describes, is not the primary goal of their worship as Aniol suggests.22 

The goal is the effect, rather, of that extraordinary experience: the transformation, 

aesthetic experience, spiritual formation, and empowerment for mission that result from 

being in the presence of God, not an emotional high (even if this is often misunderstood 

as the former). The goal of a Holy Spirit-led encounter is not an emotional ecstasy. “As 

the Spirit preveniently leads us,” Félix-Jäger explains, “we can come to the cross as we 

are, but we cannot stay as we are when we live a cruciform existence.”23 While there are 

meaningful points of disagreement to be had with the methodology of Pentecostal 

doxology, it has nevertheless saturated global evangelicalism and scholars need to pay 

close attention to why. Given the global scope and generational endurance of this set of 

 
 

19 Scott Aniol, “The Holy Spirit’s Work in Worship: Extraordinary Experience or Disciplined 
Formation?,” Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal 24 (2019): 81. 

20 Aniol, “The Holy Spirit’s Work in Worship,” 94. 
21 Aniol, “The Holy Spirit’s Work in Worship,” 88. 
22 Sally Morgenthaler, a prominent voice in early Pentecostal worship studies, calls 

transformation the “litmus test” for true worship arguing that “A true encounter with God leaves us with a 
lot more than good feelings. It leaves us with changed hearts and calls us to changed lives. Very simply, to 
experience God’s presence is to be transformed from the inside out.” Sally Morgenthaler, Worship 
Evangelism: Inviting Unbelievers into the Presence of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 52. Félix-
Jäger echoes the goal of transformation, arguing that if worship sufficiently addresses the whole gospel arc 
and speaks to issues of concern for humanity, then “every aspect of our human existence (mind, body, 
spirit, and emotions) is transformed and conformed to the image of Christ.” Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 
99. 

23 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 191. 
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worship practices, it is an insufficient critique to reduce the explanation of these practices 

to the desire for extraordinary experiences or subjective satisfaction.  

Pentecostalism’s worship praxis provides a balm for a significant issue 

Christian worship. Even if one fully embraces God’s omnipresence, the problem remains: 

Christians often do not feel as though the fullness of communion’s benefits, especially 

emotional and spiritual assurance, have been received. John Jefferson Davis describes a 

“God vacuum” that is growing in much of American evangelical worship due to a 

functional ontology of God’s “real absence” from the gathering.24 Pentecostal worship 

provides an opportunity for the sensory assurance lacking in these gatherings. It does so 

by pairing subjective lyrics—often directed to one’s personal testimony and hope for 

individual victory—with alluring and passionate music. The music stirs strong emotions, 

and these elements work together to create an immersive, aesthetic assurance that God is 

present and active. Pentecostal worship music and practices have become mainstream 

because they take the feeling of absence seriously and provide an answer through 

immersive, embodied, and sensory worship experiences.25  

The emphasis on God’s becoming perceptible through sacramental worship is 

less about intellectual certainty. Instead, it reflects a means of aesthetic assurance that has 

proved to be durable, magnetic, and resonant. The theology and practices of Pentecostal 

worship are the source of current discourse on subjectivity due to the friction of 

Pentecostal worship penetrating non-Pentecostal churches. I believe that the focus on 

subjective experiences serves as a pathway to achieving aesthetic assurance, which is 

highly valued in the Pentecostal movement, especially through its emotionally charged 

 
 

24 Davis identifies the lack of prayer as one of the main indications of this ontology. John 
Jefferson Davis, Worship and the Reality of God: An Evangelical Theology of Real Presence (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010), 12–13. 

25 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 11. Félix-Jäger identifies a central appeal of global 
Pentecostalism in terms of its embodied way of engaging the world and faith. 
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music and intensifying musical repetitions.26 In contrast, the BWM cohort emphasizes 

assurance through objective and verifiable information, particularly in song lyrics. As an 

attempt to assuage the anxious hum of uncertainty and due to skepticism of subjective 

religious experience, the BWM emphasizes certainty obtained through an emphasis on 

the objectivity of God and suggests that worship is more biblically pure when relying on 

the objectives of the faith. In essence, they seek assurance through the purity of the 

offering, in this case, song lyrics. While this is not necessarily the goal, it is a byproduct 

of renewed emphasis on formation, where leaders can become anxious about content that 

extends beyond pastoral responsibility. I believe this friction is between different means 

of seeking assurance other than by faith. While the biblical worship constituency is more 

likely to seek assurance through understanding, Pentecostal traditions are prone to seek 

assurance experientially and aesthetically. 

This difference concerning the locus of assurance extends to the groups’ 

different understandings of what it means to be chosen by God or belong to God, the 

essence of assurance in the Christian life. While the emphasis on a personal experience of 

God is associated with Pentecostal and charismatic traditions, Reformed theology offers a 

different understanding of the personal nature of God’s work through personal and 

individual predestination. Predestination emphasizes the efficacy of Christ’s work as not 

an abstract death on the cross for the world or for all who might come, but a direct, 

personal, and effective work of God. Pentecostalism embraces a more abstract 

soteriology in which Christ dies to make the free will choice of salvation possible; one 

could understand this as a more impersonal interpretation of Christ’s work on the cross.27 
 

 
26 Birgit Meyer argues that Pentecostal worship praxis centers on an experience of the Holy 

Spirit results in “aesthetics of persuasion” which “affirms the Pentecostal view of the world in the face of 
unavoidable doubt and skepticism.” Meyer notes that this praxis is not just individualistic. Instead, “the 
personal link with the Holy Spirit offers individual mobility, yet it also emphasizes feelings of belonging to 
a larger, even global born-again community of believers.” Birgit Meyer, “Aesthetics of Persuasion: Global 
Christianity and Pentecostalism’s Sensational Forms,” South Atlantic Quarterly 109, no. 4 (2010): 758.  

27 I will note that Pentecostalism is not uniformly Arminian since it is a diverse and 
decentralized movement, but generally emphasizes and Arminian soteriology. 
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Félix-Jäger explains that in the Pentecostal understanding, “Christ’s death and 

resurrection opened us up to redemption” and “redemption is made possible through the 

cross.”28 This view is to be contrasted with a personally efficacious view of Christ’s 

atonement that is limited, a view common to Reformed theology.  

Each tradition emphasizes an experience of being chosen in a different way. 

The abstraction of Arminian soteriology is counterbalanced by an emphasis on a personal 

encounter with God through religious experiences, particularly through corporate 

worship. Contemporary Reformed theology, by contrast, has an intimate conception of 

Christ’s death on the cross as a specific and personal act on behalf of the elect and 

deemphasizes, in its worship praxis, the personal experience of God through the life of 

faith, particularly in corporate worship. While I do not think these are self-conscious 

dynamics, this could illuminate how various traditions negotiate the existential need of 

the worshiper to experience life with God in a manner that satisfies the subjective, 

experiential “for me” aspect of God’s salvific activity. In Reformed theology, the status 

of chosen is conferred upon the Christian before the foundation of the world (Eph 1:4). 

Pentecostals emphasize the ongoing status of being “chosen” as a recipient of God’s gifts 

whenever he is encountered through his manifest presence. In Reformed theology, union 

with Christ is understood as an ontological reality, a fixed identity of the Christian that 

leads to assurance. In contrast, Pentecostal traditions view union with Christ as something 

to be experienced dynamically through the Spirit, manifesting in the life, testimony, and 

subjective experience of faith. In Pentecostalism, God's presence is continually 

encountered as a gift, and this experience contributes to the worshiper’s assurance. 

Overall, I believe there are six main streams that feed the BWM’s—again, 

broadly Reformed—suspicion of the experiencing subject in worship: 

 
 

28 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 212. 
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1. A hesitation to corroborate, celebrate, or articulate religious experience in much of 
the Protestant, especially Reformed tradition as unverifiable. 

2. A functional “suppression of creaturehood” and degradation of finitude.  

3. A negative anthropology in which the doctrine of depravity often overshadows the 
imago Dei. 

4. A spatialized and contrastive definition of God’s transcendence as “outside the 
world” and at odds with his involvement with the subject.29 

5. A liturgical scrupulosity that demands “pure” worship where the content of worship 
determines the quality or acceptability of the worship. 

6. An underdeveloped functional pneumatology, leading to skepticism of individual 
experience of the Holy Spirit.30 

While the theological foundations of the BWM are well-fortified, the movement can 

mature in its emphasis on the beauty of God’s glory, as demonstrated through creaturely 

subjectivity, to embrace the role of worship more deeply as personal witness. 

Thesis 

Criticism of the individualistic subjectivity present in modern worship 

practices and song lyrics derived from CWM reflects efforts to protect worship and 

 
 

29 In his intellectual history of transcendence in Christian theology, The Domestication of 
Transcendence, William Placher writes, “Increasingly, Christian writers in the seventeenth century, since 
they did not want to think of God as utterly beyond their comprehension, thought of God’s otherness in 
terms of distance and remoteness from the world. Though they did not use the terms, they were in effect 
contrasting transcendence with immanence. Such a ‘contrastive’ account of transcendence—I am using 
Kathryn Tanner’s terminology—makes divine transcendence and involvement in the world into a zero-sum 
game: the more involved or immanent, the less transcendence, and vice versa.” William C. Placher, The 
Domestication of Transcendence: How Modern Thinking about God Went Wrong (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1996), 111. 

30 Reformed theology has a rich tradition of pneumatology, starting with the work of John 
Calvin whom B.B. Warfield referred to as a “theologian of the Holy Spirit.” Benjamin Breckinridge 
Warfield, The Works of Benjamin B. Warfield, vol. 5, Calvin and Calvinism (1932; repr., Grand Rapids: 
Baker Books, 2000), 107. In his writings, Calvin emphasizes the experiential and the subjective dynamics 
of the Holy Spirit, specifically through individual regeneration, effectuating union with Christ, and in his 
illuminating power, making the objective word of God understandable to man, all of which are central to 
Calvin’s doctrine of the knowledge of God. The issue I address here in the BWM is an under-developed 
functional pneumatology in Christian worship that is notably disjunct from its heritage in Reformed 
theology. See also Sinclair B. Ferguson, The Holy Spirit, Contours of Christian Theology (Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 1996); Gerald Bray, A History of Christian Theology: A Trinitarian Approach 
(2014; repr., Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2024); Gregg R. Allison and Andreas J. Köstenberger, The Holy 
Spirit, ed. David S. Dockery, Nathan A. Finn, and Christopher W. Morgan, Theology for the People of God 
(Nashville: B&H Academic, 2020). 
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doctrine from epistemic relativism.31 As a result, worship leaders and scholars have found 

difficulty in reconciling individualism and the private spirituality of each believer with 

the communal identity of ekklesia, rejecting subjective worship in pursuit of a pure and 

objective view of God. However, this discussion is not merely a debate around 

objectivity and subjectivity; it is symptomatic of an underdeveloped view of the human 

subject in worship. This dissertation seeks to deepen discussions around 

subjectivity/objectivity in Christian worship and solidify the foundation for speaking 

about the Christian experience by proposing the following questions: What does it mean 

to worship God, the subject of our worship, as a human subject from a particular and 

finite creaturely perspective? And how does God receive glory through the finite 

perspectives of worshipers, who are present now and in the new creation (Rev 21:24–

26)? 

In this dissertation, I will argue that subjectivity (not relativity) in Christian 

worship is not a compromise of objective truth but enables a profound and necessary 

expression of God’s glory. God has filled his world with the particularities of fixed 

subjectivities because his glory is too abundant and diverse to be captured by any singular 

perspective. Christian worship is always “a view from somewhere,”32 where the believer 

bears witness to God’s particular, salvific activity. Therefore, creaturely worship is 

wonderfully restrained by the ontological finitude of the subject yet unleashed in the 

symphonic witness of multiperspectival truth borne by the gathered ekklesia where each 

worshipper bears witness to their own view of God’s work and worth.  

 
 

31 Postmodernism “represents a form of cultural relativism about such things as reality, truth, 
reason, value, linguistic meaning, the self and other notions. On a postmodern view, there is no such thing 
as objective reality, truth, value, reason, and so form. All these are social constructions, creations of 
linguistic practices, and as such are relative not to individuals but to social groups that share a narrative.” J. 
P. Moreland, Kingdom Triangle: Recover the Christian Mind, Renovate the Soul, Restore the Spirit’s 
Power (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 77.  

32 Roger Scruton’s phrase “a view from somewhere” is used as a rebuttal against Thomas 
Nagel’s “view from nowhere.” Scruton, The Face of God, 23. 



   

13 

Methodology 

In this dissertation, subjectivity is distinguished from both individualism and 

relativism. Subjectivity refers to natural and unavoidable reality of moving through the 

world as a finite, embodied subject with a particular view of the world. 33 In contrast, 

individualism is a value system with “me” at the center. Similarly, relativism centers the 

self is the primary criterion for epistemic justification. The term subjectivity refers to 

one’s embodied perspective—a way to describe varied views of God and his world that 

are unique to individuals and charged with one’s history, testimony, and context.34 

Human subjectivity is part of the good order of creation wherein the Creator endows each 

person with a particular view of the world—the keyhole through which one experiences 

and understands God. The question at hand is not how a worshiper may acquire 

subjective knowledge of God through worship or other religious experiences. Rather, it 

emphasizes that human subjectivity is a capacity for profound meaning in Christian 

worship because it is the means by which by which a worshiper bears specific witness to 

God and brings him a distinct kind of glory.  

My argument rests on a foundation of the theological method of 

perspectivalism, which presupposes the finitude of the one engaging theological study 

and embraces this as an unavoidable consequence of creatureliness. This method is not 

 
 

33 I use the term “subjectivity” in regard to Christian experience in this project not to refer to 
relative knowledge of God, but in the vein of Simeon Zahl’s project in The Holy Spirit and Christian 
Experience: “‘Subjectivity’ here is a catch-all for a variety of complex dynamics: for example, the way that 
our personal history with a denomination or confession will often implant biases for or against particular 
theological positions; or the ways that cultural histories and the norms of communities in which we are 
embedded shape the topics, texts, and figures we find compelling of off-putting; or the way that an idea 
communicated through a hymn might be more compelling than the same idea communicated in an 
academic paper or lecture; or the way that the persuasiveness of a theological idea in a given instance can 
be powerfully affected by whether or not we like and respect the person teaching it to us.” Zahl, The Holy 
Spirit and Christian Experience, 14. 

This dissertation engages “subjectivity” in concord with Zahl—as the realm of the finite, 
individual experience through which God is glorified in the human life. Subjectivity, in this sense, is more 
akin to one’s gaze of perspective of God and his world.  

34 Incarnational phenomenology is Smith’s term for a way of philosophy that attends not only 
to belief but to believers—that our experience and understanding of God and his world is always embodied, 
not abstracted. He argues for the necessity of emphasizing the creatureliness of the Christian religion in a 
way that does not compromise the transcendence of God. Smith, The Nicene Option, 1–28. 
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relativistic but presupposes absolutism, which is the perspective held by God alone. In 

what follows, this method will be applied to Christian worship as the primary outworking 

of subjectivity in Christian worship, where the creature bears witness to the Creator from 

a divinely gifted point of view.  

In pursuit of a theological and philosophical grounding for subjectivity, this 

dissertation does not engage with the epistemology of religious experience. Though I 

speak about knowledge of God, questions of justified belief are outside the scope of this 

work. When I reference subjective aspects of the knowledge of God as they relate to 

worship, I am not speaking of justification but of the circumstances that are both given by 

God and forged by the Christian life that color how the Christian perceives God. While 

an epistemology of religious experience through Christian worship is needed, that would 

need to be its own work. 

A Summary of Research 

The body of literature on human subjectivity from theological perspectives 

falls into four categories: theology of embodiment, incarnational phenomenology, 

aesthetic theology, and liturgical theology. To lay a theological and philosophical 

foundation for God’s glory through human subjectivity in Christian worship, this 

dissertation will engage with key voices and contributions from these various discussions. 

In the Roman Catholic tradition, John Paul II made a generative contribution to 

a theology of embodiment in Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the 

Body.35 In recent years, evangelical theology has similarly experienced a resurgence of 

interest in theological anthropology, particularly a theology of embodiment. Theology of 

embodiment provides the essential foundation for consideration for the finite subject due 

to its parsing out of the difference between ontological finitude and sinful failure—a line 

 
 

35 John Paul II, Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body, trans. Michael 
Waldstein (Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 2006). 
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that has previously been blurred in strains of Protestant theology. Research in the 

theology of ontological finitude and embodiment has been recently fueled by Nancy 

Pearcey’s Love Thy Body: Answering Hard Questions about Life and Sexuality, Timothy 

Tennent’s For the Body: Recovering a Theology of Gender, Sexuality, and the Human 

Body, Gregg Allison’s Embodied: Living as Whole People in a Fractured World, and 

John W. Kleinig’s Wonder-Fully Made: A Protestant Theology of the Body.36 David O. 

Taylor applies these theological insights to worship in his most recent publication, A 

Body of Praise: Understanding the Role of Our Physical Bodies in Worship.37 While not 

expressly in the realm of material embodiment, Simeon Zahl’s The Holy Spirit and 

Christian Experience takes up the heart of the issue, which is negativity toward religious 

experience in Protestant theology.38 

In A Secular Age, Charles Taylor identifies the intellectualist tendency toward 

“excarnation” in the secular age, which results in a disembodied form of religion.39 He 

suggests that the solution, in part, lies in reclaiming the experience of transcendence by 

reopening the “porous” self to transcendent experience of the other, thereby resisting the 

reduction of faith to mere intellectual belief.40 Taking up Taylor’s project to resist the 

secular force of “excarnation” in Christianity and following in the tradition of continental 

phenomenology, James K. A. Smith proposes a way forward in “incarnational 
 

 
36 Nancy Pearcey, Love Thy Body: Answering Hard Questions about Life and Sexuality (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Books, 2018); Timothy C. Tennent, For the Body: Recovering a Theology of Gender, 
Sexuality, and the Human Body (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2020); Gregg R. Allison, Embodied: Living as 
Whole People in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2021); John W. Kleinig, Wonder-Fully 
Made: A Protestant Theology of the Body (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2021). 

37 W. David O. Taylor, A Body of Praise: Understanding the Role of Our Physical Bodies in 
Worship (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023). 

38 Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience. 
39 Interestingly, Taylor notes that “one of the most important sites of resistance to it is aesthetic 

experience, where embodied feeling can still be allowed to open us to something higher.” Taylor, A Secular 
Age, 288. 

40 “But leaving these aspects and counter-movements aside, official Christianity has gone 
through what we can call an ‘excarnation,’, a transfer out of embodied, ‘enfleshed’ forms of religious life, 
to those which are more “in the head’.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 554. 
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phenomenology” as a means of recovering a philosophy that is attentive to perspectived 

experience; Smith argues that religion is always embodied to recover religion and 

religious expression as “embodied particularity”41 through Christian worship. Though 

outside the evangelical conversation on the topic, Roger Scruton’s The Face of God and 

The Soul of the World both work from Taylor and Smith’s diagnosis of disenchantment 

and offer a robust philosophy of subjectivity as it relates to the human ability to engage 

the transcendent reality of God—a reality at the heart of Christian worship.42 

The proliferation of liturgical theology in the free church tradition in North 

America has been encouraged by Smith’s Cultural Liturgies trilogy, which has opened 

new opportunities to recover the role of subjectivity in worship.43 The question of 

formation at the heart of Smith’s work makes assumptions about the role of the subject, 

assumptions that Smith draws from his expertise in continental phenomenology. Due to 

its emphasis on participation and habit, liturgical theology provides a useful method that 

accounts for the role of the subject in Christian worship. As a discipline, liturgical 

theology recognizes that experience shapes and informs theology. This dissertation 

embraces this foundational commitment of the discipline, but instead of focusing on the 

formation of the subject, it focuses on God’s glory through the expression of the subject 

through worship. 

While Alexander Schmemann’s works in liturgical theology, For the Life of 

the World and Introduction to Liturgical Theology,44 are still considered foundational 

 
 

41 Smith, The Nicene Option, 5–6. 
42 Roger Scruton, The Face of God (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2014); Scruton, The 

Soul of the World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016). 
43 James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, 

Cultural Liturgies 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2009); Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works, 
Cultural Liturgies 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013); Smith, Awaiting the King: Reforming Public 
Theology, Cultural Liturgies 3 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017). 

44 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (1963; repr., Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1966); Schmemann, Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1966). 
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texts in the discipline, recent works have expanded the discipline into evangelical and 

free church traditions, such as Christopher Ellis’s Gathering: A Spirituality and Theology 

of Free Church Worship, Simon Chan’s Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping 

Community, Gordon Lathrop’s Holy Things, and Nicholas Wolterstorff’s Acting 

Liturgically, all of which speak to the role of the subject in the liturgy.45 Liturgical 

theology takes the role of the subject seriously and accounts for the dignity and 

importance of the subject in the worship experience. While liturgical theology focuses on 

what worship gives to the subject, this dissertation focuses on what the subject 

contributes to the liturgy. 

Significance 

The renewed interest in liturgical theology throughout the North American free 

church tradition has brought increasing attention to formation through worship practices, 

providing a valuable framework for studying Christian experience in worship. Entering 

the world of the subject is, inherently, entering the world of experience. While popular 

literature about worship is filled with anecdotes about religious experience in worship, 

the academic field lacks sustained, serious attention to the dynamics of subjectivity and 

religious experience in corporate worship. This gap exists largely due to the lack of 

foundational consideration of the experiencing subject in worship. There cannot be a 

robust evangelical liturgical theology without a proper theology of the liturgical subject. 

Addressing this gap, this dissertation builds a framework for how to properly account for 

the goodness of the subject and demonstrates how God is glorified through an 

individual’s worship. By establishing this foundation for subjectivity in corporate 

 
 

45 Christopher J. Ellis, Gathering: A Theology and Spirituality of Worship in Free Church 
Tradition (London: SCM Press, 2004); Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping 
Community (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006); Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy Things: A Liturgical 
Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998); Nicholas Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically: Philosophical 
Reflections on Religious Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018). 
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worship, this dissertation will enable a study of religious and aesthetic experience in the 

context of worship.  

Argument  

Chapter 1 takes the proliferation of Pentecostal worship practices as a catalyst 

to examine the broad appeal of subjectivity in worship practices derived from CWM 

against the claims of the Biblical Worship Movement that subjectivity has the power to 

tarnish worship. The broad appeal of these practices and their adaption by non-

Pentecostal churches will be explained in terms of the tradition’s overwhelming 

affirmation of the goodness of the subject. This vindication is enacted through individual 

charismata and the confirmation of existential and aesthetic knowing that gives the 

worshiper an existential experience of home. Here, the worshiper plays an irreducible and 

irreplaceable role in the worship, and therefore witness, of God.46 This chapter outlines 

the misappropriations of subjectivity within the tradition as well the problem of 

experience in Protestant theology and worship, which are inseparable from a discussion 

of subjectivity in worship. This chapter outlines the scope of this debate as it currently 

stands: the debate around subjectivity and degradation of expressive worship (certain 

kinds, at least) in the context of the broad appeal of both Pentecostal worship songs and 

Pentecostal worship practices. This chapter concludes by showing that the broad appeal 

of Pentecostal worship by non-Pentecostals reveals an ontological vacuum in much 

Protestant worship resulting from the loss of the transcendent subject—a lacuna that this 

dissertation seeks to partially fill. 

Chapter 2 lays a theological and philosophical foundation for understanding 

God’s glory through the goodness of man’s ontological finitude as the necessary 

 
 

46 Irreducible does not mean epistemologically unverifiable, which I suspect is the primary 
anxiety for those suspicious of religious experience. Irreducible means that the experience of the subject 
cannot be reduced to external parts or factors but represents a complex wholeness of consciousness that 
cannot be understood through abstraction or reduction. 
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foundation for discussing human subjectivity in worship. First, I examine the process by 

which salvation is subjectively applied to the individual in the ordo salutis. Christian 

experience is where potential becomes actual to me and the means by which the 

individual is existentially persuaded of doctrine (Beeke and Zahl).47 Second, this chapter 

explores three biblical paradigms of God’s glory through human subjectivity: creaturely 

finitude, progressive revelation, and heavenly rewards. Ultimately, this chapter argues 

that the subject is an irreplaceable and irreducible witness to God’s work in the economy 

of salvation in which God’s attribute of grace becomes visible for his own glory.48  

Chapter 3 refutes the idea that emphasis on God’s immanence through 

subjective worship is in competition with God’s transcendence. I argue that human 

subjectivity is the means by which humanity accesses transcendence, thereby disputing 

the charge that subjective worship compromises or domesticates God’s transcendence. 

While some theorists in evangelical worship studies have attempted to reclaim 

transcendence in worship, their prescription has relied on adjustments to lyrical content 

which decenter the self.49 To demonstrate that the subject is not in competition with 

transcendence this chapter critiques four competitive construals of 

transcendence/immanence that problematize human subjectivity: (1) transcendence and 

immanence as competitive spaces, (2) transcendence and immanence as competitive 

concepts, (3) transcendence and immanence as competitive viewpoints, and (4) 
 

 
47 In his works on assurance of salvation in Puritan theology, Joel Beeke speaks to assurance in 

the individual, subjective sense of the saved Christian and locates this in the ordo salutis. Joel R. Beeke, 
“Assurance of Salvation: The Insights of Anthony Burgess,” in Puritan Reformed Theology: Historical, 
Experiential, and Practical Studies for the Whole of Life (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 
2020). 

48 John Frame argues, “God’s glory, as a divine attribute, is related to his visibility.” Frame 
suggests that the Hebrew and Greek terms for “glory,” the most common of which are kavod and doxa, are 
best translated as “‘reputation,’ ‘splendor’ or ‘honor.’” Frame’s explanation disambiguates the concept of 
glory, which tends to abstract to ambiguity. Locating God’s glory in his visibility makes it possible to 
discuss God’s glory through worship as it relates to personal witness. John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God, 
A Theology of Lordship 2 (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002), 592. 

49 See “Transcendence and Immanence,” in Bob Kauflin, Worship Matters, 159–64; Charles 
Thomas Lewis, “Far and Near: Christian Worship of the Transcendent and Immanent God of Wonders,” 
(PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2015), 373-374. 
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transcendence and immanence as competitive realms of agency. I propose a framework 

for reconciling human subjectivity with divine transcendence, concluding with proposed 

guidelines for a theological grammar that fosters non-competitive discussions on human 

subjectivity, divine transcendence, and Christian worship.50 

Chapter 4 argues, through engagement with Roger Scruton’s The Face of God 

and The Soul of the World, that the loss of transcendence in the secular age is not the 

result of a loss of religion, but a loss of the “porous” subject due to the objectification of 

God’s world that must be restored in the irreducibility of the Christian’s experiential, 

creaturely world. 51 Along with Scruton, I argue that the subject is a transcendental 

concept and apply this paradigm to how subjectivity and intersubjectivity contribute to 

the meaning of worship and thereby glorify God. This chapter then argues that 

multiperspectival worship, as it is related to a collectively held knowledge of God 

through consonant testimonies, functions as a way of intersubjective knowledge that 

multiplies the meaning of worship.52 Because the worship of God is always tied to the 

actions of God, and God’s specific actions are only knowable in their particularities 

through Christian testimony, the symphonic witness of the church is a means to fuller 

worship of God for maximal glory through maximal visibility in creation.53 
 

 
50 Lebenswelt is a term coined by Husserl and means the world of life as opposed to the world 

of science. Scruton engages the concept of Lebenswelt that is rooted in the recovery of the irreducible 
subjectivity in which the world is experienced as given, not received. Scruton, The Soul of the World, 137. 
Smith identifies the of the analytic philosophy of religion in terms of its neglect of the world of life. 
Philosophy, he argues, is less about apologetic truth and more about philosophical reflection on practices 
and experiences through the “logic of incarnation,” which is an affirmation of the goodness of embodiment 
(derived from Nicaea and Chalcedon) that embraces particularity and finitude, as opposed to a “logic of 
determination,” which pursues abstract proof of faith and doctrine in such a way that finitude is problematic 
and a weakness. Throughout his corpus, Smith is resisting the universalizing and abstracting tendency of an 
intellectualized, disembodied religion. Smith is not saying that God’s truth is not “universal” in the sense 
that it is not solidly true, but that it is not abstract or divorced from a way of life fueled by an eschatological 
imagination. This dissertation maintains the same distinction. Smith, The Nicene Option, 20–21. 

51 Scruton, The Face of God; Scruton, The Soul of the World. 
52 Vern S. Poythress, Knowing and the Trinity: How Perspectives in Human Knowledge 

Imitate the Trinity (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2018), 8. 
53 Frame explains that God’s omniscience is not merely a comprehension of all facts “out 

there.” Instead, Frame explains that “God experiences the world, not only from his transcendent perspective 
and from the perspective of the whole universe, but also from every particular perspective within the 
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Chapter 5 argues that subjectivity is the means by which the whole church 

bears a symphonic witness to God’s glory through the corporate imago Dei54 Because the 

particular perspective of each worshiper is a manifestation of an inexhaustible gospel. As 

the testimonies of saints begin to merely approach this inexhaustibility, God becomes 

more visible in the world and, therefore, more glorified. Vern Poythress explains that “for 

true worship and praise, we must know the God we worship and worship him according 

to who he is.”55 For the sake of our purest worship, God has graciously provided the 

means for Christians to know a fuller truth in order to worship God fully through the 

intersubjectivity of the redeemed. Therefore, multiperspectival truth fuels the symphonic 

witness of multiperspectival worship. Lastly, this chapter argues, in conversation with 

Junius Johnson, that subjectivity and perspectived knowing are a testament to the 

profundity of God’s world and work. The value of subjectivity can only be seen in light 

of this truth. This chapter concludes by suggesting a way forward for the Biblical 

Worship Movement in light of this study. 

 
 
universe. Since he is with me, he experiences the world from my perspective, as well as from the 
perspective of every other being in the universe. True omniscience must include a knowledge of every such 
perspective.” Frame, Doctrine of God, 585. 

54 Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God’s Image (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
1994), 91. 

55 Poythress, Knowing and the Trinity, 105. 



   

22 

CHAPTER 2 

FINITUDE AND GOD’S GLORY: A THEOLOGY 
OF HUMAN SUBJECTIVITY 

The work of salvation belongs to the Lord, and as an individual receives God’s 

grace, they become a witness to God’s character and work. This chapter lays a 

theological foundation for God’s glory through the goodness of man’s ontological 

finitude as the necessary foundation for discussing human subjectivity in worship. First, I 

examine the process by which salvation is subjectively applied in the ordo salutis, 

arguing that Christian experience is where potential becomes actual to me and the means 

by which the individual is existentially persuaded of doctrine.1 Second, I outline the 

biblical paradigms for God’s glory through human subjectivity.  Ultimately, this chapter 

argues that the subject is an irreplaceable and irreducible witness to God’s work in the 

economy of salvation in which God’s attribute of grace becomes visible for his own 

glory.2 While difficult to precisely define, John Frame argues from Scripture that “God’s 

 
 

1 In his works on assurance of salvation in Puritan theology, Joel Beeke speaks to assurance as 
the individual, subjective sense that the Christian is saved and locates this in the ordo salutis. Joel R. 
Beeke, “Assurance of Salvation: The Insights of Anthony Burgess,” in Puritan Reformed Theology: 
Historical, Experiential, and Practical Studies for the Whole of Life (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2020), 334–46. Drawing on Beeke’s work, Matthew Westerholm similarly argues that “assurance is 
the subjective sense a believer possesses of the certainty of his or her own salvation—a personalizing of 
God’s promises.” Matthew Westerholm, “The ‘Cream of Creation’ and the ‘Cream of Faith’: The Lord’s 
Supper as a Means of Assurance in Puritan Thought,” Puritan Reformed Journal 3, no. 1 (2011): 205. 

2 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God, A Theology of Lordship 2 (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
2002), 592. 
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glory, as a divine attribute, is related to his visibility.”3 Frame’s explanation sufficiently 

clarifies the concept of glory, which tends to abstract to ambiguity. Locating God’s glory 

in his visibility makes it possible to discuss God’s glory through worship as it relates to 

personal, subjective witness and its reflection of the Absolute.  

Salvation Applied: Shaping the Christian’s Perspective 

The ordo salutis describes the order of events culminating in one’s salvation—

to understand how the full extent of the atonement, in general, comes to be subjectively 

applied to the individual Christian. It is “the way in which the individual appropriates 

salvation.”4 Subjectivity, in this sense, does not suggest that salvation is not literally or 

effectually accomplished or that it is somehow self-determined or relative. Subjectivity 

rather refers to the manner in which salvation’s effects shape the individual Christian. 

Frame harmonizes this apparent dichotomy between objectivity and subjectivity in the 

ordo salutis: 

So all the blessings of the application of redemption are objective in the sense that 
they are real blessings, not dependent on our interpretations or feelings. All are 
subjective in the sense that they all bring about major changes in our individual 
lives. And some (regeneration, conversion, sanctification) are subjective in a further 
sense: they change us within. They change the heart of the believer.5 

To Frame, the subjective aspects of faith (regeneration, conversion, and sanctification) 

are private appropriations of God’s eternal grace that come to constitute the individual’s 

 
 

3 Frame notes that “Glory, with the verb glorify and adjective glorious, is one of the most 
common terms in the Christian vocabulary, but one of the hardest to define precisely. What does it actually 
mean to ‘glorify’ God or to ‘seek God’s glory’?” Frame, The Doctrine of God, 592 (emphasis original). 
While there are several Greek and Hebrew terms translated as “glory,” Frame identifies kavod and doxa as 
most frequently used and “Both terms can be translated as ‘reputation,’ ‘splendor,’ or ‘honor.’” Frame, The 
Doctrine of God, 592. This dissertation does not rely on a parsing of these terms or argue for a specific 
understanding. Rather, Frame’s broadest definition of God’s glory as related to his visibility will be the 
sense of the term used henceforth. 

4 John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (1955; repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2015), viii. 

5 John M. Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2013), 944.  
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perspective of God and the world.6 He refers to this existential aspect as “subjective 

salvation.”7 While this term needs clarification to avoid the implication of relativity, it 

also helps bring to light a peculiar and fascinating aspect of God’s glory through 

salvation.  

The salvation of an individual does not take place in abstraction. Rather, God’s 

grace works through the circumstances of the individual to convince her of its truth. 

Geerhardus Vos articulates the necessity of a slow and individualistic application of 

salvation:  

The application of the salvation obtained by Christ does not occur at once or 
arbitrarily. In the abstract, it would be possible for God to take hold of and relocate 
each one of the elect into the heaven of glory at a single point in time. He has his 
good reasons that He did not do this. There are a multiplicity of relationships and 
conditions to which all the operations of grace have a certain connection. If the 
change came about all at once, then not a single one of these would enter into the 
consciousness of the believer, but everything would be thrown together in a chaotic 
revolution. . . . The fullness of God’s works of grace and the rich variety of His acts 
of salvation would not be prized and appreciated.8 

God works slowly for his own glory and visibility.9 If God were to enact salvation of the 

saints all at once and transport them to heaven, there would be a quantifiable absence of 

the testimonies of the saints as God worked slowly to interpersonally reveal new 

dimensions of his fatherly care and comfort. Vos argues that God is glorified in salvation 

 
 

6 They are personal, but nor private. Regeneration and sanctification take place in the heart of 
the individual but always move outward into ethics in the world (Matt 5:16). The private nature of 
spirituality does not mean that the scope of spirituality is interior; for an individual’s witness of salvation to 
be faithful, it cannot stay private (Matt 7:16–20). 

7 Frame, Systematic Theology, 965. 
8 Geerhardus Vos, Soteriology, vol. 4 of Reformed Dogmatics, ed. and trans. Richard B. Gaffin 

Jr. (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012), 1–2. 
9 In Isaiah 48, God describes his activity in world and highlights the fact that he works so that 

we can see. Because of the stubbornness of God’s people (v. 4), God chooses to work in such a way that he 
alone gets the credit, not the idols (v. 5). As Alec Motyer describes, “The ‘former things’ (3) were kept 
hidden until their sudden realization, lest it all be attributed to idols; the new things (6c) are revealed before 
their fulfilment, lest Israel arrogantly claim knowledge of them already.” Motyer goes on to explain that 
48:9–11 describes God’s motivation in that he is working to protect the honor and glory of his own name. 
Maximizing God’s glory means maximizing his visibility in terms of who is getting credit for the work. J. 
Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries 20 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 340–41. 
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and sanctification when man is most aware of God’s work, thereby necessitating slow 

work. For the sake of his own glory, God cannot allow his work to go unnoticed. Vos’s 

notion helps to disambiguate the distance between election and applied salvation: God 

works in specific moments for his optimal glory in an individual’s life. In the ordo 

salutis, the distance between regeneration and completed sanctification is offered for the 

same reason. The individual being sanctified, as Vos defines, is “renewed by degrees” in 

a manner that is subjective and enacted through the circumstances God provides for 

sanctification (Mal 3:4). While justification lies in the judicial sphere outside the 

individual, sanctification takes place within the soul of the believer as a distinctive work 

of the Holy Spirit and in a manner that is subjective and interpersonal between God and 

the individual.10 

Paul gives a clear description of the slow process of sanctification for God’s 

glory in 2 Corinthians 4:15–18:  

For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and more people it may 
increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. So we do not lose heart. Though our 
outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this light 
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison, as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are 
unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are 
eternal.11 

Paul suggests that God’s glory has a quantitative aspect. As the grace of God goes out to 

more people through the spread of the gospel, there is more thanksgiving. As more 

people recognize the greatness of God and give thanks, he gets more glory. Paul ties the 

idea of the increase of thanksgiving as a reason why Christians must not lose heart 

because Christians experience a slow, daily renewal whereby the generative work of 

salvation conforms Christians more closely to the image of Christ (Eph 4:13). In essence, 

 
 

10 Vos, Soteriology, 192. 
11 Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version. 
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the gospel has a goal: perfect union with Christ in experiential, existential, and eternal 

love and home. 

If the ordo salutis is divorced from its telos, one may miss the subjective and 

experiential force of the gospel. “To the objective aspects of the atonement (forgiveness 

of sins) we need to add a stronger sense of and appropriation of the subjective benefits 

and experience (intimate relationship),” theologian John Jefferson Davis explains,  

for indeed the fundamental purpose and design of the atonement—indeed, of the 
incarnation, resurrection and entire plan of redemption—was to draw believer and 
God together in the enjoyment of intimate relationship. The forensic and penal 
imagery of the cross and the courtroom needs to be completed by the marital image 
of the bride and bridegroom. The verdict of “not guilty” has been pronounced not 
merely so that the accused can go free to walk the city streets alone, but in order to 
be invited to experience the joyous experience of the wedding feast and the bridal 
chamber, a foretaste of which is experienced as Christ the bridegroom waits to meet 
us at his table.12  

This passage comes within Davis’s broader critique of a functional worship ontology, 

which he characterizes as “real absence.” By this term, he refers to a broad sense of 

disenchantment caused by an abstraction of the Christian faith and practice in evangelical 

worship.13 What Davis identifies is a functional neglect of the subjective aspects of the 

ordo. In essence, Christians often feel like God is not really present because they often 

feel like he is not present to them in a subjective sense. Thus, restoring the subjective and 

experiential dimensions of God’s saving work is essential to overcoming this sense of 

“real absence,” enabling believers to encounter the intimate presence of God that lies at 

the heart of the gospel’s redemptive purpose. 
 

 
12 Davis, Worship and the Reality of God, 152. 
13 Davis’s thesis in Worship and the Reality of God provides an essential correlation with the 

broader context of this dissertation in identifying the global appeal of Pentecostal worship practices. As 
noted by both Emily Snider Andrews and Brigit Meyers, Pentecostal worship practices offer aesthetic 
means of assurance that help to reinforce a sense of “real presence” in a way that is surprisingly satiating, at 
least temporarily. This is not the solution that Davis has in mind to a “real absence”; it is a noteworthy 
place of convergence with the introduction of this dissertation. See Emily Snider Andrews, “Exploring 
Evangelical Sacramentality: Modern Worship Music and the Possibility of Divine-Human Encounter” 
(PhD diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 2019) and Birgit Meyer, “Aesthetics of Persuasion: Global 
Christianity and Pentecostalism’s Sensational Forms,” South Atlantic Quarterly 109, no. 4 (2010): 741–63. 
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Perspective and Persuasion: The Holy Spirit 
as Witness to Christ and Salvation 

Salvation is applied by the Holy Spirit, who effects union with Christ. When 

Christ describes the work of the Holy Spirit, he says to his disciples, “When the Helper 

comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from 

the Father, he will bear witness about me” (John 15:26). Jesus explains that the Holy 

Spirit assumes the role of witness-bearer to the glories of the gospel. Commenting on this 

passage in the fourth Gospel, Robert Peterson explains that “the Spirit is included in the 

chorus of witnesses to Jesus. . . . The Spirit thus joins John the Baptist, Jesus’s miracles, 

the Old Testament, the Father, the disciples, and Jesus himself in witnessing to Jesus.”14 

Paul clarifies the concomitant witness-bearing of man and the Holy Spirit when he 

explains that “the Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” 

(Rom 8:16). When Paul says “with our spirit,” he is drawing continuity between the work 

of the Holy Spirit and the life of the regenerate Christian; both exist for the glory of 

Christ to attest to his work. The Holy Spirit convinces us of the truth that we are sons, 

just as our spirits also begin to bear witness to this reality. When the Holy Spirit’s 

testimony reaches a Christian’s heart, their lives begin to live out that witness, making the 

inward reality of salvation a visible witness, as the Christian cries, “Abba! Father.” The 

remarkable statement of verse 15 is that the Christian does not turn to speak of God in his 

capacity as Creator but as Father. The Christian, upon conversion, speaks of God as he 

knows him— from the perspective of a helpless child. The Holy Spirit bears perfect 

testimony to the Son, and he has a story to tell.  

In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul similarly claims, “No one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ 

except the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3). Paul’s letters give a theology of union with Christ 

by which the Christian is commissioned by the Holy Spirit to bear witness to Christ as 

 
 

14 Robert A. Peterson, Salvation Applied by the Spirit: Union with Christ (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2015), 309. 
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one small corner of Christ’s work. The Spirit’s work is intimate in binding the Christian 

to Christ, and therefore, the Spirit himself is a full witness to the most minute details of 

the Christian’s sanctification and testimony in Christ. The inward testimony of the Holy 

Spirit is granted individually as the Spirit illumines one’s eyes to see the truth of Christ—

it is a subjective, personal, and individual experience of the Spirit’s presence and work 

that brings assurance. This intimate, existential encounter becomes the grounds for the 

Christian being persuaded of the truth.  

Because salvation is applied to the Christian by the Spirit, knowledge of one’s 

salvation is experiential. Joel Beeke explains that “this is what the Bible often means by 

‘knowing’ something—experiential knowledge, not mere knowledge in the brain.”15 To 

Beeke, “there is a great difference between hearing that honey is sweet, and tasting it.”16 

Therefore, Christians always have an inside-out knowledge of their own salvation, as 

evidenced by their experience of sanctification (Matt 12:23) and the internal testimony of 

the Holy Spirit (Rom 8:16).17 Therefore, our knowledge of our own salvation is 

nonchronological: it is not known in predestination but only in the experience of 

conversion. This is the result of our knowledge being creaturely, dependent, and placed. 

The salvation of the believer comes in media res.  

The Christian cannot worship God in se, unmediated by their own perspective 

and the Holy Spirit’s subjective work in the details of their life. (Though we should seek 

to know God through the gracious self-revelation of his Word in the transcendence of the 

 
 

15 Joel R. Beeke, Puritan Reformed Theology: Historical, Experiential, and Practical Studies 
for the Whole of Life (Grand Rapids: Reformation Heritage Books, 2020), 335. 

16 Beeke, Puritan Reformed Theology, 335. Beeke is referencing Jonathan Edwards’s well-
known illustration in “A Divine and Supernatural Light: Immediately Imparted to the Soul by the Spirit of 
God, Shown to be Both a Scriptural and Rational Doctrine” (1843; repr., Chanhassen, MN: Curiosmith, 
2022), 17. 

17 Beeke, Puritan Reformed Theology, 336–37. 
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divine economy to the best of our abilities).18 In salvation, Christ’s righteousness is 

imputed through union with Christ, made possible through the work of the Holy Spirit, 

and is an individual, one-on-one work. Salvation is subjectively applied, and when the 

ordo salutis is understood correctly, the nature of salvation colors the nature of worship, 

which is a response to salvation as a subjective application of Christ’s work. The 

subjective aspects of the Christian faith raise several important questions: How do our 

unique yet limited perspectives of God shape and inform our worship here and in heaven? 

How might the varied perspectives of worshipers, flowing from their ongoing and 

subjective sanctification, bring God glory in this life and in heaven? These are the 

questions to which I will now turn. 

Worship through a Keyhole 

Worship flows from the existential realm because every act of acknowledging 

God’s worthiness, even in se, is only possible because the Holy Spirit has illumined the 

Christian’s eyes to see that he has benefitted from such worthiness. I cannot know that 

God is good in general until I first know, through the illumination of the Holy Spirit, that 

he has been good to me by sending his Son as Savior.19 Knowing our relationship to God 

is properly basic and is the portal to knowing reality at all. In Resurrection and the Moral 

Order, Oliver O’Donovan explains that “the small segment of reality, elect and chosen of 

God, shapes all the reality that we encounter, so that to be in touch with reality in any 

 
 

18 For a thorough discussion on the possibility of knowledge of God in se, see Steven J. Duby, 
God in Himself: Scripture, Metaphysics, and the Task of Christian Theology, Studies in Christian Doctrine 
and Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2019), 11-58. 

19 While Romans 1:19-21 explains that someone can know and reject God. “For what can be 
known about God is plain to them [all people], because God has shown it to them” Or later in verse 21 “For 
although they knew God, they [all people] did not honor him as God”? While this may at first seem a 
counterargument to the point I have been making, the nature of knowledge in Rom. 1:19-21 is speaking of 
a type of knowledge that is not salvific because it relates to his “eternal power and divine nature” (v. 20). 
“Such knowledge of God,” Thomas Schreiner explains, “includes knowing him as creator, since the power 
and majesty of God are known through the world he has made.” Since this knowledge does not result in 
salvation it is not true knowledge in the sense that O’Donovan articulates is limited to the elect.  
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form we have to be in touch with that reality.”20 In this sense, I cannot know that God is 

the Creator until I first know that he created me. Or, as O’Donovan expounds, “If the 

creator is not known then the creation is not known as creation; for the relation of 

creation to its Creator is the ground of its intelligibility as a created universe.”21 

Therefore, worship abstracted from the visceral, personal experience of life in 

communion with Christ is impossible.  

While the acceptability of worship is not dependent upon a comprehensive 

view of God (as demonstrated in the previous section on progressive revelation), worship 

is fueled by a deepening knowledge of God. In The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, 

John Frame maintains that “the knowledge of God’s law, the world, and the self are 

interdependent and ultimately identical. We understand the law by studying its relations 

to the world and the self—its ‘applications’—so that its meaning and its application are 

ultimately identical.”22 Ultimately wishing readers to embrace perspectivalism for 

Christian theology, Frame holds that “all knowledge is of self, because we know all 

things by means of our own experience and thoughts.”23 Frame and O’Donovan are each 

drawing on the meditation that opens Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion. Calvin 

contemplates the knowledge of God and knowledge of self, which are so entwined that 

“it is not easy to determine which of these two precedes and gives birth to the other.”24 

Anticipating how some might misinterpret his emphasis, Frame clarifies, 

What Scripture says must govern our thinking about the world and the self—and 
about Scripture, too. The reciprocity works this way. We come to know Scripture 

 
 

20 Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics, 2nd 
ed. (1994 repr., and Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 121.  

21 O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order, 88.  
22 John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, A Theology of Lordship 1 

(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1987), 89. 
23 Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, 89.  
24 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 2017), 1.  
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through our senses and minds (self) and through Scripture’s relations with the rest 
of the world. But then what we read in Scripture must be allowed to correct the 
ideas we have formed about these other areas. Then as we understand the other 
areas better, we understand Scripture better. There is a kind of circularity here, a 
“hermeneutical circle,” if you will, but that does not prevent Scripture from ruling 
our thoughts; it merely describes the process by which that rule takes place.25 

Frame’s insight is not novel but represents an often neglected posture of doing theology 

with the proper presuppositions. This approach attempts epistemological humility rather 

than posturing to be an a priori endeavor free from creaturely entanglements. These 

perichoretic fusions essential to humanity are paradigmatic to God’s work for his own 

glory and not a problem to be solved.  

God’s work is corporate, but it is never generic. The Christian’s perspective, 

affected and guided by their testimony of salvation and God’s sovereignty and power that 

infiltrate the minutia of a wounded life, is irreplicable and irreplaceable in the “cloud of 

witnesses” (Heb 12:1)—those who have endured the race until the end and display the 

power of Christ’s love for eternity. As Simeon Zahl argues, Christian affections “such as 

the gratitude, love, and joy generated by the gospel are not generic but are ordered to a 

person: gratitude towards Jesus, love for God and his creation, joy over a restored 

relationship.”26 Worship cannot be homogenous because it springs forth from an 

individual’s enmeshed life of wounds, loves, communities, stories, moments of radical 

grief and trust, and hope in eschatological triumphs. 

Biblical Paradigms of God’s Glory through Subjectivity 

While the ordo salutis provides the foundation for understanding God’s glory 

through his salvific work as applied to individuals, Scripture offers further insights into 

how God’s glory is displayed through human subjectivity. This section will outline three 

paradigms of God’s glory through human subjectivity: (1) ontological finitude, (2) 

 
 

25 Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, 89.  
26 Simeon Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2022), 241 (emphasis original).  
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worship throughout God’s progressive revelation, and (3) the diversity of heavenly 

rewards and capacities. 

Goodness, Creatureliness, and Finitude 

Theological discourse in much Reformed scholarship on worship privileges an 

intellectual abstraction indicative of post-Enlightenment thought rather than the 

embodied and finite nature of creaturely worship and religious experience.27 Challenging 

this trend requires a reaffirmation of the body and human experience in worship in order 

to argue for a more holistic treatment of Christian worship that is situated in and 

recognizes the experiential dimension of Christian faith and worship. While God’s glory 

does not require human bodies or any material creation, this section describes how God is 

glorified through such things: (1) Creaturely worship is an act of God because it is the 

result of personal and experiential divine action upon and within a human creature. (2) 

Worship displays the power of God’s presence that vitalizes the worshiper in contrast to 

the lifeless idols. (3) Man’s finitude demarcates the specificity and precision of God’s 

continuous action in his world.  

Throughout the history of Christian worship, conceptions of “pure” worship 

among Christians have varied; however, post-Reformation, it has frequently been 

juxtaposed with material, corporeal, and sensory forms of worship. Calvin inherited this 

dichotomous skepticism toward the material world from Plato through Augustine,28 
 

 
27 Smith writes that “the liturgical formation of lived religion is not, generally, the sort of 

intellectualist Gnosticism we associate with Enlightenment Protestantism (and its progeny, evangelical 
Protestantism): it exhibits none of the allergy to embodiment and materiality, nor does it reduce religion to 
the cognitive realm of beliefs and propositions.” James K. A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship 
Works, Cultural Liturgies 2 (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 24. 

28 Paul Helm, writing on the body/soul dichotomy in Calvin’s writing, notes the influence of 
Plato in his work, though this influence comes to him through Augustine. He notes that “Calvin routinely 
referred to the body, using Plato’s expression, as a ‘prison house’ of the soul.” Paul Helm, “Calvin, 
Calvinism, and Philosophy,” in Cultures of Calvinism in Early Modern Europe, ed. Crawford Gribben and 
Graeme Murdock (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 79. Calvin argues that it is “We have intellect 
by which we are able to conceive of the invisible God and angels—a thing of which the bodily senses 
cannot reach. The seat of these ideas must therefore be a spirit.” Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 
105. For Calvin, the hierarchy of soul over body relates to the capacities by which one can understand God. 
Calvin treats the body, and the material world, secondarily.  
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believing that the material world had the power to corrupt spiritual worship. While there 

is significant nuance between Calvin, Augustine, and contemporary Reformed traditions, 

the BWM seems to have a similar attitude toward the body in worship as Calvin, 

particularly that the body and other evidence of the material and sensory world are 

capable of polluting otherwise spiritually “pure” worship. 

While Calvin’s view can be seen contextually as a reaction to ritualistic forms 

of worship in Roman Catholicism,29 James K. A. Smith identifies the Enlightenment as 

another catalyst for negativity toward embodiment in Christian worship. He reasons this 

is due to an intellectual abstraction of the faith that relegated the body to a base agent as 

opposed to the illumined mind. Smith’s work can be summarized as follows: “Believing 

is something that you do, and it’s something that you do with your body.”30 He attempts 

to recenter the transformative power of human experience through ritual rather than 

intellect alone. Simeon Zahl similarly observes a “problematic tendency toward 

abstraction” present in contemporary Christian theology that struggles to reconcile the 

work of salvation experienced in bodies, arguing that “the work of the Spirit is likely to 

take forms that are ‘practically recognizable’ in the lives of Christians in the world, 

exhibiting both temporal specificity and affective impact.”31 For Zahl and Smith, the way 

out of abstraction and into the depth of the Christian life is through the experience of the 

body.  

 
 

29 It is important to note that this is not unique to Calvin. See Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of 
the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400–1580, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2005).  

30 Smith suggests the dominant philosophical anthropology presupposed by major Protestant 
institutions of faith and learning: “Many Christian schools, colleges, and universities—particularly in the 
Protestant tradition—have taken on board a picture of the human person that owes more to modernity and 
the Enlightenment than it does to the holistic, biblical vision of human persons.” James K. A. Smith, 
Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, Cultural Liturgies 1 (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2009), 31. 

31 Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, 7. 
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The body plays another role in Christian worship that is not merely aesthetic 

persuasion or formation; the body is also revelatory, in a general sense, because it is a site 

of divine activity. In The Revelatory Body: Theology as Inductive Art, Luke Timothy 

Johnson locates the experiential reality of religion in the material body, clarifying that 

embodied human experience does not compete with God’s revelation; rather, God’s 

revelation interprets human experience. He claims that human experience, under the 

authority of Scripture, is necessary for doing theology because it reveals dynamics, 

expressions, and forms of God’s particular work.32 Rather than a theology abstracted 

from or unchallenged by the revelatory gift of human life, Johnson argues, 

A position more faithful to the witness of Scripture itself recognizes the absolute 
necessity of reading Scripture as norm for revelation, but also asserts the equal 
necessity of reading human experience, in the conviction that the normative status 
of Scripture itself relative to the work of the Living God in the world. Scripture as a 
whole and in all its parts constructs a vision of reality and invites readers to imagine 
the world that it imagines. The world of Scripture is one that is created anew at 
every moment by the Living God and that is answerable to God at every moment; it 
is a world in which God acts intimately and graciously within creation, above all 
within the freedom of those created according to the image of God.33 

In this context, and according to Johnson’s language, human life is revelatory in a general 

sense. God’s special revelation is complete, but the progressively sanctified human life 

continues to reveal the effects of God’s power in the world. Johnson’s vision outlines the 

most compelling presupposition of Pentecostal worship—namely that God is always 

active in active bodies in a real, material world burgeoning with divine activity—that is 

underdeveloped in the literature on biblical worship. Johnson’s work is one that is 

working towards a theological anthropology that makes sense of the embodied 

experience and is generative for the present discussion. 

 
 

32 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Revelatory Body: Theology as Inductive Art (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans, 2015), 45. 

33 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 45–46.  
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Humanity’s worship is intended to flow from an embodied soul into the 

heavenly reception of the one holy God. Humanity was designed with a capacity to 

worship that is inseparable from physical design. The ability to sing praises with material 

mouths, a soul made to magnify the Lord with great affection, and a mind fixed on 

righteousness—all are unified in substance and praise. Before sin entered the world, 

God’s perfect design for man was one that essentially included a body. God made man’s 

body suitable to tend the garden, to embrace Eve, and to offer praise to the Lord. Just as 

creation begins with embodied creatures, so does the new creation in which there is not 

an absence of body but resurrected, embodied people praising God as he had always 

planned. Therefore, God’s design for man is essentially intertwined with man’s charge; 

the human body is inseparable from worship. The human body demonstrates man’s 

finitude compared to the infinite God. The sense that finitude is something to be 

overcome through abstraction neglects the reality that dependency is not the result of 

sin.34 Worship is a wholly dependent act; it is dependent on the full cooperation of the 

economic Trinity, which enables, sustains, perfects, and completes creaturely worship.  

The notion that embodiment is confinement and finitude is fault is effectively 

challenged by the example of Christ. Emphasizing the person of Christ as the basis by 

which we can affirm the goodness of the body, James K. A. Smith asserts that “taking the 

incarnation seriously means taking bodies seriously, which means affirming the space 

that they occupy as an arena of revelation and grace.”35 Similarly, Smith explains the 

implications of the incarnation for the Christian life:  

 
 

34 Smith traces the confluence of finitude with sinfulness through the consequential ideas of 
Derrida in which all determination is violence. “In short, to accept Derrida’s premise that all determination 
or finitude constitutes violence, one would have to adopt some version of gnostic ontology, which 
construes finitude as a kind of fall, an original violation.” James K. A. Smith, Who’s Afraid of 
Postmodernism? Taking Derrida, Lyotard and Foucault to Church, The Church and Postmodern Culture 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2006), 121–22. Derrida and the logic of determination as a competitive 
account of existence with embodiment will be explored thoroughly in chapter 3.  

35 Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?, 139–40. 
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Christian confession begins from the scandalous reality that God became flesh, and 
became flesh in a particular person, at a particular time, and in a particular place. 
The affirmation of particularity is at the very heart of the incarnation, which is itself 
a reaffirmation of the goodness of particularity affirmed at creation. This affirmation 
of particularity is then extended in and by the body of Christ, which is the church.36  

Smith’s conclusion is indicative of his broader project at the intersection of 

phenomenology and religion. Most importantly, Smith is pointing out that the body is not 

incidental to worship or solely valuable according to instrumental reductionism. Instead, 

the body is central to God’s design for his own glory through the worship of mankind.  

The Body as Revelatory Witness 

Human worship is not an act of divine revelation per se but an act of self-

revelation, where the worshiper discloses their identity as one claimed by the Holy Spirit, 

participating in the retelling of God’s story through their perspective and experience. In 

this action, the human body functions both as the agent of self-disclosure and as the 

primary location of God’s revelation of the power of his gospel in that person. 

Highlighting the connection between incarnation, immanence, and experience, Johnson 

argues that “the human body—shorthand for human experience—participates in the same 

process by which the Living God is made known in the world, not just long ago and far 

away but in our neighborhood not simply in dramatic arts but in ordinary patterns of 

behavior.”37 Johnson makes the case that the body is revelatory insofar as it is “the 

preeminent arena of God’s revelation in the world.”38 If glorifying God is indeed the end 

of man, as the Westminster Catechism states, then worship is the ultimate articulation of 

the nature of creatureliness, which is homage to its Creator source as Lord, Savior, and 

proliferating inheritance. Creatureliness is defined in this relationship and articulated in 

 
 

36 Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?, 122.  
37 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, viii. 
38 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 1. 
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the act of worship, which is an actionable revelation of beauty, virtue, and affection for 

God’s story told by a new voice in a new place.  

While the human body is a site of divine revelation, it is similarly the site of a 

different kind of revelation, not one of divine communication but of divine gift. Creation 

itself testifies to the abundance of God, yet the human person does so most distinctly as a 

living testimony to God’s generosity of grace. While the body is a finite boundary, it both 

enables and restricts—enables personal divine action yet restricts omniscience. Johnson 

encourages theologians to consider embodied experience as “the self-disclosure of God’s 

Spirit in creation.”39 As a correction to theological trends toward abstraction, Johnson 

argues that  

theology seeks to articulate and praise the presence and power of God in the world, 
and that this power and presence is an ever-emergent reality. In this search for 
God’s self-disclosure, language takes its proper place as a participant in revelation 
rather than as the adequate expression of revelation. Actual human experience in the 
body—inasmuch as we can apprehend it—is taken to be the essential area of a 
never-ceasing process of divine revelation.40  

Johnson’s argument in no way undermines the sufficiency and authority of Scripture but 

seeks that “Scripture is restored to its original and proper role of articulating the 

experience of God in the lives of humans.”41 This is indicated most fundamentally in the 

form of God’s revelation, which is predominately narrative, a way of written 

communication that resists abstraction; characters are inseparable from their actions, 

locations, relationships, chronologies, and genealogies. Johnson wishes to protect 

theology and the Christian faith from the kind of abstraction that cuts off the power of the 

living God whose economy of grace animates the believer. 

 
 

39 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 2.  
40 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 3. 
41 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 3. 
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To summarize, the first sense in which the body is revelatory is that the 

worshiping body, with its finite knowledge based on its experience of God’s illuminating 

and sanctifying work, is a witness to the real, animating force of God in his world. In a 

second sense, the essence of God’s glory through creaturely finitude emerges in contrast 

to lifeless idols, as Psalm 115:1–8 hauntingly warns: 

Why should the nations say, “Where is their God?” Our God is in the heavens; he 
does all that he pleases. Their idols are silver and gold, the work of human hands. 
They have mouths, but do not speak; eyes, but do not see. They have ears, but do 
not hear; noses, but do not smell. They have hands, but do not feel; feet, but do not 
walk; and they do not make a sound in their throat. Those who make them become 
like them; so do all who trust in them. 

The faithful life is assessed by proper functioning and full resemblance to the living 

God—mouths that speak and ears that hear. The witness of man is not merely in his 

created form, for even the idols possess hands and feet. Rather, his witness is in his 

restoration to proper function, conditioned upon the revivification of the whole person to 

experience life with Christ. The Holy Spirit’s person-by-person work is the restoration of 

idols to true worshipers. He transforms feet that do not walk into feet that run to Christ 

and transforms mouths that do not speak to mouths that sing praise for eternity around the 

throne. Therefore, worship reveals a worshiper’s true identity. As Johnson argues, the 

body is a kind of revelation. However, the expression of worship is a definitive and 

identity-shaping action that reveals the allegiance of the worshiper and the fullest picture 

of man’s telos.  

Therefore, worship is witness primarily because it is a revelatory act—

disclosing the “non-idol” status of man in a reciprocal way: Christians bear witness to 

God by imaging him in worship and come more fully into that same image through the 

habit of worship.42 Therefore, the body is not just a site of divine disclosure but is itself 

 
 

42 In We Become What We Worship, G. K. Beale argues from Isaiah 6 and Psalm 115 that 
“what people revere, they resemble, either for ruin or for restoration.” While Beale is not necessarily 
speaking of physical resemblance, though Scripture’s frequent imagery of malfunctioning organs does 
suggest a physical dimension, Beale is speaking of a spiritual and total transformation into the likeness of 
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an expressive disclosure of a non-idolatrous identity. In worship, the function of the body 

is most fully restored and reveals the re-establishment of a flourishing creature in proper 

relationship to the Creator. Worship is, therefore, bound up in the revelatory power of the 

finite body and inseparable from the virtue of right, creaturely action. This is why 

embodied worship is the essence of living faith, not abstract belief.  

Johnson’s category of the human body and human life as “revelatory” is not an 

assignment of human activity to special, divine revelation. However, he does not use the 

term in a way that indicates general revelation. Instead, he is speaking to the revelatory 

witness of human life as one that both depicts and enacts the ongoing power of God’s 

transformative special revelation. He explains that “sometimes the perception of God’s 

activity through the lens of Scripture appears as ‘new’ only in the sense that it is active 

and living. Much of human experience does not challenge the symbolic world of 

Scripture but confirms it: God works for the salvation and sanctification of people in 

ways that are immediately recognizable as being according to the mind of Christ.”43 The 

actions of a human’s life, according to Johnson, “can rightly be called ‘revelatory’ 

because the work of God in the bodies of humans makes manifest in the world the Spirit 

of God (and the resistance to that Spirit) of which Scripture speaks. Humans do not learn 

something ‘new’ about Scripture or even about God in such revelatory moments, except 

that the work of God is ever new and renewing.”44 Additionally, the revelation of 

embodied, creaturely worship is ongoing. The ongoing revelation of the worshiper to 

creation and to the body of worshipers is proof of and testimony to God’s ongoing self-

disclosure through the individual’s sanctification. This is not to say that God’s revelation 

 
 
Christ through, though not enabled by, our love and worship. Beale’s argument centers around the image 
one bears—the imago Dei or the image of idols. G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical 
Theology of Idolatry (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2008), 16. 

43 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 46. 
44 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 47. 
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through Scripture is not complete, full, or sufficient. Instead, this is a statement of the 

Spirit’s ongoing work of applying salvation, shaping the perspectives of worshipers 

through their rooted, creaturely existence that becomes a stage to display God’s glory—

God’s revelation is determined yet ever emergent in life as it is lived. 

God’s revelation is complete in the sense that what he has revealed is sufficient 

for salvation through the Holy Spirit’s empowerment, godliness, and life in Christ. But it 

is incomplete in the sense that Christians are not yet home, in the new heavens and earth 

with the person of Christ, so the story of God’s salvation of mankind is not finished. 

God’s self-revelation has ceased, but the revelatory nature of the reanimated saint 

through the Holy Spirit does maintain a revelatory role to all of creation—this is what I 

mean when I say “witness.” If God is still living and his Holy Spirit is initiating and 

sustaining work in the world, then God’s revelation (which is new in application to new 

creatures, not novel in content) does continue. In short, human persons continue to reveal 

the scope and power of the gospel of Christ through salvation and sanctification.  

Ultimately, the body is not a limitation; it is a location. The body’s boundary 

demarcates a particular location of Christ’s work in the world. In This Sacred Life: 

Humanity’s Place in a Wounded World, Norman Wirzba defines a person according to 

his locational receptivity: “The human person is an embodied site witnessing to an 

unending reception of life’s gifts.”45 Wirzba demonstrates how much effort contemporary 

Protestant anthropology puts into “denying or overcoming our needy, dependent 

condition.”46 However, the vulnerable state of finite living makes one dependent on 

divine gifts. While the body is a finite boundary, it is circumscribed by God’s presence 

 
 

45 Norman Wirzba, This Sacred Life: Humanity’s Place in a Wounded World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 176. 

46 See “Part I: Assessing Our Situation,” in Wirzba, This Sacred Life. 
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and infiltrated by divine activity.47 This embodiment shapes the perspective of the 

worshiper in a way that is finite and distinct yet burgeoning through revelatory, divine 

activity.  

Exaggerating the role of the mind in Christian worship over subjective 

expression marginalizes the revelatory power of the worshiper’s lived experience. 

Correcting this tendency, Johnson suggests that “the theologian likewise should have the 

most intense interest in the ways the living human body gives expression to spirit and 

thereby is a medium through which the Spirit of God is revealed.”48 Intellectual 

abstraction away from bodily forms of worship creates a façade of certainty in contrast to 

human experiences, which are often seen, according to Zahl, as “unpredictable, often 

irrational, and appear capable of leading almost anywhere.”49 Similarly to Johnson, Zahl 

has made a concerted effort to retrieve religious experience for Protestant theology. Their 

respective projects are generative for worship studies and provide the language and 

conceptual scaffolding to understand worship as a revelatory witness to a world where all 

of creation bears a reciprocal witness to God’s person-by-person work. Johnson urges 

that “abandoning the serious effort to engage human experience theologically runs the 

even greater danger of ignoring what God might be up to in our world, and of preferring a 

theology that we can control to a God whom we cannot control.”50 Marginalizing 

subjectivity, the capacity that each worshiper has to reveal their perspective of life in 

Christ, in this sense, is a way of ignoring what God is presently up to in and amongst his 

people.  

 
 

47 See D. J. Martino, ed., The Phenomenology of the Body (Pittsburgh: Simon Silberman 
Phenomenology Center at the University of Duquesne, 2003), 69–85.  

48 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 7. 
49 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 3.  
50 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 4.  
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The Progressive Revelation and 
Worship’s Witness 

Worship is an action wholly dependent on God’s self-revelation, which he has 

chosen to gift progressively. While God does not change (Heb 13:8), he is known 

progressively through Scripture and redemptive history. Progressive revelation is a 

sovereign, parceled distribution of mystery and clarity that creates distinct covenantal 

contexts for God’s work. As God reveals more of himself through progressive covenants, 

instructions for worship adapt to becoming fitting responses to God’s given revelation. 

This is evidenced in the differences in worship practices between the Old Testament and 

the New Testament, as well as throughout various Old Testament covenants. Since 

worship is a specific response to God’s revelation and follows the character, form, and 

content of that revelation, what is considered pleasing or faithful worship changes based 

on the revelation available. This is because that which God requires, he also provides. For 

example, at Sinai, God’s revelation came in commandments, so worship was centered on 

obedience to the disclosed law. Allen Ross expounds on the symbiotic relationship 

between revelation and response: 

The greater our appreciation and apprehension of the majestic God whom we say 
we worship, the greater will be our reverence, adoration, and service. This is the 
effect that we find in the biblical records whenever people received fuller 
revelations of the God of glory. One primary example of this is in the account of the 
calling of Isaiah, which tells how the prophet saw a vision of the glorious, holy 
LORD that transformed him into a devout and dedicated servant.51 

As truth is progressively revealed, creatures engage in more profound expressions of 

worship that also depict a fuller reality.  

Progressive revelation shapes the perspective of the worshiper by embedding 

worship in covenantal space (an abstraction from lived experience) and an experiential, 

particular place (physical environment and interaction with embodied creatures). 

According to Craig Bartholomew, place “results from the dynamic interaction of humans 
 

 
51 Allen P. Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship from the Garden to the New 

Creation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2006), 41. 
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and their particular locations.”52 In developing a theology of worship, covenantal context 

is essential to understanding worship practices throughout Scripture that have a 

covenantal space and experiential place. The covenant provides the abstract space (or 

ontological possibility) for worship, but the locations (geography, altar, tabernacle, 

temple, synagogue, etc.) and lives involved in worship similarly shape the distinct 

worship expressions of the people of God.53 The worshiper’s understanding of their own 

expression of worship is limited to their covenantal perspective that defines the fiduciary 

relationship of faith. For example, the way that a severe drought might cause one to cling 

to the idea of Christ as one who guarantees “living water” or the way that Christ as victor 

and freedom in Christ became the refrain of black slaves in the American South. 

The Creator-creature relationship is inherently structured by progressive 

revelation, which is rooted in faith due to incomplete human knowledge. God can only be 

engaged by faith in the midst of progressive revelation, and, according to Hebrews 11:4, 

is pleased with our worship in the same manner as he was pleased by Abel’s faith: “By 

faith Abel brought God a better offering than Cain did. By faith he was commended as 

righteous, when God spoke well of his offerings. And by faith Abel still speaks, even 

though he is dead.” Faith is the singular prerequisite for worship, and while this 

relationship is inseparable, it is not always linear. According to Smith, the paradox of the 

Christian faith is that  

we can properly confess that we know God was in Christ reconciling the world to 
himself, but such knowledge rests on the gift of (particular, special) revelation, is 
not universally objective or demonstrable, and remains a matter of interpretation and 

 
 

52 “Although space and place are inseparable, place must be distinguished from space . . . . 
place is part of our lived, everyday experience, whereas space, especially in our modern world, is a 
theoretical concept and as such an abstraction from the lived experience of place. There has been a fatal 
tendency in modernity to privilege abstract, scientific knowledge over everyday experience as the path to 
truth about the world. Such an approach sounds the death knell for place, since it fails to do justice to the 
thick, rich, holding action of local habitation.” Craig Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian 
View of Place for Today (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 3. Bartholomew is drawing on Edward 
Casey’s differentiation in his intellectual history of space and place. See Edward S. Casey, The Fate of 
Place: A Philosophical Essay (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).  

53 Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell, 3.  
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perspective (with a significant appreciation for the role of the Spirit’s regeneration 
and illumination as a condition for knowledge). We confess knowledge without 
certainty, truth without objectivity.54  

The relationship between faith and knowledge is not linear because faith is a gift, not the 

culmination of certain knowledge. 

Because faith comes as a personal gift and is not a reasoned response to 

gathered facts, worship is not a generic response to abstract characteristics but a fitting 

response to God’s specific actions, namely being acted upon by grace.55 When the 

Israelites were delivered from Pharaoh and his army, their first song was not one that 

praised God’s ability to save them or his strength over the armies of man in theory—it 

was a song of praise that recounted the exact acts of God on their behalf.56 Response of 

worship to God’s progressive revelation is, therefore, tied to the life of faith. Roger E. 

Van Harn articulates how progressive revelation relates to creaturely faith: 

Progressive revelation of the one Gospel throughout the Scriptures has some 
important implications for the Christian life. The revelation of the Gospel in any 
stage of unfolding called for a response of faith—a faith which needed expression in 
life. For faith and life are always organically one. They can be distinguished only by 
abstraction, and that only for the purpose of analysis. What a man believes 
determines his moral standard, however imperfectly he may obey it.57  

We only know our duty according to what God reveals, and our duty determines our 

worship. As Van Harn states, “Along with the progressive revelation of the Gospel there 

 
 

54 Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?, 120–21. 
55 Wolterstorff defines beauty as fittingness. Given that aesthetics is a branch of axiology, the 

study of value in ethics, and worship is a response to value, his understanding is generative in 
understanding worship. He describes fittingness as “similarity across modalities.” While Wolterstorff 
speaks of “modalities” in terms of various art forms, this is a helpful way to understand the variety of 
worship practices throughout God’s progressive revelation—though disparate, faithful worship is a 
“fitting” response to God’s self-disclosure as given up to a given point. Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in 
Action: Toward a Christian Aesthetic (1980; repr., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1996), 99. 

56 In the second song of Moses, the full purpose of the first song of Moses is illuminated. The 
content of praise is not just expressive but formative in the collective imagination and memory of Israel. 
God does not want his acts to be forgotten (Deut 31:30–32:47).  

57 Roger E. Van Harn, “Progressive Revelation and the Christian Life (I),” Reformed 
Journal 11, no. 11 (December 1961): 7. 
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is a progressive revelation of the proper response to it.”58 This response of faith is the 

essence of Christian worship. The revelation creates a context for worship, a context that 

shapes the witness of the worshiper. Worship throughout Scripture tells specific stories 

about God’s actions toward particular people in particular places. The many ways that 

God prescribes worship reflect him as he revealed himself. This is a primary insight of 

Sinai: the giving of the law frames obedience as the ultimate response of worship. This is 

because obedience is the image of God being restored in the creature, thereby reflecting 

that image back to God and out to the watching world. This is paradigmatic of how new 

revelation from God always shapes human response. New revelation warrants new 

worship.  

Progressive covenants and their accompanying revelation and instruction 

delimit the Christian’s response, allowing him to offer a fitting response of worship. For 

example, James Hamilton explores the relationship between progressive revelation and 

progressive human witness in Exodus. Moses had a profound experience of God at Sinai, 

where God revealed his personal name and his personal character. “Naturally,” James 

Hamilton writes, “this experience impacted the theology of Moses, an impact reflected in 

the Pentateuch. Later authors learned from Moses that Yahweh shows his glory by 

showing justice in ways intended to create a context for spotlighting his mercy.”59 God’s 

action in the life of the individual creates a context, or as Bartholomew might say, 

“place,” that will “spotlight” some aspect of God’s inexhaustible character. The human 

aspect of progressive revelation that Hamilton draws attention to continues in the life of 

the church. Believers learn what God is like from the stories of others, including the 

stories of Scripture’s cast. While a Christian can observe God’s grace at work in a family 

that has endured the loss of a child, even without having lost a child, she can yet see some 
 

 
58 Van Harn, “Progressive Revelation and the Christian Life,” 7. 
59 James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 554–55. 
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aspect of God’s nearness, love, and grace that previously had not been available to her 

through her own experience. While progressive revelation does refer to the gradual self-

disclosure of God through covenant, the impact of progressive revelation in human life is 

to create a context of place within which the Holy Spirit forges testimonies of the saints 

through their worship.  

The limited perspective of biblical worship constrained by space (covenantal 

context) and place (geographic location and body) does not negate the faithfulness of 

worship. By contrast, a divinely appointed, limited perspective enables worship as a 

faith-filled response from a finite creature beholden to God’s volitional disclosure. 

Reflecting on the experiential yet limited knowledge of Adam and Eve in a prelapsarian 

state, Dru Johnson writes, 

The knower is embodied. However, his situatedness is not an impediment to 
knowledge. The text does not portray the man’s ignorance as sinful and embodied 
finitude is not an obstruction to knowing. There is no sense in the text that the man’s 
historically-situated existence is a limitation nor is it contrasted to God’s infinite 
nature as is so often supposed in the history of theology, especially onto-theology. 
The man’s perspective and ability are not looked down upon or accommodated as a 
weakness, but appear to be the embodied creatureliness that God has already 
declared “exceedingly good.”60  

Johnson’s attention to “situatedness” is essential to his argument and echoes 

Bartholomew’s celebration of God’s emplaced, contextualized work and its subjective 

reception and response through personal action. This is the difference between “God has 

done great things” and, as Mary’s song of worship sings, “He who is mighty has done 

great things for me” (Luke 1:49).  

As previously discussed, God’s personal work is a prerequisite for recognizing 

God’s greatness. While more complete knowledge helps worshipers understand their own 

expressions as obedience, the nature of progressive revelation suggests that complete 

knowledge is not indispensable to acceptable or faithful worship. Knowledge informs the 
 

 
60 Dru Johnson, Biblical Knowing: A Scriptural Epistemology of Error (Eugene, OR: Cascade 

Books), 30 (emphasis original).  
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experience of worship but does not make the offering pleasing, as only Christ’s 

mediatory occupation can accomplish. For example, the deepest reason for animal 

sacrifices was not illuminated until Christ’s identification with sacrifice as the Lamb of 

the Passover (Matt 26:26–38; Luke 22:14–25; John 1:29; Rev 5:6–14). Nevertheless, 

Israel worshiped in faith according to what God prescribed. This same phenomenon 

could be seen through a study of similar themes in a biblical theology of worship by 

which latter covenants illumine prior covenants and instructions.  

The structure of God’s revelation itself exhibits God’s glory through the 

distinct and limited perspectives of worshipers that generate faith. Oliver Davies draws 

out the symbiotic relationship between forms of revelation and forms of worship, 

explaining, 

The structure of Christian revelation is formed around the divine initiative: a process 
in which God both speaks to us as “the living Word” and listens, as the one who 
emptied himself for our sake. The contours of Christian faith follow the structure, 
form and content of the Christian revelation, and are ordered to its expression. Since 
the revelation is personal, the form of the cognition which is faith is likewise 
personal. Since the structure of revelation is dialectical, dialectic plays throughout 
this personal knowing, in its linguistic, cognitive and existential aspects. But the 
subjective and experiential dimension of faith will also be seen to be distinctly 
kenotic, finding its content and substance in the kenosis of radical discipleship, as a 
reflection of the divine and human decentering of self in the hypostatic union.61  

Davies emphasizes that Christian revelation and the response of faith are intertwined: the 

life of faith mirrors both the form and content of God’s self-revelation. Christ himself 

serves as the clearest example of this dynamic. Worship, as an embodied obedience (Rom 

12:1), is not only a response to the teachings of Christ as the revealed Word but also an 

imitation of the form of Christ’s life. Worship, therefore, is not just a response to the 

content of God’s revelation, but also participates in its relational structure, making the 

life of the worshiper into a living testimony that is fitting to God’s particular revelation.  

 
 

61 Oliver Davies, A Theology of Compassion: Metaphysics of Difference and the Renewal of 
Tradition (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 212. 
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The vibrant contextualization of God’s work in the ethnic and national context 

of Israel, as well as the various geographies that are integral to understanding Scripture, 

support the idea that God’s work is not abstract but always personal. Connecting 

Johnson’s idea with a human perspective, Bartholomew notes that “human subjectivity is 

embedded in the dense structure of place—without places, beings would only be 

abstractions.”62 We encounter God and are encountered by God from within the 

concentric circles of space, place, culture, and covenant. However, the modern tendency 

to abstraction, as demonstrated by Smith, Johnson, and Bartholomew, grates against the 

emplaced and perspectived nature of Christian worship. Johnson frames the friction 

between finitude, objectivity, and faith as follows: 

The suspicion that humanity’s ignorance is due to finite embodiment or a 
fundamental weakness imports a negative connotation that is not required to support 
the story before the Fall. . . . Important for the current argument, this creatureliness 
appears to be at the center of man’s dependence on God to know his environs and 
other creatures. It is the disposition of their fiduciary relationship. This not knowing 
is what puts man and God in a fiduciary relationship so that man cannot know 
without commitment to trust God.63  

God’s progressive revelation is a planned ignorance for humanity, not an epistemological 

failure. The impulse toward explanation that resists ontological finitude, according to 

Jeremy Begbie, reduces grand truths and mysterious experience in favor of “control and 

mastery,” which tends to a “homogenized and homogenizing ontology.”64 However, as 

Begbie corrects, “With the God of Israel, and supremely in the company of Israel’s 

Messiah, we are invited into a momentum that enables us to delight in our God-given 

creatureliness, to flourish as creatures through an expansive relation which this God, a 

momentum that takes the form of dispossession, of giving toward and giving away.”65 
 

 
62 Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell, 187.  
63 Johnson, Biblical Knowing, 31. 
64 Jeremy Begbie, Abundantly More: The Theological Promise of the Arts in a Reductionist 

World (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023), 180. 
65 Begbie, Abundantly More, 180. 
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Reductionism creates an impulse to explanation to fill the holes of doubt with an 

intellectual certainty rather than relational assurance, which is the “fiduciary” relationship 

of faith that God intended. The faith by which saints in the Old Testament are saved—

despite their ignorance of the glorious person of the incarnate Christ—is not grounds for 

its failure to please God. Rather, saints of the Old Covenant are saved just as the saints of 

the New, by faith in the covenant, ensured by the binding, fiduciary relationship of God 

with his creatures. A comprehensive knowledge of God is not grounds for the 

acceptability of that worship. Faith itself refers less to a status of intellectual belief and 

more to obedient trust in a fiduciary relationship, though certainly, faith comes by 

hearing the gospel (Rom 10:17).  

The only means out of reductionism is a renewed vision of the gospel’s 

ontological abundance. Begbie proposes reclaiming this abundance through a recentering 

of God’s ineffability:  

The purpose of stressing God’s ineffability will not be so much to render us dumb—
despite the myriad times when silence is appropriate—as to keep us wonder-fully 
aware that there is always more that can be said of divine goodness, an abundance 
that language can never hope to capture. God’s love-in-action can never be out-
spoken. . . . The inadequacy of God-thought is not primarily a consequence of the 
fall (though speech will always be susceptible to the distortions of sin) but a sign of 
our (good) creatureliness, and as such should make us doubly aware of the sheer 
inexhaustibility of the faithfulness of God.66  

God’s incomprehensibility is not a human deficiency but a term that signifies a 

dependence on God’s self-disclosure and the Holy Spirit, who makes this knowledge 

possible. This is true both before the fall and after. For the worshiper, relational assurance 

is the ultimate prize.  

Progressive Revelation in Heaven 

While God’s progressive self-revelation shapes the worshiper as one who bears 

witness to that particular revelation, some argue that this progressive revelation continues 
 

 
66 Begbie, Abundantly More, 147.  



   

50 

into the new creation. The most famous proponent of this view was Jonathan Edwards, 

who believed “the saints will be progressive in knowledge to all eternity,” whereby “the 

number of ideas of the saints shall increase to eternity.”67 While Edwards did not prove 

this idea from scriptural exegesis, his conviction was based on a theological and 

philosophical argument from the inexhaustibility and eternity of God and, 

correspondingly, the ever-increasing joy of the saints in learning about God forever. 

Furthermore, growing, learning, and changing are essential to what it means to be human. 

This can even be observed in the life of Christ (Luke 2:52). For ontologically dependent 

creatures to be in the presence of a boundless and immensurable God, they must become 

perpetual students of his majesty as he progressively reveals “the incomparable riches of 

his grace” (Eph 2:6–7). Alec Motyer clarifies that “progressive revelation is not a 

movement from error to truth but from truth to truth, the lesser to the greater, the 

provisional to the permanent, the inadequate to the perfect.”68 If God is inexhaustible to 

his finite creatures, then it follows that heaven is a place where God continues to reveal 

his truth.69 Just as progressive revelation informs the content of worship in Scripture, 

 
 

67 Jonathan Edwards, “The Miscellanies”: Entry Nos. a–z, aa–zz, 1–500, ed. Thomas A. 
Schafer, vol. 13 of The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Perry Miller (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1994), 483.  

68 J. Alec Motyer, 6 Ways the Old Testament Speaks Today: An Interactive Guide (1994; repr., 
Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 123. 

69 Edwards’s argument here seems to be a byproduct of his progressive understanding of union 
with Christ: “But if strictness of union to God be viewed as thus infinitely exalted, then the creature must 
be regarded as infinitely, nearly, and closely united to God.” He concludes, “If by reason of the strictness of 
the union of a man and his family, their interest may be looked upon as one, how much more one is the 
interest of Christ and his church, (whose first union in heaven is unspeakably more perfect and exalted than 
that of an earthly father and his family) if they be considered with regard to their eternal and increasing 
union! Doubtless it may justly be esteemed as so much one, that it may be supposed to be aimed at and 
sought, not with a distinct and separate, but an undivided respect. It is certain that what God aimed at in the 
creation of the world, was the good that would be the consequence of the creation, in the whole 
continuance of the thing created.” Edwards’s main point is that continuing degrees of perfection of man’s 
union with Christ: “it is no solid objection against God’s aiming at an infinitely perfect union of the 
creature with himself, that the particular time will never come when it can be said, the union is now 
infinitely perfect.” Sereno E. Dwight, ed., The Works of President Edwards: With a Memoir of His Life, 10 
vols. (New York: G. & C. & H. Carvill, 1830), 6:123–24. The other version cited is Jonathan Edwards, 
“Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World,” in The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 
vol. 8, ed. Paul Ramsey (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989). I am not convinced of Edwards’s 
argument of progressive union in heaven, and it is not a necessary prerequisite to accepting progressive 
revelation in heaven. It is better to say that our union with Christ is progressive from earth to heaven: in the 
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discovering new truths about God will allow his saints to worship from new perspectives 

that display his manifold glory more clearly and fully. 

Heavenly Rewards and Varying 
Perspectives in the New Creation 

I have made the argument thus far that creaturely finitude necessitates that 

human subjectivity continue into the new creation. The doctrine of Christian rewards is 

an apposite case study on varying theologies of creaturely finitude and perspective in 

light of eternity. This doctrine is an example of God’s glory through human subjectivity 

would endure into the New Creation. Expounding upon the doctrine of heavenly rewards 

described in parable of the great banquet (Matt 6; Luke 14:12-14), Jonathan Edwards 

articulates the nature of Christian rewards as enabling a personal and subjective 

enjoyment of Christ in heaven:  

There are different degrees of happiness and glory in heaven. As there are degrees 
among the angels, viz. thrones, dominions, principalities, and powers; so there are 
degrees among the saints. In heaven are many mansions, and of different degrees of 
dignity. The glory of the saints above will be in some proportion to their eminency 
in holiness and good works here.70  

While a desire for equity, even rooted in the gift of grace, may skew the Christian to see 

this lack of equity as disparity, Edwards gives a helpful illustration to quench this 

suspicion. Edwards clarifies that those with lower capacities of happiness and glory will 

not be envious that others have stored up more rewards: “For all shall be perfectly happy, 

every one shall be perfectly satisfied. Every vessel that is cast into this ocean of 

happiness is full, though there are some vessels far larger than others.”71 The vessel, in 

this case, is shaped by the experience one has of Christ in this life.  

Anthony Hoekema illustrates this doctrine with a different analogy:  
 

 
already, Christians are united to the Spirit of Christ but not yet united in presence with the embodied person 
of Christ. In this sense, we can say that union is progressive.  

70 Dwight, The Works of President Edwards, 8:270. 
71 Dwight, The Works of President Edwards, 8:270. 
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The relation between our works and our future reward ought, however, to be 
understood not in a mechanical but rather in an organic way. When one has studied 
music and has attained some proficiency in playing a musical instrument, his 
capacity for enjoying music has been greatly increased. In a similar way, our 
devotion to Christ and his kingdom increases our capacity for enjoying the blessings 
of that kingdom, both now and in the life to come.72  

Life in Christ is not an identical experience for each believer on earth. While all 

Christians may know the same facts about Christ, those who have walked with him 

through the experience of mourning know him differently than those who walk with him 

through joy; those who walk with Christ through a life of poverty may know him as a 

provider and sustainer more than Christians living in affluence. God does not deal with 

his bride inequitably, but he does write different stories to display his salvific capacity. 

Similarly, expressions of worship in heaven are not identical since homogeny displays 

less of God’s glory by limiting the perceivable outcomes and dimensions of his grace. 

Rewards are gifts of grace that subjectively shape the worshiper to proclaim God’s glory 

in distinct ways, both now and in heaven.  

Edwards and Hoekema’s shared eschatological vision is not without criticism 

from those who see the doctrine as inequitable—a violation of the objective justification 

that all Christians receive. Craig Blomberg, for example, rejects the doctrine on grounds 

that heavenly rewards are an outworking of merit, conflicting with justification as a gift 

from God by grace alone.73 However, this idea of man’s works as capable of merit 

conflicts with how Scripture speaks of man’s good works as the result of God’s 

predetermined grace as gifts. In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul clearly harmonizes 

salvation by grace and good works on the grounds that man’s good works are still God’s 

work: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; 

it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are his 

 
 

72 Anthony A. Hoekema, The Bible and the Future (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
1994), 264. 

73 Craig Blomberg, “Degrees of Reward in Heaven,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological 
Society 35, no. 2 (1992): 160. 
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workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, 

that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:4–10). Paul does not reference rewards in terms of 

quantity; there is no indication that some have more rewards or that some have none, but 

the shape of one’s holiness on earth will project a contour of one’s experience of heaven. 

If one cannot boast in their own salvation, they certainly cannot boast in the works that 

follow. God raises his children up in Christ to display the “immeasurable riches of his 

grace” (Eph 2:7). Paul’s vision of good works in this passage connotes a visibility—a 

witness—that is essential to the doctrine of heavenly rewards because God’s grace is not 

abstract. God’s grace takes shape, in part, in the form of human beings as both 

individuals and the collective bride of Christ. As the Heidelberg Catechism states, “The 

reward is not of merit, but of grace.”74 Therefore the diversity in rewards retains 

subjective experiences of that grace for God’s own glory. Therefore, heavenly rewards 

are not disparately dispersed; they are divinely deemed. 

Here is why this doctrine is essential for the discussion at hand: the objective 

access to grace for the redeemed must not conflict with a subjective experience of heaven 

which are determined by one’s experience of Christ on earth. Millard Erickson helps to 

resolve this seeming competition:  

The differing rewards or degrees of satisfaction in heaven are usually pictured in 
terms of objective circumstances. . . . May it not be that the difference in the 
rewards lies not in the external or objective circumstances, but in the subjective 
awareness of appreciation of those circumstances? This, all would engage in the 
same activity, for example, worship, but some would enjoy it much more than 
others. Perhaps those who have enjoyed worship more in this life will find greater 
satisfaction in it in the life beyond than will others. . . .No one will be aware of the 
differences in range of enjoyment, and thus there will be no dimming of the 
perfection of heaven by regret over wasted opportunities.75 

 
 

74 See answer to question 63, “What do not our good works merit, which yet God will reward 
in this and in a future life?” Zacharius Ursinus, The Heidelberg Catechism, trans. Bishop Henry Parry 
(Loschberg, Germany: Jazzybee Verlag Jürgen Beck, 2017), 21. 

75 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2013), 
1132–33.  
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God, in his infinitude and gratuity, can create, allow, and sustain varying, subjective 

participations in the divine life that are diverse yet whole.  

Heavenly perfection is not homogenization or flattening of all God’s 

worshipers, it is the least common denominator whereby all the saints enter into 

abounding, plenteous, and gratuitous life in Christ. To Blomberg, it absurd to discuss 

degrees of perfection in heaven.76 My argument is not that there are degrees of perfection, 

but that there are many flavors of perfection, necessitated by the unending finitude and 

embodiment of humanity in heaven. The assumption that perfection in heaven must be 

homogenous is a failure of imagination of God’s capacious creativity. Perfection is the 

permission slip to enjoy life in Christ, not the ceiling of God’s glory or the singular 

characteristic of heavenly worshipers.  

This is most plainly seen in the resurrected body, which will retain its male or 

female identity. So, even a perfected female will bear witness to God in a different way 

and with a different biological form than a man. These most fundamental distinctions 

form the basis of human subjectivity. As Gregg Allison explains, “We are perspectively 

gendered embodied human beings. We view and experience all life through male or 

female eyes.”77 Allison argues that “human sex/gender maps completely onto human 

embodiment; thus a woman’s subjectivity—her subjective experience of the world—is 

completely forged or inflected by the female body she has. The same is true for a man’s 

subjectivity.”78 He is careful to note that while “gender is essential for human 

embodiment, it diverges from the common idea of gender essentialism.”79 The body is 
 

 
76 Blomberg, “Degrees of Reward in Heaven,” 162–63. 
77 Gregg R. Allison, Embodied: Living as Whole People in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 2021), 46. 
78 Allison, Embodied, 46n12. 
79 Allison, Embodied, 46. Allison rebuts the idea of gender essentialism: “There are no 

particular capacities and properties that belong exclusively to women or exclusively to men. There are, 
instead, common human capacities and common human properties that are—indeed, will naturally be—
expressed in gendered ways.” Allison, Embodied, 49.  
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not recreated from scratch; Scripture speaks of it as being “redeemed” (Rom 8:23). The 

difference in capacities for witness-bearing is not a limitation; it is the liberation of a 

distinct kind of witness by which one worships. Therefore, the inherent diversity of 

human subjectivity, even in a resurrected state of worship, becomes a testament to God’s 

glory. The perspectives, or locations, from which one worships demonstrate the 

creaturely scope of divine creation. Whether or not one concedes on heavenly reward, the 

fact of finitude, which necessitates a degree of subjectivity, must endure in heaven to 

avoid a transgression of creatureliness.  

My purpose in this chapter has been to wholistically consider how God 

protects and retains his own glory as demonstrated through the subjective aspects of the 

Christian life on earth and in heaven. The doctrine of heavenly rewards seeks to 

harmonize how a subjectively lived and experienced Christian’s life on earth, which is 

part of God’s testimony of grace, is retained and honored in heaven for God’s own glory. 

If Christ remains in his humbled, incarnate state yet is glorified, his resurrection is 

paradigmatic of ours (1 Cor 15: 20–22), and he is glorified so that the Father may be 

glorified (John 17:1), we too maintain our humbled state as finite creatures, dependent on 

divine gifts of grace so that we may be glorified as Christ. Therefore, saints can be equal 

in amounts of perfection but still differ according to the variety of gifts Christ has to 

bestow upon his creatures which creates irreducible and irreplaceable capacities and 

perspectives for the enjoyment of Christ for the glory of God.
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CHAPTER 3 

BARRIERS TO SUBJECTIVITY: NON-COMPETITIVE 
TRANSCENDENCE IN CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 

Christian worship is defined by a particular relationship to transcendent 

realities. Worship leaders and scholars neglect subjectivity because it seems incompatible 

with the objective meaning and application of God’s truth. In the previous chapter, I 

explored the biblical paradigms for the goodness of human subjectivity. I examined this 

through biblical paradigms of God receiving glory through the creaturely capacity for 

perspective/subjectivity, and I referenced the tensions that human subjectivity in 

Christian worship creates in the domains of theological certainty, objective reality, and 

the propositional content of faith.  

This chapter will address the most common construals of competitive 

transcendence that problematize human subjectivity in worship. Constructively, I will 

argue that the bounded and perspectived human subject is how man accesses 

transcendence, thereby challenging the charge that subjective worship compromises the 

objective transcendence of the triune God. This chapter concludes by proposing 

guidelines for a theological grammar that fosters non-competitive discussions on human 

subjectivity, divine transcendence, and Christian worship.1 
 

 
1 Charles Taylor notes the “closed-world system” (CWS) that characterizes the secular age: 

“The epistemological picture, combining as it does very often with some understanding of modern science, 
operates frequently as a CWS. The priority relations tell us not only what is learned before what, but also 
what can be inferred on the basis of what. They are foundational relations. I know the world through my 
representations. I must grasp the world as fact before I can posit values. I must accede to the transcendent, 
if at all, by inference from the natural. This can operate as a CWS, because it is obvious that the inference 
to the transcendent is at the extreme and most fragile end of a chain of inferences; it is the most 
epistemically questionable. And indeed, granted the lack of consensus surrounding this move, as against 
earlier steps in the chain (e.g., to ‘other minds’), it is obviously highly problematic.” Charles Taylor, A 
Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2018), 558. 

Christian worship, rather than an intellectual ascent, is an in-breaking of Christ into the 
world—it is the enduring and continuing incarnation. Taylor, A Secular Age, 566. 
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The Subject and Problem of Transcendence 

Theologians negotiate the immanent and transcendent realms both in terms of 

God’s presence and agency. When Christians speak of worship, they are speaking of a 

creature’s Holy Spirit-enabled engagement with God in all its forms. This always 

involves immanent human agency within a transcendent framework of the relationship 

between God and the world, guided by specific theological principles. To speak of the 

world of the subject is primarily to speak of the immanent, material world. So, for 

subjectivity to be a valuable faculty for Christian worship, it must bear witness not only 

to the immanent, self-reflexive human experience but also to transcendent reality in a 

non-competitive way. This is not fundamentally a theological problem; it is an 

ontological problem.2  

The act of Christian worship is the convergence of the creatures in communion 

with God, who is fully other yet engaged through a bounded, creaturely perspective. If 

God is transcendent—beyond the world and undefined by it—how can finite and 

perspective human subjectivity bear witness to the truth of God in a way that glorifies 

him? Drawing on Kathryn Tanner’s project in God and Creation in Christian Theology, I 

set out in this chapter to work toward coherence in how Christians imagine and articulate 

their own subjectivity in Christian worship.3 If worship is indeed a dialogue, any 

 
 

2 As described in Worship and the Reality of God, John Jefferson Davis’s visits to a variety of 
evangelical churches culminated in his conviction that many of the issues regarding worship in the 
evangelical church are not primarily theological. Though he is not unique in his observation, he identified a 
“God vacuum” in evangelical worship that does not necessarily have a theological remedy. He explains that 
a major issue in American evangelical worship is “a deficient understanding of ‘ontologies’ 
(understandings of reality of modernity and postmodernity and how they undermine true worship.” While 
Davis identifies deficient theology as a legitimate issue in anemic worship practices, “the fundamental 
point here is that the problem is even deeper than theology: The problem lies at the level of ontology—that 
is, at the level of a fundamental background theory of the real that is operating in the hearts and minds of 
the people, the preacher, and the praise band, even before they walk through the door of the church or onto 
the stage.” John Jefferson Davis, Worship and the Reality of God: An Evangelical Theology of Real 
Presence (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2010), 13–14. 

3 Kathryn Tanner seeks to answer the question of how God is related to his creatures and how 
traditional theological discourse limits our ability to correctly conceive of this relationship. She aims for 
coherence between a faithful theology of divine-human relations and our discourse about these relations. 
My own interest in coherence is both according to ontological reality of the relationship between Creator 
and creature as well as coherence within the Reformed community of faith. Kathryn Tanner, God and 
Creation in Christian Theology: Tyranny or Empowerment? (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), 1-7. 
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argument of God’s receipt of glory through creaturely subjectivity must examine 

discursive worship practices—both what Christians say in worship and how Christians 

talk about our own practices and aim for coherence between the two.4 To speak even 

conceptually of God’s glory through human subjectivity at first may seem to compress 

God’s transcendent glory; for God to be comprehended, he has to be compressed into 

something knowable.5 If Christians view the limitation of human subjectivity as 

undermining God’s transcendence, then subjective or devotional expression will always 

feel like a compromise or compression of God’s transcendence. Or, subjectivity may be 

perceived as an inferior way of speaking about God in contrast to objective declarations 

of his attributes.  

If subjectivity is to be reclaimed as a capacity capable of bringing God glory, 

with all its associations the immanent world, in Christian worship, it must be shown to 

not compete, compromise, nor pollute transcendent worship. Transcendence in Christian 

worship, properly understood, is being acted upon from outside. It is relational and 

communal, not an abstract space in which God exists “out there.” Attempts to reclaim the 

virtue of subjectivity in Christian worship begin by recovering the proper, non-

competitive relationship between the subject and a transcendent ontology. The subject’s 

existence, perspective, activity, and inner life contribute to God’s glory on earth and, 

 
 

4 Highlighting the relational aspects of Christian worship, Constance Cherry argues, 
“Ultimately, worship is a conversation between God and God’s chosen people. There is a mutual exchange, 
a holy dialogue, a dynamic sharing back and forth in worship. The reciprocity inherent in a true worship 
experience is a beautiful thing in which to participate; it is a living, vital conversation, not a religious 
program.” Constance M. Cherry, The Worship Architect: A Blueprint for Designing Culturally Relevant 
and Biblically Faithful Services, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 20.  

5 “Protestant theologians, according to Roman Catholic diagnosis, confine Christian insight 
within the bounds of philosophical nominalism: on those terms there can be nothing real in the creature to 
correspond to what God is said to have done for it.” Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 3. 
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therefore, provide a way to speak about worshipers as subjects without compromising the 

originality and sovereignty of God. 6  

Non-Competitive Transcendence 

The contrastive construals of objective and subjective realms in Christian 

worship indicate a broader framework of transcendence and immanence. Any discussion 

of human subjectivity in Christian worship implicates two main negotiations: (1) 

transcendence and immanence and (2) divine and human agency. If human subjectivity 

demonstrates God’s glory in the context of Christian worship, then it must be harmonized 

with how Christians speak of these two seeming dichotomies. In the context of Christian 

worship, human subjectivity is not merely an abstract perspective on the world; it 

encompasses the individual’s distinct, active participation and agency in Christian 

worship. Subjectivity outlines the limits of an individual’s capabilities and perspectives, 

which are expressed through individual agency within the broad scope of Christian 

worship. If human subjectivity serves as a meaningful expression of God’s glory in 

Christian worship, it must be integrated with the way Christians articulate both divine and 

human agency.  

Kathryn Tanner identifies that in our language around transcendence and 

immanence, significant issues emerge relating to the pursuit of coherence, which 

manifests primarily in discussions of divine agency and human agency. She traces the 

origins of competitive transcendence from Hellenistic cosmologies influenced by 

Platonism and Aristotelian concepts in which “the transcendence and direct involvement 

 
 

6 Within worship studies, several authors have issues calls for a recovery of a transcendent, or 
“enchanted,” ontology of worship in two primary ways: first, calls to recover a transcendent ontology 
through “reenchantment.” See John Jefferson Davis’s argument in Worship and the Reality of God, and for 
enchantment, see Mike Cosper, Recapturing the Wonder: Transcendent Faith in a Disenchanted World 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2017). Second, recovery of a sacramental ontology. This is also 
seen in a renewed interest in the work of Alexander Schmemann within evangelical worship studies, 
particularly For the Life of the World, Classics Series 1 (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
2018). 
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of God with the non-divine appear to be mutually exclusive, to vary inversely in degree. 

The more transcendent God is the less God is directly involved with the world; and vice 

versa.”7 While this discussion has ancient philosophical roots that have influenced 

varying theological positions throughout the history of the church, William Placher, in his 

intellectual history of transcendence in Christian theology, notes that premodern 

theologians such as Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin, did not conceive of God’s 

transcendence and immanence contrastively. For these theologians,  

emphasizing God’s transcendence did not make God less immanent. On the 
contrary, the wholly other God, precisely because of a radical transcendence, could 
also be most present to all of creation. Since God is not one of the things in the 
world, it made no sense to locate God in one place, with creatures in another, such 
that one could ask about the distance between them. Since God was not one agent 
among others, but operated at a different level of agency, it made no sense to ask 
which things God had done and which things had been done by someone or 
something else.8 

While competitive construals may not be native to Protestant origins, Simeon Zahl, 

Kathryn Tanner, and Williams Placher still observe competitive language around 

transcendence in contemporary Protestant theology.  

Tanner reiterates that Christian theologians acknowledge that God is both 

transcendent and immanent but that the “rules of elaboration” on these terms are 

subsequently complicated and must be liberated from Hellenistic conceptions of their 

mutual exclusivity.9 Though transcendence and immanence are contrastive terms, 

Tanner’s project demonstrates that contrastive terms do not necessarily represent 

contrastive realities. Her goal is to bring the terms and their grammar into agreement with 

a proper ontology. There is a fine line between recognizing that God cannot be 

exhaustively contained in language and affirming without doubt that language is still 

 
 

7 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 39. 
8 William C. Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence: How Modern Thinking about God 

Went Wrong (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 128. 
9 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 39. 
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reliable to speak about God primarily because Scripture does so unproblematically while 

self-attesting to its own inerrancy.  

The tension in this project is that subjective and objective, like transcendent 

and immanent, are contrastive terms but not contrastive realities. The current obstacle to 

embracing subjectivity, therefore, is not just theological but also philosophical. This 

obstacle arises from the presuppositions and metaphysical frameworks applied to 

discussions about subjectivity in worship, influenced by competitive construals. 

Objectivity is conflated with that which is transcendently true “out there,” whereas 

subjectivity exists in the immanent realm “down here.” Tanner notes that contrastive 

terms may result in contrastive definitions: “God’s transcendence and involvement with 

the world vary inversely . . . only when God’s transcendence is defined contrastively . . . 

God becomes one being among others within a single order.”10 When Christians speak of 

“balancing” subjective and objective in liturgical scripts, they are using and defining 

these terms contrastively.11 In this case, subjectivity, then, is what is not objective and 

vice versa. 

Types of Competitive Transcendence 
in Christian Worship 

To move toward coherence in the discussion of objective and subjective 

expression in Christian worship, in this section, I will distinguish between contrastive 

accounts of transcendence and immanence and identify how each problematizes 

subjectivity in Christian worship. In this section, I argue that there are four ways current 

 
 

10 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 89. 
11 I will consistently employ Nicholas Wolterstorff’s catch-all term “liturgical scripts” for any 

script that prescribed a particular response or action in gathered worship. This applied to song lyrics, 
prayers, exhortations, and any semantic content guiding someone’s actions in worship. According to 
Wolterstorff, scripts are “the complete set of prescriptions for the performance of certain acts. Often some 
of those prescriptions are specified by notations of some sort—words, diagrams, musical notations, and the 
like, but never are all of them specified by notations and sometimes none of them is.” Nicholas 
Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically: Philosophical Reflections on Religious Practice (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 17.  
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worship-speak competitively construes transcendence and immanence: (1) transcendence 

and immanence as competitive spaces, (2) transcendence and immanence as competitive 

concepts, (3) transcendence and immanence as competitive viewpoints, and (4) 

transcendence and immanence as competitive realms of agency.12  

Transcendence and Immanence as 
Competitive Spaces 

The most common understanding of transcendence in Christian worship views 

imagines transcendence as “far” and immanence as “near.”13 The overtly spatial language 

suggests a mutually exclusive rendering of God’s presence.14 Expressing God’s 

transcendence and immanence with such language presents these attributes as antitheses 

and proliferates other logical contraries such as divine agency (what happens “out there”) 

and human agency (what happens “down here”), and objectivity (what is true “out there”) 

and subjectivity (what seems true from “in here”). The contrastive term arises from what 

Jeremy Begbie identifies as an overreliance on visual aids in Christian theology. This 

reliance can lead to reductionistic accounts of reality, focusing only on what can be 

directly perceived by the senses or represented visually.15 Peter Leithart develops this 
 

 
12 This section focuses on these concepts used in the field of worship studies and in practical 

literature on worship leadership. These conversations are broader in theology and philosophy, but the 
current project aims at coherence in worship-speak on these topics. 

13 Placher argues that the spatialized concept of transcendence comes from the Copernican 
revolution and a new visual imagination of the universe. Spatialized concepts are further complicated by 
disagreements amongst Reformers over where Christ is located in the Lord’s Supper. Placher, The 
Domestication of Transcendence 131–33. 

14 Tanner traces the dichotomy of these concepts from Aristotle and Middle Platonism, 
whereby “divinity is localized as First of Primary Being within a cosmological hierarchy and characterized 
in an exclusive way that sets it apart from everything else. Divinity and the rest of the world taken as a 
whole are viewed as logical contraries within a single spectrum; this forces an a priori separation of the 
two.” Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 41. 

15 Begbie traces the history of spatial conceptions of God’s presence and highlights the 
“singular powers” of music to illustrate theological concepts, noting that visual illustrations are limited and 
lack the dimensions necessary for certain kinds of theological reflection, particularly in illustrating the 
Trinity. In Beholding the Glory, Begbie writes, “It is well known that the father of modern science, Sir 
Isaac Newton, saw space as a kind of container, an infinite receptacle, distinct from anything which goes on 
inside it. Things in this space-container are mutually exclusive. That is, you cannot have two things in the 
same place at the same time. By the same token, a thing cannot be in two places at the same time. This is at 
root a visual way of thinking; it allies to the things I see. A painter knows that you cannot have red and 
 



   

63 

idea, noting that “when we use metaphors drawn from visible reality, we think of order as 

immobility.”16 I will employ the term “spatialized transcendence” to refer to the issue that 

Placher identifies and an example of Tanner’s identification of “contrastive 

transcendence.” 

According to Placher, thinkers in the seventeenth century began to lose their 

appetite for divine transcendence as testifying to the the mystery and incomprehensibility 

of God and began to think of God’s transcendence in reference to his location as far 

away.17 Placher explains that theologians and philosophers in this era “did not want to 

think of God as utterly beyond their comprehension, [and] thought of God’s otherness in 

terms of distance and remoteness from the world. Though they did not use the terms, they 

were, in effect, contrasting transcendence with immanence.” This shift, according to 

Placher, “makes divine transcendence and involvement in the world into a zero-sum 

game: the more involved or immanent, the less transcendence, and vice versa.”18 The 

spatialized conception creates a logical incompatibility between transcendence and 

immanence in a zero-sum game. 

Transcendence and immanence, when existing on the same spatial plane, 

compete because they cannot simultaneously occupy the same space. In the competitive 

construal, all immanence is a compromise or reduction of transcendence because 
 

 
yellow on a canvas in the same space, and have them visible as red and yellow. What happens? One colour 
hides the other, or (if the paint is wet) they merge into some kind of orange. And, clearly, you cannot have 
the same patch of colour in two places at the same time. Obvious as all this may seem, problems emerge 
when we allow these patterns of thinking to dominate the way we imagine God’s presence in the world. To 
begin with, it is hard to conceive of God as fully God, upholding the universe of space and time, while at 
the same time being active in the world. It would seem that he has to be ‘in’ the container or ‘outside’ it; he 
cannot be in two places at the same time.” Jeremy S. Begbie, ed., “Through Music: Sound Mix,” in 
Beholding the Glory: Incarnation through the Arts (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2000), 142 (emphasis 
original).  

16 Peter J. Leithart, Traces of the Trinity: Signs of God in Creation and Human Experience 
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2015), 91. 

17 Placher points to the Copernican revolution and Sir Isaac Newton’s view of space as a 
homogenous container, even the univocal language of God’s presence as physically expressible. Placher, 
The Domestication of Transcendence, 128–45.  

18 Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence, 111. 
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transcendence is “out there” while immanence is “in here.” Tanner cautions against the 

fallacy of this negative definition, arguing that “a God who genuinely transcends the 

world must not be characterized, therefore, by a direct contrast with it.”19 Spatializing 

transcendence leads to a hierarchical view where God’s essence, distinct from our 

existence, holds greater significance than his immanent connection with his creation. This 

perspective diminishes the importance of the sphere in which God interacts personally 

and subjectively with us through the Holy Spirit’s ministry.  

Discussions of transcendence and immanence in Christian worship frequently 

use spatial language to communicate God’s location. Charles Lewis, a figure in the 

BWM, expounds on a spatialized, competitive view of God’s transcendence and 

immanence in Christian worship while attempting to reclaim a God-centered transcendent 

worship. Yet his argument demonstrates how contrastive, spatialized transcendence 

problematizes the subject in worship: When worshipers sing about themselves too much, 

their worship is too immanent. For worship to be more transcendent, it must reference 

God’s distance more frequently.20 Lewis offers Isaiah 6 as a primary example of what he 

understands to be Scripture prescribed pattern of worshiping God in his transcendence 

first and then in his immanence. He argues that God reveals himself to Isaiah first in his 

transcendent otherness, “sitting on a throne, high and lifted up” (Isa 6:1) and then in his 

immanent relation to Isaiah as he confesses his sin and dedicates himself to God’s service 

(Isa 6:5-8). Lewis then takes this order of transcendence then immanence as a 

paradigmatic of biblical worship.21 However, this paradigm is challenged when the form 

and context of Isaiah’s vision is considered. First, God acts upon Isaiah as a subject 

individually and relationally, and then bestows upon him a vision in an encounter with 
 

 
19 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 46. 
20 Charles Thomas Lewis, “Far and Near: Christian Worship of the Transcendent and 

Immanent God of Wonders” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2015), 272. 
21 Lewis, “Far and Near,” 271–72. 
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himself. God is already immanent to Isaiah before the transcendent content of his vision 

is expounded. From a creaturely view, the order of operations between transcendence and 

immanence is artificial, reflecting a competitive and hierarchical conception of 

transcendence and immanence in Christian worship.22  

In another example of God’s transcendence implying distance, Lewis looks to 

the Lord’s Prayer. He cites this episode for evidence of the adoration of God in heaven as 

reflecting his transcendence, while subsequent creaturely petitions reflect God’s 

immanence. Somewhat ironically, it is Christ, fully God and fully man, fully transcendent 

and immanent, who is offering this paradigmatic prayer. Yet the ontological harmony of 

the incarnation is overlooked because transcendence and immanence are seen to refer 

primarily to God’s location. John Frame offers a correction to this competitive nature of 

God’s transcendence, pointing out that “many texts emphasizing transcendence describe 

God’s immanence in the same context.”23 He notes that the terms transcendence and 

immanence are distinctly theological, not spatial, terms.24 For example, “heaven, the 

focal point of his transcendence, is a place where he is present, immanent.”25 Frame 

concludes that “the transcendence of God is best understood not primarily as a spatial 

concept, but as a reference to God’s kingship.” “Instead,” he argues, “this language is 

meant to reflect an ethical distinction. ‘Highness’ does not mean that God is far away but 

denotes a qualitative distinction between Creator and creation. While there is no 

hierarchy between God’s transcendence and immanence, there is a hierarchy between 

 
 

22 John Frame argues, “We think of transcendence as the otherworldly existence of God. But 
when Scripture speaks of God’s being ‘on high’ or ‘in heaven,’ it does not refer mainly to God’s location. 
The idea that God lives in a different part of the universe from man would not in itself justify the religious 
awe that accompanies the exaltation language. We should, I think, see these expressions primarily as 
describing his royal dignity. God is ‘exalted’ not mainly as someone living miles above earth, but as One 
who is on a throne.” John Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R, 2013), 41. 

23 Frame, Systematic Theology, 41.  
24 Frame, Systematic Theology, 42.  
25 Frame, Systematic Theology, 41.  
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God and his creation, indicated in these kinds of expressions of God as ‘high’ and 

‘above.’”26 This understanding emphasizes that God’s transcendence and immanence are 

complementary aspects of his nature rather than spatial concepts.  

Schemas like this contribute to a mutually exclusive view of transcendence and 

immanence, also highlighting the caution required when drawing universal principles 

from the biblical narrative. Nevertheless, Lewis’s project addresses a core concern of the 

BWM: the pervasive anthropocentrism and individualism evident in evangelical worship, 

characterized by a strong emphasis on immanence and subjective expression. Those in 

the movement see this as evidencing a loss of transcendence in worship and regret that 

individualistic language has led to a view of God that is too immanent.  

While the observation about the pervasiveness of personal language in worship 

music is worth scholarly and pastoral consideration, This is a misidentification of what 

leads to the loss of transcendence in worship.27 This thesis about the loss of 

transcendence tells a subtraction story about God’s transcendence and immanence in 

Christian worship: Christians have lost transcendence in their language, and the result is 

disfiguring Christian belief and worship. 28 The subtraction story is that worshipers sing 

about themselves too much; worshipers lose transcendence because they put themselves 

 
 

26 John Frame, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Christian Belief (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2013), 41. 

27 Lewis asks, “Could it be that, in postmodern America, anthropocentrism has permeated 
Christian culture so much so that God has been displaced from his rightful position as the central figure in 
worship and instead replaced with created things?” Lewis, “Far and Near,” 2.  

28 In A Secular Age, Charles Taylor identifies “subtraction stories” which are narratives that 
seek to explain the way the world is by what has been removed. One such subtraction story that Taylor 
disproves is that the modern age is secular precisely because religion has been removed: “Concisely put, I 
mean by these stories of modernity in general, and secularity in particular, which explain them by human 
beings having lost, or sloughed off, or liberated themselves from certain earlier, confining horizons, or 
illusions, or limitations of knowledge. What emerges from this process—modernity or secularity—is to be 
understood in terms of underlying features of human nature which were there all along but had been 
impeded by what is now set aside.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 22.  
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at the topical center of our lyrics rather than God.29 I will come back to this point in the 

second part of this chapter.  

This construal of transcendence places God in a problematic hierarchical 

framework, complicating subjective engagement with his creatures. If the liturgical script 

is about us, it cannot fully reflect God’s transcendence since he is “out there” and we are 

“down here.” Knowing God first in his transcendent otherness, as Lewis advocates, is 

impossible. Creatures only know God as “Abba” through the illumination of the Holy 

Spirit, or they do not know him at all. The process of knowing and worshipping God is 

inside-out. Engaging God’s transcendence first requires believers to move beyond their 

finite, relational knowledge of God in order to worship properly, thereby necessitating an 

artificial departure from anthropocentric perspectives to recover transcendence. All this 

accomplishes is recovering the topic of transcendence, not recentering a transcendent 

reality in Christian worship.30 Furthermore, this prescription also implies that God’s 

transcendence is purer than his immanent presence, creating a hierarchy of engagement 

from pure to base. Instead, God’s immanent presence provides relational assurance. 

Without it, his transcendent rule and power meet a person as existential horror and cannot 

be understood as what it is—beautiful. Perhaps a “biblical” ordo ought not to be derived 

from a singular biblical narrative that requires an abstraction from the experience of the 

worshiper. In this sense, the ordo salutis itself may be a more appropriate metanarrative 

 
 

29 Matthew Westerholm identifies a similar subtraction story regarding “Trinitarian worship”: 
If the three names of the Godhead are not mentioned, the worship is not sufficiently Trinitarian. Rather, he 
argues, all genuine worship is Trinitarian because it involves the relational activity of all members of the 
Trinity to create and sustain—Trinitarian worship is not lyrical content; it is the ever-present reality of the 
worshiper. Matthew Westerholm, “The Trinity and Corporate Worship” (plenary session for Doxology and 
Theology Conference, Louisville, April 24, 2021). 

30 In Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin argues, “And the first thing to be attended to 
us, that so long as we are without Christ and separated from him, nothing which he suffered and did for the 
salvation of the human race is of the least benefit to us. To communicate to us the blessings which he 
received from the Father, he must become ours and dwell in us.” John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian, 
trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2017), 348–49. 
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to structure Christian worship than one that requires an abstraction from God’s relational 

disclosure of himself. 

Transcendence and Immanence as 
Competitive Concepts 

While transcendence is often described in terms of God’s location, those in the 

BWM often conflate the topic of transcendence in liturgical texts with a transcendent 

ontology of worship. Robert Johnston identifies the same challenge in language about the 

transcendence in the arts, observing that a present predicament in the church is that 

“transcendent experiences have too often been replaced by teaching about the 

transcendent.”31 Johnston’s concern is reflected in theorization about worship where 

transcendence is referenced primarily in relation to the lyrical content, often referencing 

God’s otherness, his divine attributes, or, interestingly, his work as Creator. In this case, 

prescriptions to address the lack of transcendence in worship revolve around adjustments 

to liturgical scripts.32  

 
 

31 Robert K. Johnston, “The Film Viewer and Natural Theology: God’s ‘Presence’ at the 
Movies,” in The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology, ed. Russell Re Manning (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 596.  

32 Notably, attempts to reclaim transcendence in Christian worship often end with prescriptions 
for the addition of content about transcendence; the prescription indicates diagnosis—we do not have 
transcendence in worship because we only think about ourselves. It is as though bearing transcendence in 
mind creates it, a byproduct of the excarnate, intellectualist movement of Christianity. Certainly, language 
for worship is vital in terms of intellectual and belief formation and should be well-balanced as to the scope 
of relativity. The recommendation of conceptual focus or acknowledgment of God’s transcendence priority 
in reference to our relationship to God fails to recognize how the statement of “beloved child of God,” a 
lyric example cited by Joseph Crider (as another central figure in the BWM), is a wholly transcendent and 
given reality since it reflects a reality that is given from another, not a self-construed manifestation. Crider, 
Scripture-Guided Worship, 71. Bob Kauflin similarly uses the concept of balancing a “tension” of 
transcendence and immanence. See Kauflin, Worship Matters, 159–64. Kauflin and Crider use the language 
of “tension” or “rhythm,” terms that contrast the existence of God’s transcendence and immanence. We 
speak about these concepts separately; songs identified with God’s transcendence aim at speech about God 
in se, or, interestingly, God’s work in creation, but still in the world. The identification of tensions is an 
area of incoherence in our God-talk. It is an artificial distinction, as are all separations of God into 
attributes. While the charge to balance content of God’s transcendence and immanence may be helpful in 
terms of lyrical topics, it fails to make the ontological connection in the reality of Christian worship, which 
is that the embodied action is altogether and all at once wholly transcendent and immanent. These are not 
concepts; they are realities and examples of how the ontology of Christian worship is overshadowed by an 
overemphasis on contrastive concepts that do not reflect contrastive realities. 
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A faithful grammar for Christian worship needs to cohere with transcendent 

realities, not just transcendent concepts. This is especially true when evaluating 

representation in lyrics rather than the awareness of worshipers to transcendence in the 

gathering. In Worship and the Reality of God, John Jefferson Davis remarks on this 

ontological shift when he explains that “renewal in evangelical worship involves a new 

consciousness, a new mindset, a new ontological way of thinking about God, the church 

and the self. In this new mindset, God is seen, by the eyes of faith, as weighty, as holy, as 

joyful, as beautiful, as relational and as available—that is, really present.”33 Davis 

identifies a proper ontology of Christian worship as that of “trinitarian supernaturalism” 

that presupposes the Godhead’s present and active work in the gathering.34 

Worshipers do not necessarily lack transcendent content in liturgical scripts; 

they lack a sense of the transcendent. Davis argues that “the Reformation’s reaction 

against the Roman Catholic understanding of real presence as transubstantiation had the 

unintended effect of producing a sense of the ‘real absence’ of God in Protestant worship 

services.”35 The absence that Davis identifies is the real loss of transcendence, not 

necessarily the lack of liturgical content about God’s transcendence. Since God’s 

presence is mediated by Christ and present in and through believers through the Holy 

Spirit, Davis emphasizes relational availability as key to a proper ontology of worship. 

Richard Bauckham similarly issues a corrective to impersonal accounts of God’s 

transcendent omnipresence:  

God’s presence is personal and active. He wills and acts to be present to every 
creature at every moment. But this fundamental sense in which God is present to all 
creatures at all times in the same way is not the focus of concern in the Bible 

 
 

33 Davis, Worship and the Reality of God, 74–75. 
34 Davis, Worship and the Reality of God, 21 
35 Davis, Worship and the Reality of God, 35. First, he gives a fine overview of the issue in 

church history and how the functional ontology of evangelical worship is “real absence” as opposed to real 
presence view. Second, he summarizes the dominant ontology of the New Testament as “the real personal 
presence.”  
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because, while it underlies our relationship with God, like everything else, we 
become conscious of it only when God engages with us as specific persons, whether 
individuals or groups. Even Psalm 139:7–10, which is often cited as biblical 
testimony to God’s ‘omnipresence,’ is not concerned to affirm simply that ‘God is 
everywhere.’ What matters to the psalmist is that wherever he may go—even to the 
furthest reaches of the cosmos—God will find him there...It is a matter of God’s 
fully personal and active presence to the psalmist in particular.36  

Bauckham outlines the essence of transcendent reality at work in the gathering. While 

liturgical scripts can shape worshipers’ beliefs, they do not automatically create an 

experiential awareness of the transcendent realities at work in the gathering. 

Transcendence in Christian worship is dialogically disclosed. As another voice 

identifying the lack of perceptible transcendence in the gathering, Constance Cherry 

identifies that “We have lost a sense of the transcendent—the mystery that is so 

characteristic of God-centered worship.” Offering a dialogical solution, Cherry prescribes 

that “Prayer is one of our primary ways to engage in that which is unexplainable—to 

experience the wonder of divine-human communication. Emerging generations long to 

experience transcendence and mystery in worship. . . . Worship is prayer.”37 Cherry 

identifies engagement in prayer as the crux of transcendent encounter in worship because 

it is the most personal engagement with God. If transcendence is reduced to discourse 

about transcendence, it problematizes subjectivity because it undermines transcendent 

reality, which is known through subjective, personal engagement with God and mediated 

through Christ by the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit.  

Transcendence and Immanence as 
Competitive Viewpoints 

A third construal of transcendence that competes with subjectivity is the idea 

that transcendence equates to a universal, detached “view from nowhere.” This is 

reflected in the impulse to properly frame the worship experience through a detached 

 
 

36 Richard Bauckham, Who Is God? Key Moments of Biblical Revelation, Acadia Studies in 
Bible and Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2020), 12–13. 

37 Cherry, The Worship Architect, 166 (emphasis added).  
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appeal to a transcendent point of view. In this construal, worshipers are instructed that an 

a priori condition of worship is for God to be “high and lifted up.” Biblical worship thus 

far has been primarily interested in transcendent principles for regulating the practice of 

worship in a “universal” sense, without much attention to particularity, cultural 

difference, or locality. If worship is “biblical,” then, presumably, the principles derived 

from Scripture would be timeless and universally applicable. God’s truth is universally 

applicable, meaning that no corner of creation can resist his power and presence. 

However, God’s transcendence is not a naturalistic, “embedded” truth separate from 

God’s generosity as the prime subject and origin of such truth and being. Neither is God’s 

transcendence the reflection of a “bland metaphysics.”38 Scripture attests to the 

universality of God’s activity and reign, but a Christian persuaded by Scripture’s 

attestation of such a fact by her own experience of transformation through a salvific 

encounter with Christ.39 If transcendence equates to universality, then the uniqueness of 

the subject, instead of serving as a conduit for a transcendent encounter, becomes a 

contradiction.40  

 
 

38 Jeremy Begbie, Redeeming Transcendence in the Arts: Bearing Witness to the Triune God 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2018), 185. 

39 A central argument for Simeon Zahl is that experience does not necessarily determine our 
doctrine but is the means by which we are persuaded of its truth, power, legitimacy, and relevance. 
“Experience” according to Zahl, “can also refer not to the formal and explicit sources we appeal to but to 
the complex effects of the theologian’s subjectivity on the process by which they arrive at and are 
persuaded of theological conclusions. These effects are often unconscious or otherwise non-explicit, and 
they tend to be underexplored and underestimated in discussions of theological method. But they can also 
be very powerful.” Simeon Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2022), 14 (emphasis original).  

40 Smith describes how “universality” came to be the ultimate test of veracity as the result of 
an anthropology of cognitivism. Cognitivism is “the emergence of a new focus on the universality of 
reason—or perhaps better, the neutrality of reason because of its universality. Beginning with the 
assumption that reason or thinking is what is essential to the human person—what really defines human 
person—and having relegated the particularities of embodiment to the realm of the contingent, accidental, 
and impure (the body as a ‘taint’ on reason), modernity yields a new universalism of sort. The idea is this: 
the disembodied minds that really define us as humans share in common universal principles of reason and 
logic. So what counts as ‘rational’ must be the same for everyone. What makes us different are only the 
particularities and contingencies of our embodied lives: where we live, the culture we inhabit, the 
languages we learn, the religions we believe, the traditions we have received, the (gendered) bodies we 
inhabit and so on. But, for instance, the Enlightenment mission (as a particular instantiation of modernity) 
is to negate all those particularities, precisely because it has already defeated the body. Those features of 
embodied existence that shape and tailor our ‘perspective’ on the world must be suppressed and negated in 
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The “view from nowhere” approach has roots in a Cartesian pursuit of 

certainty and was proliferated through eighteenth-century German Enlightenment 

philosophy, especially in Kant. Norman Wirzba identifies remnants of Kantian 

transcendence in the Christian imaginary. For Kant, transcendence is more akin to 

universality and claims of truth in the world of science—a thoroughly immanent 

conception of transcendence. From this view, a pursuit of the transcendent (as universal) 

requires a flattening of the particular. The uncontainability of the gospel is that it goes to 

all the world; it is greater than any place or people, yet equally applicable to all people 

and places. God’s activity is both universally extensive and particular all at once. 

Subjectivity is problematic if transcendence is defined in Kantian terms of universal 

applicability because, as Tanner explains, “Principles derived empirically cannot claim 

universality or necessity.”41 Tanner chronicles Kant’s transcendental argument and 

summarizes that “all givens of human practice are rendered problematic, and therefore 

potentially in need of transcendental arguments that provide support by specifying 

conditions for their success.”42 For this reason, Smith is willing to ask how 

postmodernism might have a gift to give to the church. It “calls into question the 

supposed neutrality and universality of reason” because “the postmodern critique found 

that what was often touted as ‘rational’ turned out to be what white European males 

thought would be a good idea. . . . So what claimed to be a universal, neutral, God’s-eye-

view of the world turns out to be only the elevation and deification of one particular 

perspective pretending and parading as if it were not a ‘perspective’ at all.”43 While God 
 

 
order to escape to the pure, untainted realm of reason and cognition—the world of the intellect of which all 
human beings are citizens.” James K. A. Smith, Thinking in Tongues: Pentecostal Contributions to 
Christian Philosophy, Pentecostal Manifestos (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 55–56. 

41 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 21.  
42 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 22.  
43 Smith further explains that “Postmodernism offers a fundamentally different philosophical 

anthropology or understanding of human nature that does not reduce human identity to thinking or a 
disembodied mind. To the contrary, postmodernism takes seriously the particularities of race, gender, class, 
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is immutable and eternal, creatures only understand God through the lens of assurance as 

children, which is not a neutral view.  

The particular, in this case, does not violate the universal but verifies the 

universally extensive activity of the Holy Spirit. Wirzba’s paradigm of transcendence is 

relational, determined by the “miracle of givenness,”44 in that humans receive from 

another being beyond themselves. Worshipers never ascend to a non-creaturely vantage 

point or comprehensive knowledge because it has not been given to them. To transcend 

the particularity of context and finite capabilities, Tanner explains, is to “[renounce] the 

Cartesian dream of an external, neutral vantage point for self-scrutiny.”45 However, not 

even God has a neutral viewpoint, in the Cartesian sense, since neutrality implies 

impartiality or detachment. God is personally active and relationally present. 

Furthermore, God is self-interested and seeks his own glory (Rom 11:36). A significant 

contribution of Reformed theology is that God is intimately active in creation. He is 

attached to and interested in creaturely life while retaining his independence. God’s 

nature is personal, not detached and disinterested. When we speak of worship, we are 

speaking of axiology—the world of value—and value is never detached from beauty, 

fulfillment, or self-interest.  

Truly engaging God’s transcendence in this manner means rejecting a false 

sense of impartiality. The myth of neutrality, according to Taylor, results from the 

immanent frame’s closed-world system (CWS): “The CWS in a sense ‘naturalizes’ a 

certain view on things. It tells us, as it were, that this is just the way things are, and once 

 
 
and geography precisely because it takes seriously the fact that we are embodied creatures who inhabit a 
world of space and time—and we inhabit this world in particular ways, in particular places, at particular 
times.” Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 57. We can embrace particularity without all the features of that 
particularity being reduced to essentialism. Meaning that the distinguishing feature of contingency can and 
does change in every human life with age, geographical moves, and class mobility. 

44 Norman Wirzba, This Sacred Life: Humanity’s Place in a Wounded World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 138. 

45 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 6–7. 
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you look at experience without preconceptions, this is what appears.” Taylor explains that 

the CWS results in “a new historical formation of human identity, that of the disengaged, 

objectifying subject.”46 However, facts cannot be divorced from the value of knowledge 

because no one can step out of his own skin for an epistemological pursuit. It is 

impossible to hold a universal, transcendent point of view of God or creation as a 

worshiper apart from a fiduciary relationship with God himself.47 As Oliver O’Donovan 

explains, “If the creator is not known then the creation is not known as creation; for the 

relation of creation to its Creator is the ground of its intelligibility as a created 

universe.”48 O’Donovan’s work refutes the idea of “pure ethics,” which pursues a neutral, 

objective view of reality that can be known from any perspective. The idea of neutrality 

is dislodged by the offense of the gospel, which says that God alone chooses who 

receives his special revelation. He is not sufficiently discoverable; he is self-giving. Yet 

the attempt to know God in this way is fueled by a desire to transgress creaturely identity, 

which demands that knowing is a gift, not an independent discovery. The result of such a 

view is that one must transcend her boundaries to see what is best about God. Of course, 

 
 

46 Taylor, A Secular Age, 560. 
47 Charles Taylor writes, “The “scandal of philosophy” is not the inability to attain the 

certainty of the external world, but rather that this should be considered a problem, says Heidegger in Sein 
und Zeit. We only have knowledge as agents coping with a world, which it makes no sense to doubt, since 
we are dealing with it. There is no priority of the neutral grasp of things over their value. There is no 
priority of the individual’s sense of self over the society; our most primordial identity is as a new player 
being inducted into an old game. Even if we don’t . . . consider something like the divine as part of the 
inescapable context of human action, the whole sense that it comes as a remote and most fragile inference 
or addition in a long chain is totally undercut by this overturning of epistemology.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 
559. 

48 Oliver O’Donovan, Resurrection and Moral Order: An Outline for Evangelical Ethics, 2nd 
ed. (1994; repr., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2001), 88. 
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it is possible to know beyond ourselves through Scripture, as previously mentioned, and 

through the corroborating testimony of the gathered church.49 

Christians are not detached spectators to the sacred; they are witnesses. When 

Christians speak of worship, they are speaking of value. This was Kant’s great mistake in 

beauty, that pure judgments of beauty can only be made if one is disinterested, as though 

value or use cloud our judgment.50 It is not our creaturely interest in the will that gives 

the clearest view; it is our creaturely dependence and posture as recipients of divine gifts 

that create the context for true knowledge and true worship of God. Contrasting the flaws 

of a Kantian vision of the epistemological subject with a phenomenology of givenness, 

Wirzba writes, 

To invoke the language of people as witnesses to the sacred, rather than fabricators 
of it, is to cast the projects of critical reasoning and immanent critique in a radically 
new light. Unlike the Kantian transcendental subject who determines beforehand 
and controls the conditions under which knowing and meaning are to be 
determined—a procedure that renders reflection an entirely immanent affair—we do 
better to think of the critical project as transpiring in ways described by Emmanuel 
Levinas: standing before the “face” of another person, we encounter depth, sanctity, 
and mystery that defies comprehension, and that calls our claims to know and 
control into question. Characterized this way, genuinely critical reflection depends 
on the possibility that a knowing subject is not a self-sufficient boss but must be 
open itself and make itself accountable to a presence it neither controls nor 
comprehends. . . . This means that critical reflection without the possibility of an 
encounter with a transcendent other risks devolving into a violating process in 
which the alterity, integrity and sanctity of other is either denied or degraded. Put 
another way, it is precisely the interruption by transcendence—the recognition that 
what one attempts to know embodies a sanctity that we do not make and cannot 
simply do with whatever we want—that makes genuine critique possible. Without 
transcendence, the instrumental and utilitarian expressions of reason that have 

 
 

49 Perhaps a contributing factor to the confluence of transcendence with an objective, neutral 
vantage point is the common conception that God is the “object” of our worship rather than, properly, the 
subject of our worship. God is treated as an object of disinterest contemplation when Christians privilege 
texts “about” God rather than God as a subject of active participation. Robert Webber argues that, contrary 
to popular worship-speak, God is not the object of our worship; he is a participating subject. Robert E. 
Webber, The Divine Embrace: Recovering the Passionate Spiritual Life, Ancient-Future Series (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Books, 2006), 232.  

50 Immanuel Kant, “Critique of Judgment,” in The Bloomsbury Anthology of Aesthetics, ed. 
Joseph J. Tanke and Colin McQuillan (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012), 247. For a thorough 
rebuttal, see Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action (1980; repr., Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1996). 
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inflicted so much damage upon the world are simply left to run whatever courses 
their sovereign subjects decide.51 

In the paradigm Wirzba offers, Christian worship offers a transformative “view from 

somewhere,” and knowledge gained through liturgical script is not objective in the sense 

that it can be known purely through neutral reason by which the subject is wholly 

independent from the thing to be known. However, embracing the humility of creaturely 

life depends on knowledge as God’s gift and worshipping as an act of love that is self-

interested.  

Universality, then, is not a neutral vantage point but an extensive reality of 

God’s work. The church together bears witness to the universality of God’s rule and 

reign. While God cannot be contained in any place, he is present in every place.52 

According to Wirzba, “This means that every place witnesses to God’s ‘activity’ as the 

‘power’ that nurtures and sustains it, and every creature testifies, in the various modes of 

being proper to it, to some aspect of God’s animating presence.”53 Worshipers can only 

witness their own place and time and come to experientially see the “universality” 

through intersubjectivity, or the combined witness of the church (this argument, though 

necessarily previewed here, will be the focus of chapter 4).  

Any conception of transcendence that involves surpassing the limits of human 

understanding inevitably competes with given, perspective-based knowledge of Christian 

worship. Reflecting on the goodness of the confines of creaturely existence, Kevin 

Vanhoozer argues that “my bodily limitations both partially define me and make possible 

 
 

51 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 138–39. 
52 God’s omnipresence means that he is not just everywhere. Location is a created reality. “The 

truth is rather this, that God is present to other things, and is able to create and give them space, because He 
Himself possesses space apart from everything else. The space everything else possesses is the space which 
is given it out of the fulness of God. The fact is that first of all God has space for Himself and that 
subsequently, because He is God and is able to create, He has it for everything else as well; just as He is 
life and love ad extra (outside Himself) because He is it first in Himself with primal power and fulness.” 
Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. 2, pt. 1, The Doctrine of God, ed. G. W. Bromiley and Thomas F. 
Torrance, trans. T. H. L. Parker et al., 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2010), 474. 

53 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 164. 
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a ‘proper’ human existence. The givens of my existence . . . do not constrain my freedom 

but are rather the condition of its possibility. Any attempt to transcend or transform these 

givens, except to restore health, is to reject my God-givenness.”54 The view that 

Vanhoozer is critiquing has contributed to the diminishment of the practice of testimony, 

a subjective and personal narrative, in Christian worship. There is no functional, narrative 

epistemology to make sense of testimony. For biblical worship to be reduced to 

universally extensive principles in such a way that no variance of particularity is 

tolerated, true religion has to become abstracted and disembodied. From this view, 

religion has to undergo an excarnation for some to consider it transcendent.55 A view of 

transcendence as neutrality is, therefore, wholly contrastive and lies outside the realm of 

the subjective and bounded creature. Robert Spaemann issues a similar corrective to 

Cartesian attempts to divide the subject from itself for the aim of certainty, arguing that 

humans need a sum to accompany the cogito.56 The quest for purely intellectual certainty 

meant, in many ways, attempting to level the fences of his identity as a creature. 

Spaemann concludes that “personal life consciously experienced is for us the paradigm of 

life in general”57 and will, therefore, also be the paradigm of any creaturely encounter 

with the transcendent. 

 
 

54 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Pictures at a Theological Exhibition: Scenes of the Church’s Worship, 
Witness, and Wisdom (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 270–71.  

55 Taylor defines “excarnation” as “the steady disembodying of spiritual life, so that it is less 
and less carried in deeply meaningful bodily forms, and lies more and more ‘in the head’.” Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 771. Excarnation, he explains, is the “exaltation of disengaged reason as the royal toad to 
knowledge, even in human affairs. The proper road to knowledge is by objectification. . . . By 
‘objectification,’ I mean grasping the matter studied as something quite independent of us, where we don’t 
need to understand it all through our involvement with it, or the meanings it has in our lives.” Taylor, A 
Secular Age, 746. 

56 Robert Spaemann, Persons: The Difference between “Someone” and “Something,” trans. 
Oliver O’Donovan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 52. 

57 Spaemann, Persons, 69. 
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Self-Interested Worship 

The BWM has labored in recent years to recover a corporate theology and 

practice of worship, focusing on the utility of corporate worship for communal formation 

and mutual edification. Scripture clearly emphasizes these aspects as the primary function 

of the gathering, but there is a difference between what worship is in its essence and what 

worship in the gathering is for. Kant’s philosophical legacy complicates the world of 

essence and use. While worship has uses, worship also has inherent value. The preference 

for “neutral” liturgical scripts unencumbered by creaturely perspectives carries a sense of 

Kantian altruism, in which worship is more pure if it is disinterested. In traditions and 

congregations gifted in intellectual insight, there is a sense in which disinterestedness 

feels like the way to undiluted certainty of what can be true in the Christian faith and, 

therefore, prescribed in liturgical scripts, whereas disinterestedness, according to Natalie 

Carnes, refers to a “repudiation of use.”58 While worship is inherently valuable, it is not 

an altruistic offering to God since the human life finds its greatest fulfillment and 

happiness in relationship to God.59 

Worshipers are always self-interested in the truths they espouse in liturgical 

scripts. Any abstraction from this reality is an illusion. Nicholas Wolterstorff offers a 

correction to Kantian disinterestedness that translates neatly into the present discussion. 

He argues that “works of art equip us for action. And the range of actions for which they 

equip us is very nearly as broad as the range of human action itself. The purposes of art 

 
 

58 Natalie Carnes explains the division between “disinterested” and “functional” conceptions of 
beauty: “Beauty’s relationship to use was an issue that not only divided fine arts from crafts but was also 
itself recast by that division.” Natalie Carnes, Beauty: A Theological Engagement with Gregory of Nyssa 
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), 43. 

59 Jonathan Pennington notes that altruism is “embedded in modern ethics” but is wholly 
unbiblical. Instead, he argues that “the biblical emphasis on rewards from God as a motivation means that 
the ideas we hear from Jesus about ‘self-sacrifice’ and ‘cross-bearing’ must not be misconstrued. These 
cross-bearing commands do not mean denial of our own desires for happiness, as if somehow duty-only 
approach is a virtue. Altruistic self-denial is neither a virtue nor what Jesus is saying.” While Jesus 
commands that Christians deny their flesh, “this is never an appeal to abstract duty; it is instead an 
invitation to true happiness.” Jonathan T. Pennington, Jesus the Great Philosopher: Rediscovering the 
Wisdom Needed for the Good Life (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2020), 209–10.  
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are the purposes of life. To envisage human existence without art is not to envisage 

human existence. Art—so often thought of as a way of getting out of the world—is man’s 

way of acting in the world. Artistically man acts.”60 Its beauty is tied to its purpose, and it 

is artificial to distinguish them for the sake of purity. The anxiety of certainty in the 

pursuit of pure disinterested judgment of God cannot lead to “biblical worship” if it 

attempts to transcend the very structure of a Christian’s relationship to God, which is 

dependent, contingent, and gloriously self-interested in the truths about God because they 

determine every aspect of creaturely existence.61  

This trend reflects a preference for abstraction for the sake of pure worship. 

Begbie corrects this tendency toward abstraction in competitive construals of 

transcendence:  

Everything depends here on refusing all a priori abstractions and maintaining a 
resolute focus on the saving economy of God in Jesus Christ. Divine beauty is 
discovered not in the first instance by reference to a doctrine (still less to a 
philosophy of beauty) but by strict attention to a movement in history enacted for 
us—supremely the story of Jesus Christ the incarnate Son, living in the father’s 
presence in the power of the Spirit. Trinitarian beauty has been performed for us.62  

The self-interested subject gloriously protects from the possibility of disinterestedness in 

knowing and worshiping God. Joel Beeke writes that “even though subjective phenomena 

may sometimes feel more real than faith in God’s promises, such experiences give less 

glory to God than the direct embrace of the divine promises by faith” because we are 

called to live by faith.63 Beeke and Paul Smalley note the hierarchy of authority: (1) 

 
 

60 Wolterstorff, Art in Action, 4–5.  
61 In Art in Action, Wolterstorff is critiquing what high art institutions have done to influence 

the idea of liturgical art. The high art posture toward beauty is that of “disinterested contemplation,” in 
which art that has a use is of lesser importance. This reflects the Kantian idea that the Will clouds “pure” 
judgment.  

62 Jeremy Begbie, “Created Beauty: The Witness of J. S. Bach,” in Resonant Witness: 
Conversations between Music and Theology, ed. Jeremy Begbie and Steven R. Guthrie (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans, 2011), 86.  

63 Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley, Reformed Systematic Theology, vol. 3, Spirit and 
Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 776.  
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God’s infallible promises disclosed in his Word and (2) subjective experiences, which 

come “intermixed with human convictions, feelings even when it gazes on the work of 

God.”64 Abstraction from subjectivity in a liturgical script can result in a disengagement 

from the personal nature of relating to God.65 Worshipers are not disinterested spectators; 

they are participants in the Trinitarian life, and that participation contributes to a new 

reality. If worship is an aspect of man’s telos, as evidenced in Revelation’s account of 

man’s activity in the new creation, then man is self-interested in entering into the fullness 

of life as a worshiper; worshiping makes us more human, and it does not participate in 

man’s ascent from its finitude. As Roger Scruton argues, “personhood is the telos, the 

end, of each of us,”66 so the goal in worship cannot ever be separated from the glorious 

distinctions of personhood. Therefore, the self-interested worshiper is not in competition 

with a pure, objective, or neutral view of God. Transcendence is not abstraction in a way 

that is competitive with creaturely particularity. 

Transcendence and Immanence as 
Competitive Realms of Agency 

The BWM’s charge of anthropocentrism extends beyond the excessive usage 

of first-person pronouns to liturgical scripts (primarily song lyrics) that draw attention to 

the individual’s subjective agency concerning worship. Subjective agency in worship can 

appear as personal dedication, reflection on the act of worship itself, or permissive 

statements in which the worshiper grants permission for God to act in particular ways. 

While the criticisms of the ubiquity of self-centered language worship may have a place, 
 

 
64 Beeke and Smalley, Spirit and Salvation, 776.  
65 Smith describes the trend of Christian apologetics that marks an “epistemological 

concession” in response to “immanentization.” Abstraction is a preference for impersonal disengagement. 
It addresses religion according to abstraction and “has little to do with religion in terms of worship.” This 
abstraction creates a preference for abstraction through impersonal engagement, relegating apologetics’ 
referent to a vaguely theistic God rather than a thoroughly personal Christ. Smith, How (Not) to Be Secular, 
52 (emphasis original).  

66 Roger Scruton, The Soul of the World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 
117. 
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this section explores how the dismissal of such expressions may also be rooted in a 

competitive view of divine and human agency. In brief, critics frame this as an 

opportunity cost: why would Christians embrace liturgical scripts that encourage 

reflection on their own activity rather than God’s activity? If God’s agency competes 

with creaturely agency, a celebration of their own activity or even drawing attention to it 

compresses transcendence in the gathering. In this current discussion of competitive 

construals of transcendence, this final section will discuss how a liturgical script that 

reflects personal, subjective agency as a worshiper is not necessarily in competition with 

God’s transcendent agency.  

For Reformed theologians and worshipers, a primary interest in God’s 

sovereignty makes rules for discussing personal agency in worship, admittedly, quite 

challenging. If God alone acts to initiate and cause worship, Christians singing about 

their own agency seems, at best, inconsequential and, at worst, a functional degradation 

of God’s efficacy. Tanner helpfully identifies what I believe to be the impetus for 

explaining much of the Reformed anxiety speaking of the self in worship, especially 

when making statements about creaturely action. Those who wish to uphold divine 

sovereignty worry that “talk of the creature’s capacities could promote a preoccupation 

with self that dishonours the pre-eminence of God. It might foster a kind of self-reliance 

that indicates distrust of God. In the face of human achievement such talk might prompt a 

prideful, self-satisfied smugness. . . . [A]n emphasis on the creature’s capacities might 

lead to an attitude of ingratitude to God; one does not recognize that what one has is a 

gift.”67 Tanner underscores the danger of an over-realized creaturely efficacy, a danger 

the Reformed movement has sought to thwart in its own tradition. The gospel-centered 

aspiration of the BWM is for the sake of God’s pre-eminence, and the subjective lens of 

many contemporary liturgical scripts is seen to threaten its displacement. 

 
 

67 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 114. 
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This issue resonates profoundly within the context of worship—who does the 

activity of “worship”? If worship is both a divine, intra-Trinitarian activity and a 

creaturely activity, how does one avoid inadvertent distraction from the pre-eminence of 

God as well as an over emphasis on human emotion and agency? Simeon Zahl indicates 

that the presupposition of questions like this betray a competitive construal of God’s 

transcendent agency. Zahl notes that this seeming incompatibility is, in large part, a 

“basic philosophical error” that divine and human activity can possibly compete on the 

same ontological plane. “God and humanity are not opponents in some zero sum game,” 

he explains. 

To claim that they are is to misunderstand the transcendence of the God who created 
the universe ex nihilo	by placing God on the same plane as the creature, and to 
preclude any coherent account of the integrity of creaturely freedom or of moral 
responsibility. In fact, the nature of divine transcendence is such that God is the 
cause of all things in such a way that creaturely freedom and the genuine 
contingency of human action are themselves manifestations of divine causality. 
Divine grace thus does not destroy human freedom but sources, enables, and 
sustains it.68 

Zahl argues that the theology of Martin Luther and much of Protestantism exhibits a 

contrastive view of divine sovereignty and human agency that leads to a “soteriological 

passivity.”69 While agency in soteriology is beyond the scope of the present conversation, 

Zahl highlights a philosophical difficulty of navigating divine and human agency that is 

pertinent to the issue of subjective liturgical scripts. Zahl concludes that “in fact, the 

nature of divine transcendence is such that God is the cause of all things in such a way 

that creaturely freedom and the genuine contingency of human action are themselves 

manifestations of divine causality. Divine grace thus does not destroy human freedom but 

 
 

68 Simeon Zahl, “Non-Competitive Agency and Luther’s Experiential Argument against 
Virtue,” Modern Theology 35, no. 2 (2019): 199–200 (emphasis added).  

69 Zahl, “Non-Competitive Agency and Luther’s Experiential Argument against Virtue,” 201. 
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sources, enables, and sustains it.”70 Therefore, texts that reflect human agency do not 

functionally displace God’s preeminence.  

Zahl’s argument does not require us to accept that all things creatures do are 

the direct result of divine efficacy as if creatures had no free will, but that divine efficacy 

is the umbrella under which all activity in the universe takes place. This non-competitive 

view requires a more agile imagination of divine transcendence. Zahl’s argument echoes 

the Westminster Confession of Faith which clarifies that God’s sovereignty grounds 

human agency, “God from all eternity did, by the most wise and holy counsel of his own 

will, freely and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass; yet so, as thereby neither 

is God the author of sin, nor is violence offered to the will of the creatures, nor is the 

liberty or contingency of second causes taken away, but rather established.”71  

In the Pentecostal worship practice, God’s agency is collapsed into creaturely 

agency, relegating claims and invocations to creaturely speech acts of divine power.72 In 

Reformed worship practice, human agency is dominated by divine agency. Tanner 

outlines the distinctions between the two extremes on this topic that are applicable to the 

Pentecostal and Reformed tendencies: (1) “limit the power and extent of divine agency” 

or (2) “deny that divine and created operations are ultimately distinct.”73 Akin to 

Tanner’s point, the Pentecostal account of divine and human agency is not harmonious 

but determinative, in which human agency determines God’s activity like a cosmic 

 
 

70 Zahl, “Non-Competitive Agency and Luther’s Experiential Argument against Virtue,” 199–
200. 

71 Westminster Assembly, The Westminster Confession of Faith: Edinburgh Edition 
(Philadelphia: William S. Young, 1851), 3:1.  

72 Tracing the history of the Pentecostal movement and theology in relation to social justice, 
Douglas Peterson summarizes a Pentecostal understanding of divine power through prayer: “The 
intersection of human agency and divine action represented the conviction that God was at work in the 
world and that he intervened in daily life.” Douglas Peterson, “Stories of Grace: Pentecostals and Social 
Justice,” in Spirit of God: Christian Renewal in the Community of Faith, ed. Jeffrey W. Barbeau and Beth 
Felker Jones, Wheaton Theology Conference Series (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Press, 2015), 218.  

73 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 2. 
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incantation whereby “the capacity of the creature to act and the scope of its activity 

cannot be reduced by the intensity and magnitude of God’s power since God’s work 

becomes in some sense the creature’s own.”74 A truly Reformed understanding of the 

efficacy of Christian worship is harmonized under the umbrella of God’s sovereign 

activity but does not determine God’s activity. A Reformed view of divine sovereignty 

and union with Christ is the only framework for harmony on this topic.  

Jeremy Begbie would agree with the first error that Tanner identifies: the 

conversation around transcendence and divine agency often “generalizes God’s relation 

to the world, and sets to one side, the specific, decisive activity of God in the history of 

Israel and Jesus Christ.”75 Again, this contrastive account of the universality and 

particularity of God’s work appears here: God’s sovereignty does not generalize God’s 

relationship to the world; it is altogether particular and, in being so, extended universally 

through enumerated particularity. To protect discourse in worship from collapsing into a 

determinative efficacy, those with a high view of God’s sovereign rule can 

unintentionally abstract worship from creaturely activity so as not to steal focus from 

God’s work. However, the more worship is detached from contingent creaturely agency, 

the more abstract God’s relationship to the world becomes.  

The Non-Contrastive Agency in Christian 
Worship 

Subjectivity is renewed as a site of burgeoning beauty when it is seen as 

properly endowed by the Spirit in worship. To aim for coherence in our speech about 

subjectivity in Christian worship requires an understanding of the subject and divine 
 

 
74 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 2. While this chapter draws significantly 

from Tanner’s project, I recognize the presuppositions and theological biases that Tanner brings working 
from the cultural-linguistic rule of Christian doctrine. Without agreeing with her conclusions, I recognize 
that her language, method, and explanation of the state of doctrine on divine and human agency as well as 
contrastive accounts of God’s transcendence and immanence are generative. In fact, it is a testament to the 
thorough scaffolding of Tanner’s project that it has so widely been engaged by those who can disagree with 
her interpretations and conclusions.  

75 Begbie, Redeeming Transcendence in the Arts, 37–38 (emphasis original). 
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participation in Christian worship. A celebratory view of human subjectivity depends 

thoroughly on an ontology of participation.76 The Holy Spirit “acts as a kind of adhesive, 

preparing and enabling the human subject to be joined to the body of Christ.”77 To 

advance my argument that God gets glory from subjective expressions of creaturely 

agency, in this section, I will speak of worship as the place where divine agency and 

human agency are most synchronized through union with Christ through the Spirit.78 

While the Holy Spirit does remind the church of Christ’s teachings and work in the past 

(John 14:26), the identity and work of the Spirit is also tied to agency and activity in the 

world presently which sustains worship in the here and now (Rom 8:26-27; 1 Cor 12:4-7; 

Eph 5:18-20). The idea that God initiates worship is commonplace in the BWM and is 

one of many scripturally warranted protective principles, but the movement has given 

less attention to a properly worship-sustaining pneumatology through ongoing 

participation.  

C. F. D. Moule describes a theology of participation in worship through the 

example of prayer, explaining, “It is the Holy Spirit’s voice within us that cried ‘Abba!’ 

(Rom. 8.15, Gal. 4.6). We do not address the Spirit in prayer; rather, the Holy Spirit 

within us enables us to address God.”79 As Moule describes, while subjectivity is 

 
 

76 Zahl outlines the nature of the pneumatological problem outlined here: “The fundamental 
problem that any properly pneumatological soteriology must resolve is of how to describe a plausible 
connection between ontological and experiential realities that does not ultimately reduce to the one or the 
other, and this problem has not yet been satisfactorily resolved in contemporary Protestant theologies of 
participation.” Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, 237. 

77 Oliver D. Crisp, “Uniting Us to God; Toward a Reformed Pneumatology,” in Barbeau and 
Jones, Spirit of God, 107. 

78 Union with Christ is an underdeveloped doctrine in Christian worship but has more recently 
been the subject of retrieval in Reformed theology more broadly. See J. Todd Billings, Calvin, 
Participation, and the Gift: The Activity of Believers in Union with Christ, Changing Paradigms in 
Historical and Systematic Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Billings, Union with Christ: 
Reframing Theology and Ministry for the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011); Michael S. 
Horton, Covenant and Salvation: Union with Christ (Louisville, Westminster John Knox, 2007); Marcus 
Peter Johnson, One with Christ: An Evangelical Theology of Salvation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013). 

79 C. F. D. Moule, The Holy Spirit, Contemporary Christian Insights (New York: Continuum, 
2000), 81. 
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individual, it is not isolated from divine activity. “Abba” is a statement of relationship 

that takes an inexhaustible number of subjects and knits them together as co-witnesses 

and children of God. Based on his reading of Paul’s theology of participation, Moule 

concludes that “the Holy Spirit is most characteristically experienced as God immanent in 

man; and is in keeping with this that the Spirit’s voice turns out to be, as it were, the 

voice of God addressing himself from within man. It is like a deeply sympathetic parent 

or friend not imposing on the other, but somehow evoking from the other a kind of echo 

of himself.”80 Moule’s point that genuine Christian prayer is, fundamentally, God’s own 

voice speaking to himself is a vision of divine participation through worship. The desire 

to represent God as an initiating and sustaining force of worship is thereby only 

exemplified through the subjective expressions of true Christian prayer enabled by the 

Holy Spirit. In this sense, the Spirit “reproduces in Christians the relation of Christ to 

God as Son to Father.”81 Part of what it means to fully image God through the work of 

the Holy Spirit is to function like Christ as the paradigm of new humanity. This is what it 

means to participate in the divine life through worship: the Holy Spirit irretrievably binds 

the elect to Christ and allows them to function like their head in bearing witness to God 

through fellowship. His agency does not replace or diminish the Christian’s new agency. 

He initiates and sustains our new agency as creatures through the abiding presence of the 

Holy Spirit.  

While union with Christ secures a non-competitive relationship between the 

Spirit and the person, this harmonious relationship extends into the liturgy. In Acting 

Liturgically, Wolterstorff explores the entwined agencies of Christian worship. He 

observes that “it is also typical of liturgical scripts to prescribe that the congregants pray 

to God that God will enable them to perform the prescribed acts of worship as they 

 
 

80 Moule, The Holy Spirit, 81–82. 
81 Moule, The Holy Spirit, 29. 
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should be performed. They are to pray that God will enable them to worship worthily. 

The prayer is self-reflexive: it is itself among the acts of worship that the congregants 

pray God to enable them to perform worthily.”82 The vision of participation that 

Wolterstorff imagines is not an Orthodox conception of theosis but rather a reflection on 

participation in the divine life through union with Christ. The Holy Spirit’s praise of God 

through exaltation takes place whether or not humans are involved, so human worship is 

contingent upon the existence of intra-Trinitarian worship. What Moule outlines is, in 

essence, how humanity participates in Trinitarian life, which is through the Holy Spirit’s 

power to unite believers to himself (Rom 8:9-10; Eph 3:16-17). Woltersorff applies this 

concept to the efficacy of liturgical action. Wolterstorff goes so far as to indicate that 

there is a “double agency” whereby the agency of God and man in worship is brought 

into cooperation in such a way that “a human being’s doing something can count as 

God’s doing something. In particular, it’s possible for a human being’s saying something 

to count as God’s performing some act of discourse, that is, some illocutionary act.”83 

Instead, if Christian worship is truly enabled by the Holy Spirit, this does not just apply to 

the initiation of a life of worship at the moment of salvation but must be a reality that 

continues into any scripturally warranted liturgical expression.  

Wolterstorff argues that the liturgy serves as a poignant moment of 

synchronicity between man and God, not that it effectuates their harmony. At the same 

time, their agency is non-competitive because it does not occur on the same plane of 

 
 

82 Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 210. 
83 Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 218. This argument is more fully developed in Nicholas 

Wolterstorff, Divine Discourse: Philosophical Reflections on the Claim That God Speaks (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995). While Wolterstorff’s paradigm of liturgical acts that “count as” other 
acts is a helpful analysis of the complexity of liturgical action and its performative dimension, my 
hesitation with his account is its neglect of the ontological dimension of worship actions. For example, if 
my intention to pray “counts as” prayer, this is different from saying that this is worship; Wolterstorff 
seems to indicate that our actions mediate worship rather than constitute worship. I am more interested in 
Wolterstorff’s paradigm in terms of God’s activity in the liturgy “counting as” the worshiper’s activity, 
much like the way that Christ’s righteousness “counts” for the Christian’s righteousness in a fiduciary 
relationship, which seems to be a more faithful condition for analysis.  



   

88 

reality. Just like God is not one creature among others that can be conceived of as sharing 

the same metaphysical space, God is also not one agent on a plane with others: “God is 

not one agent among others, but what we say about what God ‘does’ functions in an 

entirely different way, in a different ‘order of efficacy,’ than our talk about creatures.”84 

God’s agency is the cause of all creaturely worship, both initially and continuing, as well 

as the ensurer that our worship counts before the Lord through Christ as mediator (Heb 

7:25). As always, God’s work in worship, as his work through Christ, comes to counts for 

us.  

Subjective liturgical scripts only become problematic if they convey a false 

sense of human autonomy or a competitive construal of agency. If the Holy Spirit 

prescribes or, to use Wolterstorff’s language, “scripts” our actions in the liturgy, then, as 

he concludes, “we all act heteronomously”85 according to God’s external power. This is 

one aspect that leads Wolterstorff to claim that “liturgical participation proves to be 

among the most complex forms of human activity.”86 In pursuit of an understanding of 

the agency involved in liturgical enactments, which is of use in the present discussion, 

Wolterstorff acknowledges previous attention to both expressive and formative aspects of 

Christian worship, but his contribution draws the performative dimensions of the 

liturgy.87 This is where the activity of the Holy Spirit comes to the fore: Christian 

worship is, in a normative sense, a performance of the Holy Spirit and his deputization of 

creatures to join in ongoing heavenly worship. Geoffrey Wainwright similarly reflects on 

the Holy Spirit as “the goal or as the location and instrument of praise and prayer” and 

posits that the Holy Spirit offers a “coordinated form of doxology” between God and 

 
 

84 Placher, The Domestication of Transcendence, 112. 
85 Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 16. 
86 Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 5. 
87 Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 5. 
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creature.88 Summarizing Paul’s pneumatology, Wainwright remarks that “the 

interweaving between mission, praise and prayer, between an evangelistic witness and 

the worship of God is striking—it all takes place in the Spirit.”89  

The normative paradigm proposed regarding the harmony of divine and human 

agency in Christian worship expands the liturgical imagination, allowing space for 

expressing and reflecting upon individual human agency in worship without diminishing 

or compromising Christ’s objective work and preeminence in the gathering. This is only 

settled by a proper theology of union with Christ and the indwelling and continually 

efficacious work of the Holy Spirit. Subjective, creaturely agency is the normative 

framework for expressing Christian faithfulness, whether by affectionate expressions to 

God, reflections on the creaturely act of worship in worship, or exercises of human 

agency through liturgical scripts of dedication or aspiration. Each is first the work of God 

in his plane of efficacy, but in no way diminishes the existential miracle that one who 

was once an enemy of God now exercises their efficacy as a witness for God rather than 

against him. These planes of efficacy, particularly creaturely dependency and creaturely 

agency, are not in competition, nor are they in competition with God’s agency.90  

The respective arguments of Webster and Moule provide the theological 

scaffolding for human subjectivity in Christian worship that harmonizes with the non-

competitive agency of the creature and the Holy Spirit. If Christian worship is 

functioning as an expression of a particular identity, and that identity is given, then the 

expression is a testimony to the Giver. Simon Chan says, “To be church is to be the 

worshiping community—this statement acknowledges that the church’s most basic 

identity is to be found in its act of worship.” Arguing that worship is the singular 
 

 
88 Geoffrey Wainwright, “The Spirit of God and Worship: The Liturgical Grammar of the Holy 

Spirit,” in Barbeau and Jones, Spirit of God, 195. 
89 Wainwright, “The Spirit of God and Worship,” 195. 
90 Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 163. 
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revelatory identifier of the church, he argues that “Worship is what distinguishes the 

church as the church.”91 Chan’s argument requires Moule’s presupposition of unity, that 

the Holy Spirit reveals and bears witness to the identity of God and the identity of God in 

his people. Participation is dependent on a fully developed pneumatological 

understanding of union with Christ. Most importantly, the lack of evangelical fluency 

when discussing union with Christ and divine participation in Christian worship relegates 

human activity and subjective expression to a position of lower importance. The fact that 

God bequeaths agency to his creatures without compromising his own demonstrates the 

elasticity and abundance of his power. 

Christians need a more agile imagination for how human subjectivity bears 

witness to the divine life without compromising God’s transcendence. Instead, this finite 

human capacity creates a context for God’s relational presence and power in a way that 

transforms and uplifts the individuality of his creatures. God’s presence is perfecting 

without compressing to a least common denominator. Countering competitive construals 

of transcendence, Begbie argues that this attribute of God is less about his location or an 

isolated attribute. Instead, transcendence reflects God’s “uncontainability.”92 God’s 

transcendence reflects the infinite possibilities of his being, his absolute lordship, and 

preeminence. The competitive construals addressed in this section each domesticate the 

uncontainability of God by framing him in a competitive relationship with his creation. 

This section has identified the key obstacles to embracing a positive view of human 

subjectivity in Christian worship, setting the stage for developing a foundation that 

supports such a perspective. 

 
 

91 Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping Community (Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 42 (emphasis original). 

92 Begbie argues that “if we are to speak of divine transcendence as God’s uncontainability, 
God’s infinite life that the world cannot possess or contain, we should be thinking of this as a life of 
generative outgoingness, rooted in the very character of God as love.” Begbie, Redeeming Transcendence 
in the Arts, 97. 
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Non-competitive Transcendence for Christian Worship 

The challenges of accounting for the goodness of subjectivity derive from 

competitive or flattened views of transcendence. As Zahl indicates, this is not merely a 

theological problem but a philosophical one.93 If subjectivity is to be a meaningful, 

normative framework for Christian witness through worship, it must be understood as an 

outworking of a transcendent anthropology of those who follow Christ as the firstborn of 

the new creation. James K. A. Smith takes the incarnation of Christ as paradigmatic of 

the relationship between transcendence and immanence, suggesting an “incarnational 

phenomenology” that negotiates the competitive trend of Protestant theology.94 While 

Smith is working toward his broader goal of reclaiming embodied practice in Christian 

worship, the presuppositions of that project, forged in conversation with continental 

phenomenologists, help to establish a philosophical foundation for human subjectivity 

and creatureliness within the context of the transcendence/immanence conversation. 

Smith traces the view of the immanent compromising the transcendent through the 

thought of Derrida. Smith summarizes, “In short, to accept Derrida’s premise that all 

determination or finitude constitutes violence, one would have to adopt some version of 

gnostic ontology, which construes finitude as a kind of fall, an original violation.”95 

Highlighting the philosophical nature of the compromise of transcendence is largely 

downstream of Derrida and his school of thought, which relegates particularity as 

problematic to greater pursuits of knowledge. 

By contrast to Derrida’s “logic of determination,” Smith advocates for the 

“logic of incarnation” whereby, based on Chalcedonian Christology, “the transcendent, 
 

 
93 Zahl, “Non-Competitive Agency and Luther’s Experiential Argument against Virtue,” 199–

200. 
94 While Smith’s project overall is to “sketch a way forward for philosophy of religion that 

seeks to overcome this blind spot and direct the attention of philosophy of religion to practice, and 
liturgical practice in particular. More specifically, I want to consider liturgy as both a ‘source’ and 
‘method’ in philosophy of religion.” James K. A. Smith, The Nicene Option: An Incarnational 
Phenomenology (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2021), 14–15 (emphasis original). 

95 Smith, Who’s Afraid of Postmodernism?, 121–22. 
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infinite Other condescends to finite immanence without loss and without remainder.”96 

Taking Christ himself as paradigmatic of non-competitive transcendence, he explains that 

in the incarnation “we have both the fullness of God and humanity; not half-and-half; not 

one swapped for other; but rather the paradoxical (yea, mad) affirmation that the gritty, 

material person of Jesus we are also encountering the fullness of the Creator (‘pleased as 

man with men to dwell,’ as the old Christmas hymn puts it).”97 Smith explains that the 

incarnation follows the broader rules of creation, in which specificity and finitude are 

called good. He also understands the eschaton is not the hope of an ultimate escape from 

finitude but “the hope of well-ordered particularity.”98 This is opposed to the allure of the 

Enlightenment dream of universality governed by the detached certainty of pure reason.99 

In his attempts to reclaim a faithful philosophical anthropology, Smith reads 

postmodernism(s) compassionately, not as a violent deconstruction, but as a world that 

has faced the death of its modernist dream for universality and verifiability through 

disinterested abstraction.100 He sees the postmodern critique of modernity as something to 

be embraced by Christians to retrieve premodern, enchanted worship practices for the 

sake of discipleship.101 

The “logic of incarnation,” as Smith terms it, is the key to non-competitive 

transcendence and the affirmation of subjectivity’s goodness as an irreducible capacity 

for attributing glory to God. If transcendence is thought of as transcendently “far” and the 
 

 
96 Smith, The Nicene Option, 75 (emphasis original).  
97 Smith, The Nicene Option, 76 (emphasis original). 
98 Smith, The Nicene Option, 76.  
99 Smith, The Nicene Option, 67. 
100 In his taxonomy of postmodernisms, Smith describes a type of postmodernism in Derrida 

and Caputo that “recognizes the inescapability of our finitude and particularity” but is nonetheless “haunted 
by the Enlightenment dream of universality and purity.” Their skepticism spirals to despair. The 
despondence spirals to despair: “Given that the God’s-eye-view knowledge is impossible for finite beings, 
given that the Cartesian and Kantian dreams of pure, rational, universal knowledge are impossible, we must 
conclude that we cannot know.” Smith, The Nicene Option, 68 (emphasis original).  

101 Smith, The Nicene Option, 64-65. 
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creaturely world as immanently “close,” then Christ’s incarnation, where he is closest, is 

a phenomenon of pure immanence. Surely, Christ, as the immutable God, remains 

transcendent in his incarnation, thereby becoming paradigmatic for the reconciliation of 

the two. Smith argues that “in the Incarnation, the (transcendent) divine is given to 

(immanent) us without subtraction or loss. . . . Perhaps above all this is a picture of 

ontological abundance where something—Someone—is given without losing; something 

can both appear within immanence and remain transcendent: without confusion, without 

change, without division, without separation.”102 While this is only true of God, the 

“ontological abundance” seen in the incarnation of Christ as the firstborn of the new 

creation (Col 1:15) provides insight as to how creaturely finitude, dependence, and 

subjective affection and agency may bear witness to the transcendence of God without 

compromise or compression. Smith’s work provides a foundation for reconciling the 

finite subject with the infinite transcendence of God, which is a foundational dynamic of 

Christian worship. While Tanner argues that contrastive terms, such as transcendence and 

immanence, do not necessarily cohere to contrastive realities, Smith, by extension, 

unearths the possibilities of the God-man for such an explanation: “The paradox of the 

Incarnation bequeaths to us a newly elastic Imagination for conceiving relationships we 

would have thought to be binary either/or relations.”103 In an either/or relation, the 

worshiper resides in the immanent frame, and his subjectivity as a capacity for engaging 

with the world is only good for immanent activity. It is challenging to see the subject as 

transcendent through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit if the subject is only seen from 

 
 

102 Smith, The Nicene Option, 236–37. 
103 Smith, The Nicene Option, 237. 
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within apophatic anthropology—by what cannot be said about man rather than what can. 

A complete anthropology, then, must account for man as a site of divine activity.104  

While those in the BWM regret first-person expressions frequently found in 

CWM, I believe the critics misidentify the cause of the lyrical phenomenon as a 

reflection of a collective self-obsession and evidence of solipsism.105 However, this is not 

the only explanation for such phenomena. I contend modern Christians register such 

complaints because they have a disenchanted vision of themselves, perhaps downstream 

of apophatic anthropology. This could be remedied, instead, by understanding worship 

with a view of themselves as recipients saturated by the divine gift of grace in the 

“sacramental tapestry” of creation.106 As I have argued, the conversation about how much 

we reference the self in liturgical scripts is built upon a host of theological and 

philosophical presuppositions. And, if these presuppositions stem from competitive 

conceptions of the divine, then the subject will always be underdeveloped due to a high 

value placed upon God’s sovereignty and transcendent otherness in the gathering, 

especially in the BWM. If any account of transcendence problematizes creaturely 

finitude, particularity, perspective, or subjectivity, then it is a competitive rendering that 

Christ himself undoes when he takes on the human condition.  

However, what I have sought to demonstrate is that the choice between 

transcendence and immanence/subjectivity and objectivity is not binary. Wirzba resists 
 

 
104 “At least in part, preoccupation with a well-bounded and clearly defined human nature 

seems fomented by theological anthropology’s isolated attention to humans in and of themselves, as if the 
image of God could be located in them, in abstraction from their relations with others, particularly the God 
they are to image. The underlying problem is simply the presumption that human beings have a definite 
nature to begin with that could be considered in itself and perfectly well specified in its own terms.” Tanner 
takes up Gregory of Nyssa’s argument: “If humans are the image of God, they are, as Gregory of Nyssa 
affirmed, an incomprehensible image of the incomprehensible.” Kathryn Tanner, “In the Image of the 
Invisible,” in Apophatic Bodies: Negative Theology, Incarnation, and Relationality, ed. Chris Boesel and 
Catherine Keller (Fordham University Press, 2009), 118. 

105 Solipsism is referenced here in congruence with the charges of solipsism from those within 
the BWM as supreme self-centeredness, not in the epistemological sense that philosophers use solipsism—
that the self is the only thing that can be known to exist for certain.  

106 Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2011), 8. 
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the dichotomy, arguing that God’s relationship with his creatures is not competitive 

because they do not share the same plane of reality: 

Since creatures do not exist on the same level of reality as God, they do not need to 
become small in order for God to be great. Quite the reverse. Insofar as creatures 
realize to the maximum the reality or life they are created to achieve, the more God 
is glorified Why? Because the more creatures realize their creaturely life, the more 
God’s power is made manifest in the world for each creature to enjoy and be 
benefitted by. The idea that God would be made jealous of the successful living of a 
creature is to express a category mistake.107  

This understanding of different planes of reality ultimately leads Wirzba to conclude that 

“God has no interest in limiting the freedom of creatures to become themselves.”108 Even 

the most personal expressions of devotion, dedication, and emotion are God’s gift 

through the contours of creaturely life. Subjectivity is not a polluted expression of a self-

construed identity; it is the human capacity to honor their transcendent, God-given 

testimony. 

Transcendence through Subjectivity: Reclaiming 
the Porous Self in Christian Worship  

Among those who dissent against Pentecostal-influenced worship, subjectivity 

is often presented as a zero-sum game with transcendence: Why should Christians sing 

about or honor themselves, their activity, and their emotions if they could be singing 

about God’s “higher” activity outside of us? The presupposition of this question is that 

subjectivity and objectivity are logical contraries. If objectivity represents what exists 

“out there” in the mind of God within an Aristotelian hierarchy of good, then subjectivity, 

confined to the realm of the immanent, is seen as relative and lower in the cosmological 

hierarchy of value and as possessing little universal significance. The ontological priority 

of the immutable universal always outranks the temporal realm of subjective particulars. 

Subjectivity is certainly problematic as a framework for engaging God if it can only bear 

 
 

107 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 164–65.  
108 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 165.  
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witness to the immanent frame. Therefore, in advancing my argument that human 

subjectivity is an indispensable aspect of God-glorifying worship, I contend that 

subjectivity represents the sole avenue through which worshipers apprehend and 

encounter transcendence. 

In this section, I argue that the broad appeal of Pentecostal worship practice is 

largely due to a functionally porous, enchanted self in its worship. In such practices, the 

worshiper is susceptible to being acted upon by outside supernatural forces, which Taylor 

notes signifies a premodern understanding of the self.109 In the previous section, I 

summarized calls to reenchant worship and reclaim transcendence in Christian worship as 

a way of making worship more God-centered. I argued that the diagnosis and prescribed 

cure were misidentified, focusing on transcendence as a liturgical topic more than an 

ontology. In this section, I argue that recovering transcendence in Christian worship does 

not boil down to content adjustments, though the content of liturgical scripts must not be 

undervalued. Rather, this recovery is possible by embracing a transcendent, trinitarian 

ontology through the means by which God gave us to encounter it. This can be 

accomplished through a porous view of the subject, seeing it as endowed and inhabited 

by a transcendent reality. Subjectivity does not necessarily inhibit God’s glory through 

creaturely worship; rather, worshipers inhibit God’s glory through their worship by 

reducing or flattening creaturely expressions, thereby closing themselves off to awareness 

of God’s spiritual presence and transformation.  

If God’s world is endowed with transcendence through Trinitarian activity, and 

the finitude of humanity is retained in the new creation (as chapter 1 argues), then the 

finite subject must be given to know transcendence through creaturely boundaries. In 
 

 
109 Taylor, A Secular Age, 25–26. Cheryl Bridges Johns makes the connection between the 

appeal of Pentecostalism and ontological enchantment, arguing that Pentecostalism offers a much needed 
reembrace of enchantment of life in general, through a reenchanted view of God’s Word. She identifies 
cultural markers of transcendent longing through events like Burning Man and the increase of the appeal of 
sacramental spirituality among younger Christians. See Cheryl Bridges Johns, Re-Enchanting the Text: 
Discovering the Bible as Sacred, Dangerous, and Mysterious (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023). 
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fact, creaturely boundaries are what allow us to conceive of transcendence and the 

concept of “other.” Transcendence is what a subject encounters when she comes up to the 

edge of herself and gazes outward. Therefore, acknowledging the boundary is a 

prerequisite to understanding mystery. The barrier to overcome in reclaiming 

transcendent worship is not necessarily a diminution of the self but a proper engagement 

through the existential border. The insertion of transcendent content, as an answer to the 

otherworldly fullness worshipers seek, assumes a believability structure to the 

transcendent reality that the secular age has already lost. By treating transcendence 

conceptually, of God in se or his work in creation, we take transcendence as a possibility 

without practicing the real, “open” ontology that the content describes.110 According to 

Charles Taylor, it is at least partially a reclamation of a particular conception of the 

subject. Recovering a transcendent ontology of worship depends largely on reclaiming 

the porous subject in Christian worship.111  

Buffered Subjectivity 

While I have been suggesting a proper framework for God’s glory through 

human subjectivity, subjectivity is a capacity that is shaped by a particular understanding 

of the subject. I wish to argue that there is a particular aim that human subjectivity ought 

to take in Christian worship for it to bear witness to God’s transcendence and thereby 

bring him glory. Achieving this aim makes humans more open to divine activity rather 

than self-reflexive and insulated like that of Descartes.112 
 

 
110 Charles Taylor’s argument at the outset of A Secular Age is that it is not just belief that has 

changed, but the conditions for belief have changed. Belief is now just one option among many and the 
idea that there is a transcendent reality at all is not given. Taylor notes the challenge that foundationalist 
epistemology has presented to Christian philosophy. Because foundationalism is built on a chain of that 
which is self-evident and deduced, therefore “inference to the transcendent is at the extreme and most 
fragile end of a chain of inferences, it is the most epistemically questionable.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 558. 

111 Transcendence here and through the duration of this chapter, unless otherwise noted, refers 
to an enchanted and Divine ontology, not merely self-transcendence through the human spirit.  

112 Descartes views the self as a nonphysical substance directly accessible only to itself. In 
contrast, Levinas and Merleau-Ponty develop the mystery of alterity, where self-understanding is 
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In A Secular Age, Charles Taylor distinguishes between two primary 

conceptions of the self—buffered and porous—and how they contribute to an enchanted 

or disenchanted view of the world. Taylor explains that “a crucial condition” for the 

disenchantment of the universe “was a new sense of the self and its place in the cosmos: 

not open and porous and vulnerable to a world of spirits and powers, but what I want to 

call ‘buffered.’ But it took more than disenchantment to produce the buffered self; it was 

also necessary to have confidence in our own powers of moral ordering.”113 The buffered 

self is one that disengaged from all that is outside the mind, thereby becoming one whose 

concept of meaning is primarily self-reflexive.114 For the buffered subject, the “ultimate 

purposes are those which arise within me, the crucial meanings of things are those 

defined in my responses to them.”115 The application here may be akin to worshipers 

whose meaning is self-reflexive and inside out rather than outside in. In a sense, the 

buffered self is quite private and interior.116 The kind of subjectivity forged by this 

modern anthropology is that which is self-referential.  

Buffered subjectivity can be seen in the prevalence of liturgical scripts that the 

BWM decries—scripts that refer primarily to the interior life of the Christian, their 

feelings and emotions, without much external reference to the activities of God. Put more 

 
 
incomplete without others. Merleau-Ponty explains that a self fully conscious of itself becomes 
“hermetically sealed,” precluding openness to other and the world. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 
Phenomenology of Perception (London: Routledge, 1962), 373. This is an excellent description of what 
Charles Taylor calls the “buffered” self. Taylor, A Secular Age, 37–38. 

113 Taylor, A Secular Age, 27. 
114 Taylor, A Secular Age, 38. 
115 Taylor, A Secular Age, 38. 
116 Of particular importance here is what Taylor describes as the buffered self’s effects of 

holistic connection: “Buffer, discipline, and individuality not only interlock and mutually reinforce, but 
their coming can be seen as largely driven by the process of Reform, as I have been describing it here. The 
drive to a new form of religious life, more personal, committed, devoted; more christocentric; one which 
will largely replace the older forms which centered on collective ritual; the drive moreover, to wreak this 
change for everyone, not just certain religious élites; all this not only powers disenchantment (hence the 
buffer), and new disciplines of self-control, but also ends up making older holistic understandings of 
society less and less believable, even in the end nigh incomprehensible.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 541.  
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simply, subjectivity that reinforces the interior life leads to disengagement and bolsters 

the buffered subject.117 The subjectivity that is porous leads to personal engagement with 

the supernatural realm. 

Taylor’s conception of the secular self as a “buffered identity” is accompanied 

by “disengaged subjectivity,”118 which reflects a problematic detachment from the 

realities it describes. Descartes’s propositions reflect this buffered identity, arguing that 

clarity comes through disengagement, thereby problematizing perspective and embodied 

experience.119 According to Taylor, the problem is not the self but rather the mechanistic 

control of the self, insulated from exterior influence and embodied participation. He is 

not referring to self-control but to a control that is closed off to influence. Disengaging 

from subjectivity does not lead to clarity in the knowledge of God or creaturely worship 

because it uncouples knowledge from the relational context God has designed for 

disclosure.  

Interestingly, Taylor suggests that the concept of the buffered self is influenced 

by a form of personal piety, particularly shaped by Calvinistic humanism, that 

emphasizes self-mastery and emphasizes one’s own powers of moral ordering.120 When 

worship practices become a means of controlling the outcome of one’s faithfulness, the 

subject becomes more buffered. This is still a kind of pragmatism, only it aims at self-

 
 

117 Taylor, A Secular Age, 35.  
118 Taylor, A Secular Age, 304–5. 
119 “At the same time, a disengaged stance of rational analysis and control towards the self 

introduces another facet of excarnation. As Descartes argued, we need to distance ourselves from our 
embodied understanding of things, in order to achieve clear and distinct knowledge. Right action is then 
understood as what emerges from this clear understanding. So it is not defined as what comes from 
properly ordered desire, but rather as what disengaged reason demands of desire, to which desire has to be 
trained to be docile.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 614. 

120 Taylor, A Secular Age, 77. 
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mastery through the power of piety rather than transformation as a supernatural gift.121 

The BWM began as a reaction against pragmatism in the church-growth movement—

only that pragmatism was aimed at attendance, emotionalism, and evangelism. These are 

not the only dangers pragmatism brings. Reducing worship to the goal of formation can 

become a new kind of pragmatism toward what BWM adherents perceive as more 

acceptable ends. This pragmatism nevertheless contributes to a buffered subject that 

remains functionally disengaged from the supernatural realm. We must maintain the 

distinction between a spiritual formation as a divine gift rather than self-determination. 

The pursuit of self-mastery through worship practices robs them of their ontological 

beauty as witnesses and reduces them to instrumental use. 

The buffered subject and its capacity for subjectivity are utilized to reinforce 

mental interiority as the primary location of meaning as the result of “disengaged 

reason.” Smith draws similar connections between the buffered subject and the functional 

“brains-on-sticks” anthropology of intellectualist Christian traditions. Drawing on current 

language calling for reclaiming transcendence in worship, I discussed how these 

prescriptions could end by adjusting content or liturgical script rather than a functional 

ontology of the gathering. If meaning in worship is merely intellectual formation, and this 

is the aim of worship, then it is contributing to a buffered worshiper.122 It is worth 

considering how reducing worship to “instruction” may similarly contribute to a buffered 

 
 

121 Taylor’s own views in this matter are no doubt colored by his allegiance to Roman 
Catholicism. He is not uncharitable to Calvin or the Reformers, who had a robust vision of God’s work 
through human effort and obedience. Instead, he identifies what he sees as the functional emphasis of the 
tradition, and I believe this is worth consideration. 

122 While the role of worship leader has shifted significantly over the last sixty years, the BWM 
is most likely to highlight the role of worship leader as a teaching role. To follow the line of reasoning here, 
if the worship leader’s job is to teach, then the object of meaning, how worship is efficacious, is in the mind 
of the worshiper. In the introductory section of the original edition, Matt Boswell argues that the role of a 
worship leader is fundamentally a teaching role, so the worship leader should be qualified as an elder. Matt 
Boswell, Doxology & Theology: How the Gospel Forms the Worship Leader (Nashville: B&H, 2013), 24. 
Boswell later updated this chapter, still emphasizing the teaching capacity of worship but offering a more 
balanced role that removed the elder qualification caveat. See Boswell, “Reforming the Role of the 
Worship Leader,” in Doxology and Theology, 5–22. 
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spirituality as it can lead to a thick boundary between the worshiper and the supernatural, 

Trinitarian reality they inhabit. If, as I have argued, a theoretical and functional 

Trinitarian ontology is the key to transcendence in worship, then such moves toward 

interiority make that ontology less functional as the self is more buffered from the 

Trinitarian activity that initiates and sustains Christian worship.  

The human person possesses a physical boundary line of his own existence that 

is not merely epistemological but material. If finitude is reduced to an epistemological 

ceiling, then the pursuit of knowledge is indeed a pursuit of transcendence, but this is the 

illusion of the buffered and cross-pressured, modern subject. Yet when Scripture calls 

God unsearchable, God demonstrates his knowability through the very description. 

Transcendence in Christian worship must be more than an intellectual ascent of knowing 

God in a distinct way but embracing our active role as subjects who are open to divine 

activity. This access to transcendence is contingent upon worshipers embracing 

subjectivity as a substantive human capacity.  

Porous Subjectivity 

As opposed to the buffered subject and the interior modes of meaning, the 

porous subject is vulnerable to outside forces—a subject that is a site for divine activity. 

Taylor explains the porous subject as one that is vulnerable (and repairable) to non-

human supernatural realities of the universe and beyond, and this vulnerability is . Taylor 

says, “This sense of vulnerability is one of the principal features which have gone with 

disenchantment.”123 This is why he notes that the Protestant trend toward self-mastery 

contributes to the loss of porosity and the rise of disenchantment. Outlining the cure, 

Taylor recommends that 

to undo the reduction would be to rediscover the way in which life in our natural 
surroundings, as well as bodily feeling, bodily action, and bodily expression can be 

 
 

123 Taylor, A Secular Age, 36. 
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channels of contact with fullness. Earlier religious life was full of such bodily 
modes and rituals. But it is precisely these which have tended to be sidelined with 
the advance of Reform, through more cerebral forms of Christian faith and ritual, 
and then into the disciplined, disengaged secular world.124 

Subjectivity is everything bound up in the “I” that engages in worship. Therefore, 

subjectivity enables worshipers to become aware of their porosity by contact and 

experience with God. Wirzba draws out the connection between porosity and 

subjectivity, arguing that “both human subjectivity characterized as the other-in-me and 

human agency characterized as a doing that is always also an undergoing are congruent 

with a conception of life as a vulnerable, receiving/giving, symbiogenetic 

phenomenon.”125 Ultimately, a porous subjectivity is one that is highly vulnerable to the 

outside world, both through other people and through the Spirit’s activity. 

Transcendence in worship is, therefore, the result of a subject that is porous 

and open. It speaks more to an openness and way of seeing and embracing God’s 

Trinitarian activity in the world. To view the world as a closed system is to remove the 

very rhythms and center of one’s life from outside action. Trinitarian worship is informed 

is informed, infused, and completely colored by the activity of God in the world. The 

functional ontology prevalent in much worship during the secular age often overlooks the 

distinct Trinitarian action within the world; instead, it favors information over an 

awareness of God’s actions. This awareness can be cultivated by practicing openness—

rehearsing subjective expressions that emphasize a worshiper’s direct engagement with 

God. After describing the trend of disengaged, buffered worship in more cerebral 

traditions and its inability to create a sense of transcendent fullness worship, Taylor notes 

that “it is not surprising that the fastest-growing form of Christianity, Pentecostalism, 

very often makes an important place for bodily rituals.”126  

 
 

124 Taylor, A Secular Age, 766–67. 
125 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 185.  
126 Taylor, A Secular Age, 767. 
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Subjectivity, the capacity capable of experience, is how we achieve the sense 

of fullness that characterizes human flourishing. Taylor describes the effects of modern 

philosophy on subjectivity and experience, concluding that  

we need to enlarge our palette of such points of contact with fullness, because we 
are too prone in our age to think of this contact in terms of “experience”; and to 
think of experience as something subjective, distinct from the object experienced; 
and as something to do with our feelings, distinct from changes in our being: 
dispositions, orientations, the bent of our lives, etc. That is, “experience” may have 
a causal effect on these latter, but it is defined separately from them. This notion of 
experience, as distinct both from the object and the continuing nature of the subject 
(experiencer), is quintessentially modern, and springs from the modern philosophy 
of mind and knowledge which comes down to us from Descartes and other writers 
of the seventeenth century.127  

If subjectivity is the realm of transcendent experience, as I have argued, then subjectivity 

is necessarily pushed aside. To be porous is to be open. There is a fine line between 

worship practices that become sacramental—those that both open one up to be acted 

upon by supernatural entities and also are efficacious of that transcendent union. Worship 

is an intentional, dialogical opening of the self that reflects the reality of a previous 

salvific opening. For the buffered self, fullness is a pursuit of intellectual and interior 

certainty about particular beliefs. Only porosity creates the context for a supernatural 

fullness.128 Porosity creates the context for fullness because it comes from the outside as 

a gift. The fact that Pentecostalism constitutes the largest Protestant praxis in the world 

may indicate that the praxis it offers provides a greater sense of fullness that worshipers 

seek.  

The mistake made by those wary of subjective liturgical scripts, especially 

those involving song lyrics, is the fallacy that human-saturated worship, or worship 

enriched with human experience, equates to human-centered worship. Subjective 

expressions of the self, whether despondent striving toward self-mastery or optimistic 

 
 

127 Taylor, A Secular Age, 729–30. 
128 It seems that the two substitutes for transcendent fullness in Protestant worship are either 

defined in terms of intellectual certainty (Reformed, generally) or worship sacramentality (Pentecostalism). 
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manifesting of meliorism, are different sides of the coin of buffered self-determination. 

Whereas buffered subjectivity reinforces a self-referential, mental interiority, and, at 

worst, moral relativism, porous subjectivity aims at the external world. Buffered 

subjectivity in liturgical scripts reflects meanings that are in the self; porous subjectivity 

in liturgical scripts involves perspective and experience for the sake of connection to 

others, rituals, tradition, and ultimately God himself.  

The question of subjectivity in worship illuminates a tension between the 

buffered and porous conceptions of the self, as articulated by Charles Taylor. 

Subjectivity, like all human capacities, must be attuned to its proper object. Buffered 

subjectivity takes its own interior mental states as its object. Comparatively, embracing a 

porous subjectivity that is open to divine engagement with that which is beyond the self 

is essential for cultivating liturgical scripts and worship practices that transcend the mere 

introspective buffered subjectivity. Porous subjectivity in worship takes human 

vulnerability as its central presupposition and the channel for encountering the fullness 

that comes through relational assurance in interpersonal experience with God himself 

through Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit. Buffered subjectivity, on the other hand, 

confines meaning to the interior mental states of the worshiper and risks reducing 

worship to a self-referential exercise or an attempt to manipulate the divine for results. 

Therefore, reclaiming a transcendent ontology in Christian worship involves 

liturgical scripts that promote and reinforce a porous subjectivity. This is not merely a 

theological adjustment but a reorientation towards the transcendent reality of God. This 

perspective challenges those who express concern about subjective and individualistic 

practices and liturgical scripts. A thoroughly porous subjectivity in Christian worship is 

not self-referential nor self-determinative. Rather, it maximizes the human capacity for 

interpersonal encounters with God by emphasizing receptivity and openness as essential 

components of worship. These are practices that accurately reflect God’s ongoing 

presence with his people and universally extensive Trinitarian action in the world.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have sought to lay a more philosophical foundation for human 

subjectivity that identifies the philosophical barriers to subjectivity’s witness, 

demonstrating that subjectivity is not merely a self-reflexive capacity but the means by 

which the worshiper encounters transcendence. Therefore, the objectification of the self 

(any attempts to transgress its particularity, animation, agency, or finitude) leads to 

worship that is ironically less connected to transcendent reality. My primary argument 

thus far is that subjectivity as an irreducible human capacity need not, as part of God’s 

world and under his universally extensive sovereignty, threaten or compromise the glory 

of God in worship. Not only are subjectivity and the personal world of man non-

contrastive with God’s transcendence, but this very capacity of subjectivity contours the 

most personal, and therefore individual, make-up of the human person. Therefore, it is 

through this understanding that worshipers find the fullest expression of worship as a 

sacred dialogue between humanity and divinity. While there are meaningful and justified 

pastoral concerns over formation through individualistic language in many contemporary 

liturgical scripts, if these scripts are rejected, it must be for the right reasons, not because 

of philosophical error that makes human subjectivity competitive with God’s 

transcendence. Human subjectivity allows the person to bear witness, not as a spectator to 

the abstract, but to the specific, personal, and universally extensive works of God in the 

world.  

The more interesting question is not whether our subjectivity has value, though 

that is the preoccupation of this project, but the challenge is how a singular, objective, 

efficacious, and direct action of God that is the same produces varying perspectives and 

responses.129 How can the same source, God, whose character is immutable and absolute, 

 
 

129 Tanner explains that “a contrastive definition makes God’s productive involvement 
problematic in every case in which what is to be produced is not like itself: a direct productive relation with 
those sorts of beings threatens God’s transcendence when that is defined in an oppositional manner.” 
Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 44.  
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produce varying and innumerable effects? These are the questions I will turn to in the 

following chapter.  

Toward a Non-contrastive Grammar for 
Transcendence and Human Subjectivity 

in Christian Worship 

To conclude this section, I propose the following rules for coherence speech 

between human subjectivity and transcendence in Christian worship.130  

1. Talking about God as transcendent in Christian worship means he is relationally 
independent of the non-divine. 

2. Human subjectivity is not a zero-sum game with the objective “out there” and 
immutable truth, nature, and existence of God as long as transcendence and 
immanence are not contrastively construed. 

3. The incarnation of Christ is the paradigm for non-contrastive transcendence whereby 
the transcendent is imparted to the immanent fully and completely, without any 
diminishment or reduction. This paradigm renders finitude, particularity, and 
subjectivity as unproblematic and uncompromising of transcendent reality in 
Christian worship.  

4. Human worship is not transcendent because liturgical scripts conceptually center on 
the transcendent realm of God’s otherness, sovereignty, or originality and exclude 
speech about humans. Christian worship is transcendent because it recognizes the 
ontological precondition for its own reality through the dialogical nature of God’s in-
breaking and permeating presence, engaged through, and not abstracted form, 
embodied and contingent gift of creaturehood. 

5. Worshipers, even in the fullest expression of their subjective identity and agency, are 
radically dependent on a God who creates ex nihilo. Subjective agency in Christian 
worship, in action or liturgical script, must avoid construals of noncontingent agency 
and a vision of divine participation that is more akin to theosis; We must speak of 
subjective agency through the Reformed vision of union with Christ.  

6. The Holy Spirit enables and sustains all creaturely worship as humans participate in 
eternally ongoing Trinitarian worship. Therefore, a normative construal of Christian 
worship is God deputizing his own creatures to call back worship and glory to the 
Trinity, in which his worship originated. 

 
 

130 Kathryn Tanner summarizes her argument to two primary rules of elaboration for a 
coherent theological grammar for divine and human agency: “First, a rule for speaking of God as 
transcendent vis-à-vis the world: avoid both a simple univocal attribution of predicates to God and the 
world and a simple contrast of divine and non-divine predicates. In the case of univocity, God is not really 
transcendent at all. In the case of a simple contrast, God’s transcendence is not radical enough . . . . The 
second rule is as follows: avoid in talk about God’s creative agency all suggestions of limitation in scope or 
manner.” Tanner, God and Creation in Christian Theology, 47. 
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7. The uncontainability and inexhaustibility of the gospel by singular Christian 
perspectives are not threatened by subjective expressions, human agency, creativity, 
or activity, including introspection and self-expression.
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CHAPTER 4 

“A VIEW FROM SOMEWHERE”: 
SUBJECTIVITY, INTERSUBJECTIVITY, 

AND MEANING IN CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 

Having established biblical paradigms for God’s glory through human 

subjectivity as well as the theological and philosophical foundations for non-competitive 

human subjectivity, this chapter will explore the concept of intersubjectivity through 

multiperspectival worship. The goal is to demonstrate how the concert of human 

perspectives both contributes to the worship’s meaning and brings God glory. Chapter 4 

will develop the previous chapter’s argument that subjectivity is a means by which 

humans understand and receive transcendence. However, the focus here will be on the 

alterity—of others and of God—and the relational possibilities inherent in subjectivity 

rather than isolationistic doom. I will also discuss the concept of alterity and 

intersubjectivity within gathered worship through John Frame and Vern Poythress’s 

multiperspectival theology, focusing on the epistemic implications of worship as 

intersubjective and multiperspectival witness. This chapter argues that multiperspectival 

worship, related to the collectively held knowledge of God through consonant 

testimonies, functions as a means of intersubjective knowledge and expression of 

worship. While the dimensions of worship are generally considered expressive, 

formative, and performative (Wolterstorff), I will argue that subjective witness is what 

allows worship to be revelatory. To make this argument, I will weave together the 

philosophical concepts of subjectivity/intersubjectivity (phenomenal) with the theological 

categories of perspectivalism/multiperspectivalism (epistemological) and their 

implications for Christian witness through worship.  
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In conclusion, I will weave together the phenomenological and epistemological 

implications of subjectivity to argue, as an extension of chapter 2, that finite perspectives 

in the new creation are a means by which God displays his glory through 

multiperspectival worship in the new creation. Because the worship of God is always tied 

to the actions of God—God’s specific actions that are only knowable in their 

particularities through Christian testimony—the symphonic witness of the Church is a 

means to fuller worship of God for maximal glory through maximal visibility in creation. 

I-You Encounter: Roger Scruton on Recovering 
Transcendence through Subjectivity 

The previous chapter explored how an appropriately porous human subjectivity 

does not compete with the realm of God’s transcendence and serves as the means by 

which humans bear witness to the transcendent realm. Roger Scruton extends this 

argument by asserting that subjectivity functions as an apologetic for transcendence 

through an understanding of self (consciousness) and other (alterity). Scruton argues for 

transcendence and a personal God by highlighting the irreducibility of human 

subjectivity, aiming to perforate the disenchantment of the secular age through a recovery 

of the subject. Scruton’s phenomenology of the face seeks to recover what has been lost 

in evolutionary psychology and other naturalistic and reductionistic worldviews. Scruton 

argues that, through the loss of subjectivity, the reduction of humans to objects in the 

world of science is the essence of modernity’s disenchantment. Furthermore, he argues 

that this is upstream of the diminishing faith in God, who is by nature personal and, 

therefore, unknown to the world of science:  

If you look on the world with the eyes of science, it is impossible to find the place, 
the time, or the particular sequence of events that can be interpreted as showing 
God’s presence. God disappears from the world, as soon as we address it with the 
“why” of explanation, just as human persons disappear from the world, when we 
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look for the neurological explanation of their acts. For God, if he exists, is a person 
like us, whose identity and will are bound up with his nature as a subject.1  

Naturalistic reductionism compresses that which is knowable to the world of observable 

and causal phenomena, whereas “the search for the foundation of the world is the search 

for the I that looks down on us from a point outside time.”2 Science accounts for the 

world of objects; therefore, God cannot be found there because he is a subject, not “out 

there” for discovery. He must be known through interpersonal disclosure between 

subjects.  

The face is symbolic of the essence of human identity represented by the 

pronoun “I,” encompassing an individual’s perspective and experiences of the world.  

Subjectivity refers to the first-person world of an individual, which distinguishes them 

from the naturalistic world of objects and the oppressive cycle of cause and effect. 

Subjectivity, then, liberates creatures from confinement to the material world as—to 

recall Taylor’s term—buffered individuals. In a fragmented and individualistic culture, 

subjectivity can become a means of isolation and privatization, which we have previously 

called “buffered” rather than intended for connection. As we lose the particularities of the 

human point of view and subjects as interpretive agents, we lose the part of ourselves that 

opens us up to dialogical relationships with others, including God. Scruton says that the 

search for God is the search for a person—a distinct yet ultimate subject with all the 

relational capacities for communion. 

Disenchantment is marked by a loss of subjectivity. The Face of God and The 

Soul of the World are Scruton’s long-form rebuttal to a disenchanted social imaginary and 

its de-facing of the world. This kind of reductionism necessitates an objectification of the 

world and human experience. “You can situate human beings entirely in the world of 

objects,” he argues: 

 
 

1 Roger Scruton, The Soul of the World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 70. 
2 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 29. 
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In doing so you will in all probability reduce them to animals whose behavior is to 
be explained by some combination of evolutionary psychology and neuroscience. 
But then you will find yourself describing a world from which human action, 
intention, and responsibility, freedom and emotion have been wiped away; it will be 
a world without a face. The face shines in the world of objects with a light that is 
not of this world—the light of subjectivity. You can look for freedom in the world 
of objects and you will not find it: not because it is not there, but because it is bound 
up with the first person perspective, and with the view from somewhere of the 
creature who can say “I.”3 

By contrast, the human as subject exists only in the Lebenswelt, life as it is experienced 

by subjects rather than through naturalistic chains of inference.4 The loss of the first-

person world is the loss of the human’s relational capacity and creative agency in the 

world to be more than another link on a naturalistic, causal chain of events. 

I have borrowed Scruton’s description of subjectivity as the capacity by which 

one has a “view from somewhere.” He explains that “the world seems a certain way to 

me, and this ‘seeming’ defines my unique perspective. Every self-conscious being has 

such a perspective since that is what it means to be a subject rather than a mere object.”5 

As Scruton states, the world of objects cannot account for first-person language because 

it is the supposedly neutral view of science and the causal laws that give rise to verifiable 

explanations. In the world of science, Scruton writes, “the description is given from no 

particular perspective. It does not contain words like ‘here,’ ‘now,’ and ‘I’; and while it is 

meant to explain the way things seem, it does so by giving a theory of how they are.”6 

What Scruton describes is a kind of knowing that has undergone an excarnation. 

Excarnation reduces religion to belief, yet that belief, through reductionism, is condensed 

to third-person aboutness rather than personal knowledge. Scruton issues a correction to 

 
 

3 Roger Scruton, The Face of God (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2014), 49.  
4 See Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology: 

An Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy, trans. David Carr, Studies in Phenomenology & 
Existential Philosophy (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1970). 

5 Scruton, The Face of God, 32. 
6 Scruton, The Face of God, 32.  
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the reductionistic view that personal knowledge is competitive with objective concepts of 

knowledge as neutral and impersonal.  

Naturalistic reductionism marks the erosion of meaningful human subjectivity, 

which alone constitutes the personal world. The scientific emphasis on material 

observation strips away the unique, first-person perspective that defines human 

experience. Intellectualist religion expresses a preference for the impersonal through 

third-person facts and verifiable doctrine. Jeremy Begbie describes the death of 

meaningful human subjectivity at the hands of naturalistic reductionism due to its 

“impersonal” construal of the world. A scientific epistemology relies on material 

observations, which are “amenable to third-person physical analysis,”7 as the subject has 

had to become accountable to the scientific methods of material realities.8 Science, he 

argues, cannot fully account for the subject because “first-person language— ‘I believe 

this,’ ‘I feel this,’—has no place in the deliverances of the scientist.” Instead, “first-

person reports must be replaced by third-person designation. There are no first-person 

facts.”9 The influence of this worldview contributes to the discomfort some experience 

with the realm of subjectivity and human experience as unverifiable in the world of 

objects and science. Disenchantment, therefore, is correlated to the loss of the glorious 

and mysterious particularity of the subject and the “horizon” or perspective they alone 

hold of the world that is immediate, pre-reflective, and transcendental. 

 
 

7 Jeremy Begbie, Abundantly More: The Theological Promise of the Arts in a Reductionist 
World (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023), 12. 

8 Begbie, Abundantly More, 12. 
9 Begbie, Abundantly More, 12. 
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I-You: Scruton’s Transcendental 
Argument from Subjectivity 

For Scruton, the subject is a “horizon” or opening into another world that is a 

view from somewhere that is, in its entirety, inaccessible to the other.10 In a face-to-face 

meeting, “each human object is a subject, addressing us in looks, gestures, and words, 

from the transcendental horizon of the ‘I.’”11 When encountering another person, one 

does not just happen upon a material being but encounters another horizon, another 

unified consciousness that they cannot fully access, though it can be shared. Each subject 

is the center of his or her own horizon but remains open to the horizons of others. While 

we can be sure that others exist, “I cannot enter the horizon of another, or reach beyond 

my horizon to the other’s point of view.”12 “The experience of sacred things,” according 

to Scruton, “is a kind of interpersonal encounter. It is as though you address, and are 

addressed by, another I, but one with no embodiment in the natural order. Your 

experience ‘reaches beyond’ the empirical realm to a place on its horizon.”13 He attests to 

the subject, and their irreducible view “lies on the edge of things, like a horizon, and 

could never be grasped ‘from the other side,’ the side of subjectivity itself.”14 Thus, the 

subject’s horizon, while forever distinct and inaccessible to the other in its entirety, 

serves as a gateway to encountering and sharing in the transcendental realm of another’s 

consciousness, forming the profound foundation of interpersonal encounters. 

Perspective and the distinctions of human subjectivity are not degradations of 

transcendent reality or a necessary violation of truth but the most potent argument for a 

transcendent ontology because “first-person awareness is the premise of interpersonal 

 
 

10 Scruton borrows the image of horizon from J. J. Valberg, Dream, Death and the Self 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007).  

11 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 74.  

12 Scruton, The Face of God, 33  
13 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 24.  
14 Scruton, The Face of God, 32. 
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relations, and it is on those relations that our nature as persons depends.”15 Therefore, 

communion with another is the essence of transcendence in this world.16 Subjectivity is a 

unified consciousness with one horizontal center, and it makes us aware of the “other”—

this is the essence of Scruton’s I-You encounter. According to Robert Spaemann, 

personhood is a “relational condition”; “I am a person insofar as I can enter into personal 

relations with others like me.”17 Personhood arises in this kind of plurality.18 Scruton, 

drawing on Merleau-Ponty,19 argues that the process of seizing this fully formed 

personhood is a kind of porosity: “The process of becoming fully individual and self-

aware involved coming to see myself as others see me, as a ‘you’ in the world of others, 

as well as an ‘I’ in the world that is mine.”20 This process alerts the subject to the realm 

 
 

15 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 49. 
16 Scruton sees communion as the fulfillment of the I-You encounter and demonstrates the 

interpersonal apologetic for transcendence: “The connection between belief in God and the community of 
believers is recognized in the Christian concept of communion. And this connection, far from casting doubt 
on the validity of transcendental theology, points the way to supplying what it lacks. The communion is the 
real presence of God among us, and it is from such acts of participation that we come to see who God is 
and how he relates to us. It is through the communion that we come face to face with God. In other words 
what is, from the scientific view, a defect in religious belief—namely that it has the authority of a 
community—is from the theological point of view a strength. For it is this connection with the community 
that enables us to bridge the gap opened by the arguments of the philosophers, and to find the 
transcendental God that is allegedly proved by those arguments as a real presence in our world. this, it 
seems to me, is the true meaning of the Christian Eucharist, and one reason why the meaning of that 
sacrament is so easy to experience, and so hard to explain--unless we explain it through a work of art, as 
Wagner did in Parsifal. I shall argue that we can reconcile the God of the philosophers with the God who is 
worshipped and prayed to by the ordinary believer, provided we see that this God is understood not through 
metaphysical speculations concerning the ground of being, but through communion with our fellow 
humans. The religious community adopts the view from nowhere that is God’s to the view from somewhere 
that is ours. We can justify this, I maintain, by exploring more fully the meaning of three critical words; ‘I’, 
‘you’, an ‘why? ‘And in exploring those words I shall be constructing a general theory of the face: the face 
of the person, the face of the world, and the face of God.” Scruton, The Face of God, 20–21. 

17 Scruton, The Face of God, 30.  
18 He argues, “Solipsism, then, is incompatible with the concept of the person. The idea of a 

single person existing in the world cannot be thought, for although the identity of any one person is unique, 
personhood as such arises only in a plurality. That is why philosophical monotheism is invariably 
ambiguous: either it is advances to become trinitarianism, or it slips back into pantheism. The thought of a 
single unipersonal divinity depends upon a concept of the person that has lost touch with its historical roots. 
We began to speak of God as a person only when we began to speak of three persons in one God.” Robert 
Spaemann, Persons: The Difference between “Someone” and “Something”, trans. Oliver O’Donovan 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 40. 

19 See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Donald A. Landes 
(London: Routledge, 2012). 

20 Scruton, The Face of God, 64. 
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of infinity, that there are infinite perspectives and horizons from which to view the world. 

And, by extension, the source must be infinite.21 Even more, there must be one unifying I 

that looks down on the world from beyond it. 

If one is looking at the world of objects, God’s transcendent and immanent 

qualities seem like an “impassible metaphysical barrier.”22 However, the full expression 

of human as subject makes this possible through intersubjective relation, which, like I-

You encounters, is a meeting of one human subject’s horizon (a view from somewhere) 

and God as subject, which is another inexhaustible but penetrable horizon. God is 

fundamentally a subject—an I—“and he relates to his people through promises, 

obligations, laws and covenants—all of which presuppose that both he and they are free 

agents, able to change the flow of events and at the same time to take responsibility for 

doing so.”23 As I have already argued, God has a point of view. As Scruton summarizes, 

“God has a subjective point of view. He does not exist only outside the world, with a 

view from nowhere that he can never share. He moves in the world, in a somewhere of 

his own.”24 Ultimately, God’s presence in the world is, like us, as a subject.25 

 
 

21 Levinas explores transcendence as the concept of infinity. The concept of exteriority is 
primarily developed in Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality an Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso 
Lingis (1961; repr., Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2011), 48–52. 

22 Scruton, The Face of God, 48. 
23 Scruton, The Face of God, 52. 
24 Scruton, The Face of God, 53.  
25 Scruton, The Face of God, 57. 
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The Dialogical I-You of Worship 

Theologians and worship scholars widely agree that worship is dialogical in 

nature, as evidenced in the patterns of Scripture.26 However, if we reduce God to the 

“object” of our worship rather than the “subject,” then worship is an I-It encounter. 

Communion, which only takes place between subjects, is unattainable, for only subjects 

enter into dialogical relations. An essential presupposition of Christian worship is that 

now, through Christ, an I-You encounter with the living God is possible. It is not enough 

to say that worship is a dialogue if God or creatures are objectified by flattening either’s 

horizon by treating the encounter with the other instrumentally.  

The substantial charge against subjectivity in Christian worship is that it makes 

worship self-centered. However, if worship is dialogical, there is no isolated I upon 

which worship can be centered. While careless liturgical scripts may present the I in 

isolation, an enchanted ontology prohibits the degradation to solipsism. According to 

Martin Buber, the dialogical nature of the I-You encounter is the revelation of the 

presence of another—the revelation that there is another center of value with an 

irreducible view of the world—a dynamic and porous yet confounding horizon.27 The 

unique revelation of another subject’s presence is an invitation to an open-ended and 

mysterious relationship instead of an instrumental one. The I-You encounter is always 

mysterious because it is always confounded by the presence of the “other.” Scruton 

concedes that churches in this age are “troubled by the context between sacrificial 

 
 

26 “Revelation and response is the normative pattern of dialogue between God and the 
worshiping community. Ultimately, worship is a conversation between God and God’s chosen people. 
There is a mutual exchange, a holy dialogue, a dynamic sharing back and forth in worship.” Constance M. 
Cherry, The Worship Architect: A Blueprint for Designing Culturally Relevant and Biblically Faithful 
Services, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 20. Similarly, Zac Hicks states that “s Trinity-
shaped worship service will look like a back-and-forth conversation: God speaks, we respond, God speaks, 
we respond, and so on.” Zac Hicks, “The Worship Leader and the Trinity,” in Doxology and Theology, ed. 
Matt Boswell (Nashville: B&H, 2013), 49. Ron Man argues that “worship is in fact a dialogue between 
God and his people.” Ron Man, Let Us Draw Near: Biblical Foundations of Worship (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2023), 39 (emphasis original).  

27 Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1937), 117. 
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mystery and doctrinal clarity.”28 Instead, Scruton argues that “liturgies of religion involve 

a conjuring of absent things, and an attempt to sanctify the life of the community by 

lifting it from the realm of nature.”29 Therefore, worship is meant to resist the 

objectification of the world of objects by communing with others and with God. 

However, Scruton encourages the dialectical relationship between ritual mystery and 

doctrinal clarity as mutually enhancing, yet “faith and ritual coincide, in the shared 

experience of God’s presence.”30 

The boundaries of the subject do not conflict with transcendent worship, but 

the dialogical nature of the worship phenomenon makes those boundaries less opaque 

through communion with “you’s.” The commitment of an I-You phenomenology of 

subjectivity is that when one looks over one’s own existential fence, one finds that they 

are actually looking into another’s yard, not into an abyss, and this creates accountability 

for what the subject finds there. Scruton argues that accountability is at the center of 

interpersonal dialogue. It allows us to reason abstractly, consider universals, and see over 

our own fence line. However, this only takes place because of relationships; we conceive 

of other people and places—other particulars—and find a sense of responsibility.  

Worship is always at least a bidirectional I-You dialogue. Each I 

simultaneously takes two you’s, both God (singular) and other subjects (plural). 

Dialogical worship presupposes a transcendental subjectivity, like the kind Scruton 

proposes.31 The encounters open the subject to transcendence in two ways: first, as one 

 
 

28 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 194. 
29 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 193. 
30 Scruton, The Soul of the World, 196. 
31 Scruton articulates the open-endedness of subjectivity: “Central to interpersonal dialogue is 

the practice of accountability. We hold each other to account not only for our actions, but also for our 
thoughts, feelings, and attitudes. The question ‘why?’ addressed from me to you, is not as a rule asking for 
an explanation, and certainly not for the kind of explanation that a neurologist might give. It is asking for 
an account of how things are, from your first-person perspective, that will render you intelligible, and in the 
normal case acceptable to me.” Scruton, The Soul of the World, 48. 
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sees themselves as a character in the unified narrative as another who is united to Christ, 

and second, seeing God as the ultimate source and provision for that union. In both ways, 

the subject becomes present to subjects beyond one’s horizon. If Scruton is correct, then 

the dialogical phenomenon applied to worship is the essence of a transcendent, 

sacramental ontology and the epitome of eschatological hope that we will one day see 

God face to face.32 When subjectivity—the unique horizon of each individual’s 

experience—is diminished, the encounter between individuals becomes objectified. 

Objectification occurs when individuals are treated as mere objects through the flattening 

of their ability to engage through their own I. This transformation degrades the dialogue, 

reducing it from a meaningful exchange between transcendent subjects to a mere 

interaction between material objects. Such devaluation undermines the dialogical nature 

of worship and diminishes the eschatological hope of face-to-face communion with 

God.33 Being open to alterity is also essential to personhood. Spaemann writes that “it is 

the hallmark of personality to see in another’s body the disclosure and revelation of 

another centre of being, to accept displacement from the central position that is 

determinative for all non-personal life.”34 When worshipers attempt to transcend this 

subjectivity rather than see its beauty as a relational portal to the “other,” they often drag 

 
 

32 Scruton makes the connection between his phenomenology of the face as not only a 
saturated symbol, but a real horizon of the face with Paul’s comfort that what we now see dimly, we will 
now see in full, “face to face” with God (1 Cor 13:12). Scruton, The Face of God, 72.  

33 Throughout The Face of God and The Soul of the World, Scruton’s argument regarding 
subjectification and objectification extends to valuable arguments for environmental conservation and the 
role of aesthetics as apologetics for a personal God. He explains, “What all such examples show, however, 
is that environmental degradation comes in just the same way that moral degradation comes, through de-
facing things—representing people and places in impersonal ways, as objects to be used rather than 
subjects to be respected.” He continues, “The sense of beauty puts a break upon destruction, by 
representing an object as irreplaceable when the world looks back at me with my eyes, as it does in 
aesthetic experience, it is also addressing me in another way. Something is being revealed to me, and I am 
being made to stand still and absorb it.” Scruton, The Face of God, 151. 

34 Spaemann, Persons, 80.  
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the subject back into the world of objects where “human nature, once something to live 

up to, becomes something to live down to instead.”35  

Volf’s Commissive View of 
Christian Worship 

Every liturgical script is a statement of belief. Therefore, even the most 

subjective liturgical scripts are an implied invitation to others to join in that belief. 

Therefore, personal scripts always have an implied alterity in corporate worship. 

Miroslav Volf argues that Christian worship is performative because it is always a 

confession of faith, expressing what worshipers believe about God.36 Because worship is 

confession, it is commissive because by confessing a belief in the context of worship, one 

is publicly committing themselves to that belief. There is a reason that historic 

confessions of faith like the Apostles’ Creed and Nicene Creed are offered in first-person 

language: because the worshiper has to answer for what they espouse through subjective 

statements in worship. Christians do not have to answer for the aboutness of liturgical 

scripts in the same way. Therefore, subjective worship is a means by which the individual 

becomes accountable to others and opens us up to ethical action, primarily through this 

commissive nature of gathered worship.37 

Rather than fostering isolated individuality, worship fosters ethical and 

accountable relationships by creating commissive structures.38 Correcting the idea that 
 

 
35 Scruton, The Face of God, 72. 
36 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 149. 
37 Volf, After Our Likeness, 149.  
38 The I-You encounter explains how subjectivity is never isolated or self-referential. Drawing 

on Martin Buber, Esther Meek argues that the I-You is to “stand in relation.” Esther L. Meek, Loving to 
Know: Introducing Covenant Epistemology (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 438. Meek concludes that 
“I-You is meant to center all of our life and knowing, as we can bring the I of I-You to characterize us in all 
of our I-It experience. I-You encounters change us. Having once or more actualized this mutual encounter, 
we can bring the I-ness distinctive of I-You to all our relating to the world. Having become the I of I-You, 
we may be that I even in the I-It mode of existence. This is a way of saying that I-You, which is central to 
our full personhood, also makes us better at everything that we seek to know and do.” Meek, Loving to 
Know, 255. 
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statements of belief are individual, Volf, speaking of confession of faith in Christian 

worship, illustrates the idea of exteriority and answerability in worship: “As a speech act, 

confession is essentially commissive; I commit myself to something by making this 

confession.”39 In this sense, worship is always dialogical with God and others through 

commissive rhythms. Subjectivity enables the dialogical nature of worship. Each 

predicate of worship needs an I. Volf concludes, “The confession of faith is essentially 

communication and takes place between persons. As an interpersonal occurrence, too, the 

confession of faith preserves the declarative and performative dimensions; by professing 

faith in Jesus Christ before others, I am both communicating something to them and 

simultaneously inviting them to something, actually, to someone.”40 Volf is not just 

speaking of historical confessions but a broader category of speech that makes up a 

significant portion of liturgical scripts. 

 Participating in the commissive structures of liturgical scripts constitutes a 

kind of intersubjectivity in the gathering because every subjective statement regarding 

relation to or belief about God simultaneously invites others to consider and join in. Volf 

argues, “Every genuinely Christian speech act is, at least formally and implicitly, an act 

of confession. . . . This public confession of faith in Christ through the pluriform 

speaking of the word is the central constitutive mark of the church.” 41 Commissive 

context lends an additional dimension of meaning to the script that constitutes 

interconnectivity and answerability between worshipers: even a highly subjective 

expression of faith in the gathering is answerable to those present. They must respond to 

its veracity by participating and providing accountability to the commission. The personal 

sphere is the ethical sphere. The more impersonal one’s worship becomes, the less 

 
 

39 Volf, After Our Likeness, 149. 
40 Volf, After Our Likeness, 149. 
41 Volf, After Our Likeness, 150. 
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responsibility one bears for its commissive answerability in the community of 

worshipers.42 What Volf defines as commissive, Ross describes as the beauty and force 

of worship: 

But communal worship also enables people to overcome their self-consciousness 
and their insecurity, for in the congregation their commitment to the faith is made 
courageous, as they become an important part of the visible corporate body. They 
realize how much they have to do with one another as people of God as they 
gathered together around the altar, become one in spirit as they pray for each other, 
encourage one another in praising and singing of their common faith, and are 
strengthened for their individual struggles in life as they hear testimonies and 
exhortations from others.43 

The commissive nature of worship is implicit in the phenomenon of gathered 

proclamation. Worshipers discover their ethical relationship with one another in 

interpersonal encounters. 

As I have argued, subjectivity expressed in liturgical scripts neither 

necessitates nor encourages isolation because liturgical meaning only blossoms in the 

context of others. The subjective script, offered in the context of the gathered church, 

accomplishes something beyond the individual perspective from which it is offered. Volf 

distinguishes between the objective and subjective aspects of the confessional dynamic in 

corporate confession: 

The reverse side of the objective performance of this not merely verbal ecclesial 
utterance is the subjective faith of every individual member of the church. The basic 
condition of ecclesiality accordingly coincides with the basic condition of salvific 
grace, which consists in the faith of the heart and the confession of the mouth (Rom 
10:10). . . . In the cruciform confession of a Christian assemble, the objective and 
subjective conditions of ecclesiality, as the two dimensions of the same personal and 
ecclesial process, coincide; as an intersubjective occurrence, that in which 
subjective faith expresses and manifests itself simultaneously constitutes and 
manifests the church.44  

 
 

42 Junius Johnson says that “all impersonal understandings of God stop short of touching who 
God most essentially is.” Junius Johnson, The Father of Lights: A Theology of Beauty (Grand Rapids: 
Baker Academic, 2020), 60.  

43 Allen P. Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship from the Garden to the New 
Creation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2006), 59.  

44 Volf, After Our Likeness, 150–51. 



   

122 

Volf’s argument demonstrates how the subjective expressions of confession begin as 

individual and become communal. They contribute to a kind of ecclesiality that honors 

the process of the Great Commission—a person-by-person domino effect of salvation 

whereby “confession of faith of one person leads to that of others, thereby constituting 

the church.”45 Christians do not witness the universally extensive power of God all at 

once, like the power of the sun illuminating everything at once. Christians experience it 

in a domino effect of person-to-person commission—the more dominoes affected in the 

chain, the more power one attributes to the initiating subject.  

It may at first seem counterintuitive to claim that transcendence in Christian 

worship should be reclaimed through the structures of the subject. But it is the necessary 

reversal that opposes the thesis of immanence in which transcendence comes through the 

diminishment of particularity. Transcendence is found by becoming more human, that is, 

developing the most humane aspects of the creaturely spirit rather than transcending them 

in favor of a detached viewpoint. The individual horizons of subjects open up mystery 

through alterity, but this can only be understood if an individual’s subjective world—

everything summed up in I—is not seen as a threat to doctrinal clarity or that which is 

observable in the natural world.46 

Worship as Intersubjective Phenomenon: 
Mutable, Irreducible, and Irreplaceable  

At the outset of this project, I noted that the dimensions of worship are 

generally considered expressive, formative, and performative (Wolterstorff). I have been 

making a case for a fourth dimension: revelatory. Prior to fulfilling its roles in expressive, 

 
 

45 Volf, After Our Likeness, 150. 
46 Throughout The Soul of the World, Scruton develops a “cognitive dualism,” arguing that 

there are two ways to see the world. The first is “the way of explanation, which searches for natural kinds, 
causal connections, and covering laws, and the way of understanding, which is a ‘calling to account,’ a 
demand for reasons and meanings.” “Why” can only be asked and answered as “revelations of the subject.” 
Scruton, The Soul of the World, 184.  
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formative, or performative—roles it unquestionably assumes—Christian worship acts as 

a pre-reflective revelatory testimony, unveiling the subject’s unique identity as a witness 

to Christ’s power. Human subjectivity, therefore, is what enables worship to be 

revelatory. This experience is personal and shared, offering a unique “view from 

somewhere” that God is who he says he is. As I have argued, subjectivity is an essential 

theological category only when faith is not abstracted to mere theology but is embraced 

as a way of life, inhabited and shared by subjects that are sites of God’s revelatory 

activity. Worship ceases to be an intrinsic good once religion undergoes excarnation.47 

After excarnation, when the embodied phenomenon is reduced to parts, worship becomes 

only instrumentally valuable, reduced to yet another means of teaching and intellectual 

formation. I believe that the primary success of Pentecostal worship lies in its use of 

immersive aesthetic experiences and attention to the embodied phenomenon that liberates 

the excarnational pressures of the secular age, thus fulfilling an existential need through 

the enrichment of subjective life.48 This section explores the necessity of bringing each 

subject’s I into the gathering to maximize the liturgy’s meaning and display God’s glory 

through creaturely testimony.  

The conversation of worship from the perspective of witness is vital to 

incarnational religion; it reclaims the public-facing nature of Christian worship, worship 

 
 

47 “But leaving these aspects and counter-movements aside, official Christianity has gone 
through what we can call an ‘excarnation,’ a transfer out of embodied, ‘enfleshed’ forms of religious life, to 
those which are more ‘in the head.’ In this it follows in parallel with ‘Enlightenment” and modern 
unbelieving culture in general.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 554.  

48 According to Taylor, we all inhabit in the immanent frame, but it is haunted with intuitions 
of transcendent reality. He refers to the experience of being caught between a closure within the immanent 
frame and the intuition that there is more beyond it: “The whole culture experiences cross pressures, 
between the draw of the narratives of closed immanence on one side, and the sense of their inadequacy on 
the other, strengthened by encounter with existing milieux of religious practice, or just by some intimations 
of the transcendent.” Ultimately, “the cross-pressure felt by the buffered identity between belief and 
unbelief.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 361. Taylor notes the power of aesthetics as a way out of the cross 
pressure, the feeling of living within the immanent frame yet haunted by the possibility of transcendent 
meaning: “This is the move which I want to call ‘excarnation,’ and which I will discuss later in the last 
part. It is, of course, vigorously combated in modern culture. One of the most important sites of resistance 
to it is aesthetic experience, where embodied feeling can still be allowed to open us to something higher.” 
Taylor, A Secular Age, 288. 



   

124 

that does something “out there” in reality and contributes to God’s glory. It reiterates that 

creaturely worship amounts to something real and significant, not just an affective, 

inside-out expression whose meaning fails to transcend private devotion. Creaturely 

worship changes the landscape of eternity; it declares the worshiper’s allegiance and 

recenters religion as a particular way of life—primarily as a gift. Furthermore, if faith is 

reducible to intellectual belief, there are no meaningful distinctions between individual 

Christians whose beliefs, theoretically, have the same content (assuming an identical 

confession). Beliefs are interior and invisible. Therefore, beliefs do not bear witness on 

their own; beliefs need distinct bodies and locations to mean something in the world—

beliefs need agents to fulfill them and translate them to the world of life.49 

In the Reformed tradition, particularly the sub-traditions represented by the 

BWM, there appears to be a notable emphasis on intellectual study over personal 

testimony in the gathering, perhaps stemming from a belief that abstract knowledge of the 

Christian faith is more profound than subjective experience of the faith that, by 

particularizing the gospel, dilutes it. There seems to be a concern that subjective 

experiences could potentially dilute the universal nature or objectivity of the gospel 

message, often viewed within the framework of epistemology and relativism that 

challenge the nature of truth. However, a broader consideration of subjectivity reveals 

that, at its best, it encompasses not only the ways humans justify their beliefs but also the 

holistic view of the Christian as the recipient of a particular view and experience of God 

that reveals his ongoing activity in the world. While God’s truth is objective and 

foundational, it only becomes knowable when given to and received by distinct subjects 

who witness its power as insiders. Far from undermining the gospel, personal testimony 

 
 

49 Highlighting this dynamic as a central virtue of the Pentecostal movement, Castelo notes 
that Pentecostalism is “praxis-oriented” where the “this-worldly elements of life” are “central to the 
theological task, ones that systematic theology typically has difficulty accommodating, since the latter 
tends to abstraction and decontextualization.” Daniel Castelo, Pentecostalism as a Christian Mystical 
Tradition (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2017), 30–31. 
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and witness serve to illuminate its universal power, transforming particularity without 

eradicating it. God’s transforming power is wise and dignifying of human life, not 

tyrannical and flattening. 

Subjectivity, Context, and Meaning 

The worshiper’s subjectivity shapes the meaning of their worship in the 

gathering and before God.50 By “meaning” in this section, I am borrowing from Graham 

Hughes, who distinguishes between ‘meaning’ and ‘meaningfulness’: “The former . . . 

tends to have a qualitative sense: one asks about which meanings and whose meanings; 

whereas meaningfulness has to do with quantitative dimensions: an action or utterance is 

rated as more or less meaningful.”51 By “meaning” I am speaking to the qualitative sense 

of the term, referring to what we can presume our worship means to God from his 

perspective, not how meaningful a worship experience was to me. The belief that only 

ideas have meaning is the legacy of cognitivism, which “leaves out anything that cannot 

be linguistically encoded, and it denies the status of meaning to most of the meaning-

 
 

50 Meaning in liturgical theology is typically in terms of a semiotic system. I am not speaking 
here on how the experience of worship becomes meaningful to an individual. Meaning, as I am using it, 
refers primarily to what our worship would presumably mean to God. Graham Hughes, describing a generic 
worshiper participating in a gathering, says, “The action within which she has been participant for the 
precious hour or so will find its most far-reaching degree of ‘meaningfulness’ in terms of its capacity to 
interpret to her, or for her, some dimension of her ordinary lived experience. It will be meaningful for her if 
it has helped to ‘make sense’ of otherwise discordant elements of her experience; it will have accomplished 
this if it has enables her to ‘comprehend’ our human condition generally and her own circumstances 
particularly; if it has helped her to ‘see things more clearly or to ‘make connections’ which otherwise had 
eluded her.” Graham Hughes, Worship as Meaning: A Liturgical Theology for Late Modernity, Cambridge 
Studies in Christian Doctrine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 13.  

What Hughes describes here is more of a cognitive meaningfulness, which is only one among 
many dimensions of meaning he discusses. The drawback of liturgical worship which is focused on 
intellectual and spiritual formation (strongly represented in the BWM), is that the meaning of the liturgy is 
created only after the liturgy is through the obedience which results from that formation. Hughes articulates 
what I believe approaches the predominant perspective of worship’s meaning in the BWM: “The meanings 
of liturgical signs are completed in the worshippers’ lives in the days and weeks thereafter, and with 
reference to concrete decisions, in matters of perception or judgement, and in the formation of sets of 
values.” Hughes, Worship as Meaning, 205. Hughes is right that this is how liturgical signs are completed, 
but this does not reduce to the “meaning” of a given worship phenomenon, which must mean something 
instantaneously. This is a meaning that is in some sense constructed, or at least completed at a later time, 
yet there has to be a dimension meaning that is immediate to the phenomenon. Articulating the immediate 
meaning is my goal here.  

51 Hughes, Worship as Meaning, 170–71. 
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making that occurs beneath our conscious awareness and representational structures.”52 

Lives have meaning, not just ideas. 

Subjectivity, defined by one’s individual personality, testimony, and spiritual 

gifts, establishes a dimension within their worship that shapes its meaning. I say “shapes” 

its meaning because worship is through Christ and perfected by Christ, so its meaning is 

never restricted to its context or to the subject offering it. Worship always means more 

than its context, but never less. While liturgical scripts are generally abstract so as to be 

broadly applicable to the maximal number of participants, the meaning of each script is 

still offered from the mouth and heart of an individual that helps determine what that 

script actually means in the community and to God. Therefore, a liturgical script has 

innumerable meanings based on the participating subjects. Each creature inhabits the 

truth being scripted differently according to what they know and their experiences. Just as 

a word is not reducible to its definition but takes on different meanings in different 

contexts, so do worshipers and the liturgical scripts they inhabit.53 In this way, the 

individual receives from the formative power of the liturgical script and contributes to the 

meaning and power of that script as part of the congregation’s collaboration of witnesses.  

The lyrics of “Who Else” illustrate this idea: “I am an instrument of  

exaltation / And I was born to lift the name above all names / You hear the melody of all 

creation / But there’s a song of praise that only I can bring.” God has revealed his glory 

to them directly, “So I have songs of thanks not even angels sing.”54 These lyrics 

concisely describe the irreducibility of an individual’s worship. The lyric, “There’s a 
 

 
52 Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2007), 207. 
53 Leithart uses a linguistic illustration here: “Words have unique properties, both empirically 

(sound, visible features) and semantically. Yet these irreducibly different words do what they do only 
because they inhabit one another. Words contain other words, even as they are contained by words. Things 
contain other things even as they are contained by those things.” Peter Leithart, Traces of the Trinity: Signs 
of God in Creation and Human Experience (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2015), 79. 

54 “Who Else,” by Abbie Gamboa, Josiah Funderburk, and Zac Rowe, produced by Julian 
Collazos, Universal Music Group, released 2023. 

https://songselect.ccli.com/search/results?list=contributor_P551121_Josiah+Funderburk
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song of praise that only I can bring,” is not about a particular text that is only true for the 

singer, but a certain sense of individuality contributes something to the praise of God, 

though still God-centered. The lyrics summarize the point I wish to make here—that 

human life creates certain types of subjective expressions that enliven any liturgical 

script, expressions that “not even angels sing” since they witness the arc of redemption as 

spectators, not insiders. This lyric references Peter’s statement that “there are things upon 

which angels long to look” (1 Pet 1:12). Surely, angels would bear the fullest witness to 

God with an unfallen nature or have the most “objective” view as spectators. Still, they 

are bound by their nature as those outside the narrative arc of redemption and, therefore, 

cannot bear witness to the greatness of God through the experience of redemption. 

Worshipers, those within the arc of redemption, by coinhabiting a liturgical script, 

declare its fuller meaning to the church and the world, demonstrating that individual 

worship enhances rather than compromises the objectivity of truth by showing its 

universal power through vast testimonies. This “meaning” is how worshipers can 

presume God understands the denotation of their actions within a personal and covenantal 

context, mediated through Christ. Worshipers apprehend the meaning, but only God 

comprehends it.  

While “Who Else” summarizes the beauty of individuality in worship that adds 

dimension to meaning, “In Christ Alone”55 expresses what worshipers may consider an 

objective expression of the faith. When taken as a liturgical script, its lyrics illuminate 

how meaning-making works through subjective offerings. Take the following lyric, for 

example: “In Christ alone, my hope is found / He is my light, my strength, my song / This 

Cornerstone, this solid ground / Firm through the fiercest drought and storm.” The 

meaning of this text is not just in the text in an objective sense, though it is accurate. 

First, the text is saying something abstractly true: that no storm can waver Christ’s 

 
 

55 “In Christ Alone,” by Keith Getty and Stuart Townend, Thankyou Music, released in 2001. 
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steadfastness. It is, however, not necessarily known experientially by every worshiper to 

be true since no person experiences every form of drought and storm. Second, the text 

has an aspirational quality: should the fiercest storm come, in the true superlative sense, 

Christ will be firm.  

The propositional content of the text hems in the meaning but does not exhaust 

it. From this perspective, only God knows the full meaning of a liturgical text.56 For 

example, the young worshiper embedded in the experience of adolescent loneliness bears 

witness to whatever “fiercest” has meant in their life thus far and, by participating, is 

testifying that she knows this statement to be true because of what she has experienced. 

In her circumstance, Christ’s faithfulness in the “fiercest” may refer to peer rejection, 

which, though deeply painful and dehumanizing, is not the “fiercest” storm the Christian 

can weather. For instance, the father who has endured life after the loss of a child 

contributes a distinct testimony to the lyric’s veracity. Then, of course, there are those for 

whom storm and drought are not spiritual metaphors; some live in tornado alleys and 

repeatedly suffer the dread of natural storms that level cities, and some are desert-

dwellers who live in anxious anticipation of nature’s gift of water.  

In each case, the worshiper knows what is “fiercest” to them from their point 

of view. Their subjective understanding and witness to this truth contribute to the 

meaning of the text by way of witness in the gathered body. Each bears witness to a 

particular meaning of the text according to the meaning “available” to them.57 Hughes 

 
 

56 I take for granted here that Christ ultimately makes worship meaningful through his atoning 
and mediating work. Therefore, the meaning of a biblically faithful text is enabled and perfected by Christ, 
who allows creaturely worship to be meaningful to others and to the Father. However, God’s view of 
human worship is vital to meaning. For example, a liturgical script or performance offered by an unbeliever 
does not mean the same thing as one who does believe the doctrines of the faith. See the chapter, “What are 
those without faith doing in liturgical enactments?,” in Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically, 97–120. 

57 Graham Hughes employs Charles Taylor’s term “availability” to denote the boundaries of 
meaning in any given context. Hughes’s definition of the term is clearer than Taylor’s own; availability is 
used by Taylor, according to Hughes, “to describe the force or attraction which attaches to an idea in a 
particular cultural moment as offering a way of making sense of the human condition.” Hughes, Worship as 
Meaning, 43n. “Human beings construct their meanings (a meaningful world) from the meanings culturally 
available to them” (219). 
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states that “the availability of meaning . . . has to do with the basic materials from which 

people fabricate a habitable world (‘lifeworld’). Generally speaking, the axioms and 

viewpoints from which people fashion these ‘webs of significance.’”58 The concept of 

availability in the liturgy most directly refers to one’s testimony and the meaning they 

intend from their own interior life through the liturgical text. In this sense, the script’s 

meaning is abstract but takes on all available meanings from each subject. 

The worshiper’s testimony, if known by others, multiplies the meaning of the 

text through the individual’s witness from one small but irreducible and irreplaceable 

corner of the cosmos. For example, the young worshiper facing rejection and loneliness 

may know the story of loss that colors the father’s expression, thereby deepening the 

meaning available to her. There is a fixed amount of meaning available to her in the text 

based on what she can understand and what she has experienced. However, the meaning 

available to her grows through the experience of the text offered from another’s 

perspective. Therefore, a fuller meaning of the text blossoms through an intersubjective 

witness. The co-experience of confession, affection, and participation make the script 

mean something distinct in that gathering that cannot be reduced to the script’s meaning 

on the page nor to any singular perspective. The meaning is additionally unrepeatable 

because even if that exact group gathered in the same place with the identical script the 

following week, the constitution of that week and what each individual has experienced 

will continue to deepen and expand the meaning of the text.59  

To illustrate this phenomenal irreducibility, consider “4’ 33”,” John Cage’s 

modernist composition. It consists of 4 minutes and 33 minutes of musical “silence.” 
 

 
58 Hughes, Worship as Meaning, 43. The term “webs of significance” Hughes borrows from 

Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 5.  
59 Spaemann articulates a similar concept of personhood through individuality through the 

illustration of a family with the same last name: “Person is an analogical concept like ‘being.’ Persons are 
called persons in the way that members of a family bear a family name. Name means something different 
for each member. Not a general concept that embraces them all regardless of their distinctive differences. 
Family name assigns a particular place in the family structure to each who bears it. In the community of 
persons each person has a place forever and unique defined as his or hers.” Spaemann, Persons, 68. 
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Cage’s piece demonstrates that there is, in fact, no unadulterated silence. Even without 

intentional sound, one can hear one’s own heartbeat, thoughts, and other involuntary 

bodily activity.60 Each performance is inevitably filled with sounds: an explosive sneeze, 

a nervous concertgoer shifting in their creaky wooden seat, the puttering of a depleted air 

conditioning unit. There is a given, not intentionally created, beauty that is present in 

each performance. Each performance may have similar types of sounds, but the nature of 

the sound is indeterminate, facilitated as a mediation on the givenness of the human 

experience—each is unable to be replicated. The piece celebrates the inimitable nature of 

indeterminacy, not chaos, of givenness through infinite combinations of finite 

amalgamations of life.  

Christian worship in the assembled church is irreducible in similar ways. It 

involves the combination of witnesses, the presence of I’s and you’s, their encounters 

with each other and their environment, and their conscription into liturgical action. 

Similarly, worship is a living art whose experience and meaning are never exactly 

replicated. Wirzba articulates the significance of unrepeatability in building a proper 

imagination of transcendence in Christian witness as follows:  

The sacred refers us to a transcendent “reality” that exceeds all human capacities to 
make, represent, or comprehend it, it is more accurate to say that people only ever 
witness it. Being witnesses to the sacred, what people do is testify to a reality that 
overwhelms them with its gratuity and grace—the vast set of never-again-to-be-
repeated capacities and possibilities that are made manifest in each particular 
creaturely life—what we might also call the miracle of its being at all, and that 
thereby also calls them into a relationship defined by wonder and answerability.61 

The kind of witness Wirzba describes is mysterious because the dynamic is inexhaustible. 

For each set of “never-again-to-be-repeated capacities and possibilities” present in each 

 
 

60 In his visit to an anechoic chamber at Harvard University, Cage wrote, “I heard two sounds, 
one high and one low. When I described them to the engineer in charge, he informed me that the high one 
was my nervous system in operation, the low one my blood in circulation.” John Cage, Silence: Lectures 
and Writings (1961; repr., Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2011), 8. 

61 Norman Wirzba, This Sacred Life: Humanity’s Place in a Wounded World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2021), 137–38. 
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person’s perspectived offering, there is a compounding factor in gathered worship that is 

equally profound, unrepeatable, and irreducible. Worship, as such an experience, signals 

transcendence through its irreducibility and inexhaustibility through assembled subjects 

and their given “horizons.”62 Nevertheless, from their different horizons, the liturgical 

script is shared, creating “a shared perspective from which speaker and hearer can 

‘survey the world together.’”63 

Reflecting on early Protestant worship, Erin Lambert illustrates this same idea 

musically: “The sound of many singing together was an aura representation of 

community: it brought unity to voices while building on their irreducible 

individuality. . . . Although singers were joined together, they remained distinct in their 

experiences and their perspectives; they sang as one but were not necessarily the same.”64 

Meaning in worship, as Lambert illustrates through singing, does not have to be collapsed 

into homogeny to be unified. Meaning in worship is collaborative and depends, therefore, 

on intersubjective cooperation.65 In this sense, music is among the best illustrations of 

worship’s intersubjective cooperation.  

 
 

62 I continue to use “horizon” as a shorthand for the ineffable point of view of the other and to 
evoke the sense of transcendence that it signifies. Referencing my argument from chapter 2, the horizon of 
the individual is not self-constructed nor passive but given by the sovereign God who writes all human 
stories individually, writes them together, and writes them into his story. This remains an important reason 
why subjectivity is unproblematic. In worship, we are turning our own ‘place’ into a place of worship. It is 
a reversal of Christ’s cursing of the temple—a place of worship that was defaced. When a Christian 
worships, they do so from a ‘place’ that was defaced by sin and has been restored to a place of worship, and 
this is blessed.  

63 Charles Taylor, “Theories of Meaning,” in Philosophical Papers, vol. 1, Human Agency and 
Language (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 259.  

64 Erin Lambert, Singing the Resurrection: Body, Community, and Belief in Reformation 
Europe, New Cultural History of Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 17. 

65 According to Graham Hughes, “One of the most critical aspects of the meaning of a worship 
service is that it is constructed collaboratively—by those who are the sign-producers (those who have been 
its planners and who now bring it into effect) and the sign recipients (those who must ‘make sense’ of the 
signs).” Hughes, Worship as Meaning, 5. 
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Worship as Saturated Phenomenon 

One of the weaknesses of the BWM is its lack of attention to worship as an 

experiential phenomenon outside the dynamics of spiritual formation. The movement 

tends to avoid the experiential dimensions of worship, which is understandable given that 

the movement’s roots are a reaction against the experientially oriented worship of the 

church growth movement. Additionally, an emphasis on lyrical content as the exclusive 

site for gospel-centered worship makes some nervous about lyrics concerning human 

contributions.66 Human subjects are finite and limited, but their meaning as worshipers is 

unlimited because of redemption and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, creating a new, 

generative life with unexpected meanings that always surpass the capabilities of any 

human life and all human lives combined.  

Human subjectivity generates the meaning of Christian worship because 

worship is contextual, offered from the person’s own horizon, and constructed by the 

gifts of place, testimony, and personality. The phenomenon is not reducible to these parts. 

Christian worship is what Jean-Luc Marion terms a “saturated phenomenon,” referring to 

phenomena marked by their inability to be captured or reduced to concepts, individual 

experiences, or constituent parts.67 The limitations of the subject do not condition the 

phenomenon’s meaning. When Marion talks about phenomena that “overwhelm the 

subject’s intentionality and resist being reduced to mere objects,” he points to 

experiences that exceed our capacity to fully comprehend or categorize them through our 

usual modes of thinking and perceiving. 

 
 

66 I have been discussing how lives transformed by the gospel contribute to worship’s 
meaning; this does not imply that worshipers contribute to their salvation. Gospel-centered does not just 
mean that the content is gospel-centered; it means that the kind of life created by the gospel and the culture 
of the gospel are present in the gathering. See Raymond C. Ortlund, The Gospel: How the Church Portrays 
the Beauty of Christ (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014).  

67 Jean-Luc Marion, “The Saturated Phenomenon,” trans. Thomas A. Carlson, Philosophy 
Today 40 (1996): 118. Marion outlines four types of saturated phenomena: quantity (overwhelming amount 
that cannot be processed), quality (intensity of phenomenon), relation (interconnectedness and relational 
complexity), and modality (uniqueness of phenomenon that defies structures of understanding from 
previous experiences). 
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Most importantly, saturated phenomena overwhelm the intention of the 

phenomenon.68 Some phenomena are so rich, complex, or profound that they cannot be 

fully grasped or understood through usual modes of understanding. These experiences are 

beyond the ordinary scope of conceptual and perceptual frameworks. Marion cites 

examples of saturated phenomena as a profound experience of a work of art, an 

overwhelming religious experience, or events with significant historical implications that 

defy our ability to articulate or understand them comprehensively. The phenomenon’s 

essence is an “excess” that cannot be stripped away.69 

The complexity of liturgical meaning is due to the four dimensions that 

simultaneously take place within each subject (expressive, formative, performative, and 

revelatory), and these effects are exponentially proliferated in the intersubjectivity of the 

gathered church. The meaning of the liturgy always exceeds any intention the liturgical 

architect had for it. The meaning of worship as a phenomenon transcends any person’s 

view, suggesting the presence of another realm or subject from which things are given. 

Realizing the other realm only takes place subjectively and experientially. In every 

instance of gathered worship, as a gathering of subjects with their own horizons, there are 

worlds within worlds being looked upon by God’s unifying gaze, facilitating a genuinely 

transcendental community.70  

 
 

68 Jean-Luc Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, Cultural Memory 
in the Present (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 199. 

69 Without using the term saturated phenomenon, Junius Johnson described an encounter with 
beauty as a saturated phenomenon whereby “in the experience of the beautiful there is a subjective 
appropriate of an objective reality in which the categories of the subject are irreducibly important and yet 
the whole encounter is controlled by the object.” Johnson, The Father of Lights, 32.  

70 Edmund Husserl develops the idea of the subject as a member of the transcendental 
community. See Edmund Husserl, Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology, trans. 
Dorion Cairns, 12th impression (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer Academic, 1999). 
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Subject as Idol or Icon? 

The main issue is to determine whether subjectivity in worship relegates the 

worshiper to an “idol” or the “icon,” the two types of beings Marion describes.71 The idol 

is that which results from a God that can be mastered. Drawing on the second 

commandment’s prohibition of idolatry, Marion explains that the sin is “a certain 

domestication of God’s transcendence and alterity.”72 In idolatry, God is diminished and 

reduced to what man is capable of rendering rather than receiving that which has been 

revealed. The idol is closed off from the transcendent reality of God and domesticated by 

material representation and control. Marion contrasts this with the “icon,” similar to the 

function of a religious icon, where the subject’s view “travels through the phenomenon 

and finds itself envisioned by the divine gaze instead.”73 For Marion, when one utilizes 

an icon for prayer, they are crossing the visible realm into the invisible realm—this is 

what the icon represents. For Marion, the idol and icon are not merely objects but a way 

that a human subject can function: the idol mirrors themselves, but the icon mirrors 

God.74 According to Marion, the idol restricts the subject’s gaze, whereas, through the 

icon, the subject opens to the experience of the infinite. The contrast between idol and 

icon is not just a matter of how one perceives God, but also a reflection on how the 

subject participates in worship, whether the experience limits divine encounter through 

mastery or releases it to an uncontainable mystery. 

Mystery and the excess of the intersubjective phenomenon of worship that is 

saturated protects the subject and the phenomena from objectification. Subjectivity helps 
 

 
71 Jean-Luc Marion, God without Being, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, Religion and 

Postmodernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 7. 
72 Smith, The Nicene Option, 204.  
73 Christina M. Gschwandtner, “Revealing the Invisible: Henry and Marion on Aesthetic 

Experience,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy 28, no. 3 (2014): 307. 
74 Elsewhere, Marion makes a clearer distinction between the phenomena that subjects observe 

and those that appear as given from elsewhere. Jean-Luc Marion, “What We See and What Appears,” 
in Idol Anxiety, ed. Josh Ellenbogen and Aaron Tugendhaft (Redwood City, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2011), 152. 



   

135 

protect the profundity of the gathering against the naturalistic reductionism of secularism 

by which “all complex wholes and properties can be entirely reduced to—explained by—

their constituent parts and the properties these parts bear. . . . There is no ‘extra’ reality 

needing explanation over and above these microphysical components and their 

properties”75 since the primary causes of phenomena are in causal chains with no space 

for intervention. In this sense, a rich view of the subject protects the profundity of 

worship in two ways: (1) the fact that worship is irreducible to any element or structure 

protects from both pragmatism and superstition, and (2) active pneumatology, as 

experienced through individuals who are sites of divine activity, takes as normative that 

worshipers always create more meaning in their liturgical activity than intended by the 

liturgical architect. Worshipers color their worship’s meaning with their testimony and 

perspective, but these do not restrict worship’s meaning. The saturated phenomena, 

subjectively experienced as such, decenters the ego as the central producer of meaning by 

exceeding what the subject can understand, right-sizing the subject as a recipient of 

something beyond itself rather than created by one’s intention. The saturated 

phenomenon challenges one’s ego and makes them a recipient of an indeterminable 

phenomenon. 

Worship is always a saturated phenomenon, not according to any particular list 

of participants or ordo, but because worship is mutable. In the previous illustration of “In 

Christ Alone,” employed as a liturgical script, I argued that each participant brings a 

different, yet true, meaning of the liturgical text from their own horizon of experience. 

Therefore, the meaning of creaturely worship is mutable and not determined by any 

particular ordo, though an ordo adds to the meaning. The meaning of a congregation’s 

worship varies weekly due to changing scripts and ever-evolving testimonies, ongoing 

individual and community sanctification, and the continual enrichment from others’ 

 
 

75 Begbie, Abundantly More, 7. 
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perspectives. Therefore, what makes worship irreducible is not its components but its 

participants, who are inexhaustible horizons and subjects in communion with God. 

Gathered worship, offered by subjects with distinct and sanctifying mutable perspectives, 

means that creaturely worship can never run out of meaning.76 

Irreplaceable Witnesses 

Each person has his or her own “view from somewhere,” yet God has entered 

and remade each horizon. This means that each subject is an irreplaceable witness. As 

Volf explains, “a person’s particularity is constituted by its being irreplaceable within the 

community rather than by being delimited as an individual opposite other individuals.”77 

The witness one subject bears in worship differs from any other and, therefore, is not 

replaceable in the cloud of witnesses. Subjects in the I-You encounter share their 

horizons to expand others, creating consonant meaning. The same principle extends to the 

worship of a particular community whose meaning is distinct and local yet corroborates 

the same story of God’s power.  

Through an individual’s subjective witness of God’s salvific act, the possibility 

of communion opens as many subjects bear witness to the same God.78 The phenomenon 

of intersubjectivity and the communal witness of worshipers is like C. S. Lewis’s 

description of how friendship arises: “The typical expression of opening Friendship 

would be something like, ‘What? You too? I thought I was the only one.’”79 In this 

 
 

76 My argument for the inexhaustibility of meaning generated through human subjectivity 
intersects with my argument from chapter 2 that knowledge of God is progressive in heaven. In this case, 
the meaning of worship is not fixed, even in the new creation, if Christians continue to learn and grow 
through the transforming presence of Christ.  

77 Volf, After Our Likeness, 83.  
78 Owen Barfield illustrates this idea by distinguishing between a rainbow and a hallucination. 

The rainbow is a shared, observable phenomenon that can be seen from a particular location. Owen 
Barfield, Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry, 2nd ed. (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1988), 15–16.  

79 C. S. Lewis, The Four Loves (1960, repr. New York: Harcourt Brace, 1988), 65. 
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encounter, friends find that some common experience or value that was “his own unique 

treasure (or burden)” is shared with another. “It is when two such persons discover one 

another, when, whether with immense difficulties and semi-articulate fumblings or with 

what would seem to us amazing and elliptical speed, they share their vision—it is then 

that Friendship is born. And instantly they stand together in an immense solitude.”80 The 

interpersonal encounter Lewis describes is how the subjective witnesses of the believers 

open them to others in a way that constitutes communal solidarity. In this experience of 

solidarity, worshipers corroborate each other’s stories and become more assured of the 

veracity of their beliefs and experiences. Worship, offered through a robust and redeemed 

subjectivity through the work of the Holy Spirit, corroborates the story of the gospel in a 

way that simultaneously bears witness to the power and efficacy of that story.  

When liturgical scripts are abstracted and move away from legitimate human 

subjectivity, worship fails to mean all that it can mean through the intersubjective 

phenomenon of the gathering. The abstraction of liturgical scripts from human 

subjectivity prevents worship from meaning all that it can mean through intersubjectivity. 

As a result, the compulsion to homogenize worship practices into a one-size-fits-all 

approach leads to a flattened, least-common-denominator prescription for what one ought 

to do in worship. This approach sacrifices the rich context of worship that contributes to 

its meaning, favoring an abstraction that allows only for talking about God rather than 

witnessing how worshipers have experienced his active and ongoing presence. When 

worshipers bear witness from their specific place and time, their worship will have a 

distinct and irreducible meaning, transcending any standardized liturgical recipe, script, 

or viewpoint. Without the particularity of individual subjects and individual worshiping 

communities, the worship of subjects or communities is interchangeable rather than 

distinct and dignified as contributions to the meaning of Christian worship. 

 
 

80 Lewis, The Four Loves, 65. 
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Theological Perspectivalism for Worship:  
Harmonizing Revelation and Response  

I have established paradigms for God’s glory subjectivity and intersubjectivity 

based on embodiment, Scripture’s patterns, and philosophical consonance. Now, this 

section explores the dynamics of both time-bound and materially-bound creaturehood, 

sovereignly cultivated through life with the Holy Spirit that forges one’s testimony—a 

concept that John Frame and Vern Poythress call “perspectivalism.” While subjectivity 

and intersubjectivity connote the phenomenal realm, perspectivalism and 

multiperspectivalism, as discussed in this chapter, explore epistemological dimensions of 

subjectivity and how they add to God’s glory. Because worship is a response to the works 

of God that enable knowledge of God, epistemological perspective frames subjective 

participation and expression in worship. This section will draw on insights from Christian 

theology that help to illuminate Scruton’s thesis regarding human subjectivity and its 

application in Christian worship. Worship, related to the collectively held knowledge of 

God through consonant testimonies, functions as a means of intersubjective knowledge 

and expression of worship. It weaves together the philosophical concepts of subjectivity 

and intersubjectivity (phenomenal) with the theological categories of perspectivalism and 

multiperspectivalism (epistemological) and their implications for Christian witness 

through worship.  

In pursuit of a theological method unabstracted from these a posteriori realities 

of the Christian life, Frame and Poythress have established a method of theological 

inquiry that embraces the inevitability of subjectivity in limited human knowing called 

“perspectivalism.”81 They explain that the subjectivity of perspectives does not mean 

 
 

81 See John M. Frame, The Doctrine of the Word of God, A Theology of Lordship 4 
(Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010); Frame, Theology in Three Dimensions: A Guide to Triperspectivalism and 
Its Significance (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2017); Vern S. Poythress, Symphonic Theology: The Validity of 
Multiple Perspectives in Theology (1987; repr., Phillipsburg: NJ: P&R, 2001). 
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subsuming relativity. As Frame notes, perspectivalism “presupposes absolutism.”82 The 

Synoptic Gospels are the plainest example of scriptural multiperspectivalism, offering 

varying yet inerrant accounts of Jesus’s life.83 Poythress explains that the variation in 

perspectives is due to “selective interest,”84 in which multiple complementary views 

contribute to a fuller picture of truth without necessitating that one or more be 

erroneous.85 Jonathan Pennington explains that in the fourfold Gospel witness, “there is a 

richness in the four that one Gospel alone could not provide. . . . If it is indeed true that 

Jesus was God’s Son incarnate, the Creator of the universe, and the consummation of all 

knowledge and wisdom, then it stands to reason that no one account—or a million—

could begin to describe and plumb the depths of his person, teaching, and actions.”86 In 

light of Pennington’s observation, perspectivalism is a path to profundity, not a conflict.  

Subjectivity is a human capacity, whereas relativism is an epistemological 

value system. Poythress distinguishes his view of perspectivalism from relativism with an 

analogy:  

A perspective is like a window in my living room, looking out on a garden. The 
garden represents the truth. In using a perspective, I actually encounter, see, and 
appreciate truth. I really do see the truth—I see the garden. For postmodernist 
skepticism, on the other hand, a “perspective” is like a rectangular screen that has a 
picture of a garden on it. The skeptic thinks there is no way to tell what he is really 
looking at. Is the picture a picture of the garden behind the screen, seen through a 
more or less transparent screen? Or is the garden picture projected onto the screen 
by a hidden light source? Or is the picture produced by the screen itself, like a flat-
panel TV screen? Or is the picture projected by the mind of the view, as in a 

 
 

82 John M. Frame, “A Primer on Perspectivalism,” in John Frame’s Selected Shorter Writings 
(Phillipsburg: NJ: P&R, 2014), 1:5. 

83 “I believe that, in principle, all such differences are harmonizable (though we may not 
always see right away how to harmonize). Under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Mark and John select 
different things to tell about and tell them in slightly different ways, because they are focusing on or 
emphasizing different truths or different aspects of the same truth.” Poythress, Symphonic Theology, 17. 

84 Poythress, Symphonic Theology, 17.  
85 The example of the multiperspectivalism in the Synoptics is only analogous to communal 

human knowing since all differences in the Synoptics are divine differences because they are infallible. 
Poythress, Symphonic Theology, 86. 

86 Jonathan Pennington, Reading the Gospels Wisely: A Narrative and Theological 
Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 70. 
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dream? . . . I can go to another window and see the same garden. Through a 
window, I can access truths about the garden and know things about the garden.87 

Similarly, perspective functions like a frame in an art gallery; it does not determine what 

is important but highlights where and how to look. An ornate frame placed around a dent 

in the wall does not make the damage valuable as art—the frame does not have that kind 

of power. Instead, a frame around a Rembrandt in a room full of objects says, “Look over 

here!” Similarly, the human perspective allows us to recognize truth amidst the vast 

world of objects. Poythress unequivocally rejects epistemic relativism, asserting that 

perspective helps Christians recognize truth and beauty through the Holy Spirit’s work. A 

study of perspective is presuppositional, assuming the absolutism of the giver, God.88 

Frame and Poythress harmonize human subjectivity with God’s absolutism, 

which is essential for understanding worship’s nature and practice. God is immutable and 

impassible, a perfectly unified being, yet his work produces an array of results in 

individual people, including differing expressions of Christian worship.89 This dynamic 

demonstrates the multifaceted nature of worship in which diverse expressions reflect the 

manifold ways God engages with humanity that result in distinct perspectives of his 

person and work.  

Multiperspectivalism 

The previous section discussed subjectivity and intersubjectivity as the 

dynamics that create deep meaning in Christian worship. While God knows the full 
 

 
87 Vern S. Poythress, Knowing and the Trinity: How Perspectives in Human Knowledge 

Imitate the Trinity (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2018), 8–9. 
88 Frame, “A Primer on Perspectivalism,” 1:5.  
89 Junius Johnson speaks of the aesthetic experiences in ways that intersect with worship and 

the nature of subjectivity/objectivity. He explains that “the object is not simply encountered according to its 
true beauty, a resulting in a predictable experience that is uniform across all possible subjects. Instead, the 
object is appropriated in the experience—that is to say, it is taken into the proper space of a subject. And 
this appropriation is subjective—that is, according to the conditions of the subject (moral, intellectual, 
volitional, religious, cultural, and more).” Johnson, The Father of Lights, 32. The dynamic of this 
experience correlates to the experience of God. In order for all creatures to have the identical experience, 
all creatures would have to encounter his true essence unmediated by the Christological arc of personal 
redemption, which is impossible. 
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meaning of the liturgical script, that meaning also becomes available to other worshipers 

in community, adding to their knowledge of God and understanding of the gospel’s 

implications. Frame and Poythress use the term “perspectivalism” to reference the 

combined effects of communal knowing. Frame explains this phenomenon according to 

the reality that “we can never step out of our own skin, so to speak, and set aside the 

perspective of our own thoughts and bodies. But as we can enrich our perspective by 

looking at things from different angles . . . by consulting other people, and by observing 

other places and cultures, much more can we enrich it by consulting God’s 

perspective.”90 Frame argues that the limit of human knowing is the precondition for 

community. “Therefore,” Frame continues, “to maximize my own knowledge, I need the 

knowledge of everyone else, especially that of God. So, to see everything perfectly from 

my own perspective involves seeing everything from everyone else’s perspective, and 

from God. In that sense, finite perspectives are dependent on God’s and interdependent 

on one another’s.”91 Gregg Allison similarly notes the interdependency of knowledge 

from the lens of embodiment: “The fact that we are gendered in the totality of our 

perspectives is a key reason we desperately need each other. Men need women and 

women need men, and not just in terms of marriage, to be transported beyond our own 

limited viewpoint so as to experience life in a multifaceted way.”92 What Allison outlines 

is part of the genius of marriage: though the other gender’s horizon is never understood, 

each person’s horizon is broadened by mutual discovery. This is a microcosm of how 

multiperspectivalism functions to expand knowledge and, therefore, fuel worship in the 

Christian life.  

 
 

90 Frame, “A Primer on Perspectivalism,” 1:6. 
91 Frame, “A Primer on Perspectivalism,” 1:6. 
92 Gregg R. Allison, Embodied: Living as Whole People in a Fractured World (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books, 2021), 49. 
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Frame’s grounds multiperspectivalism in a particular understanding of the 

nature of God’s omniscience as not merely a comprehension of all facts “out there” or a 

neutral view of things. Instead, Frame explains that “God experiences the world, not only 

from his transcendent perspective and from the perspective of the whole universe, but 

also from every particular perspective within the universe. Since he is with me, he 

experiences the world from my perspective, as well as from the perspective of every 

other being in the universe. True omniscience must include a knowledge of every such 

perspective.”93 God’s view is not neutral but still seen from the perspective of an I; only 

this I exhaustively knows himself and all other perspectives. The implication of Frame’s 

explanation is this: the more perspectives one knows, the closer one gets to a God’s-eye-

view of things, though this is wonderfully unachievable.  

Multiperspectival Worship in the New Creation 

Since Christians worship is informed by their knowledge of God, and since 

truth fuels true worship (John 4:23–24), knowledge and worship are interconnected. 

Drawing on insights from Frame and Poythress regarding multiperspectivalism and 

building on the conviction that theology fuels doxology, I will apply Scruton’s concept of 

transcendent subjectivity to a case study of worship in the new creation. In this context, 

worship retains its testimonial function within communal intersubjective encounters, 

essential for fully witnessing God’s work. This study also extends my conclusion from 

chapter 2, that finite perspectives persist in heaven.  

Multiperspectival Worship in the 
Testimony of the Nations 

Multiperspectival worship in the new creation is manifested in the worship of 

the nations that offer abundant testimonies to the scope and power of Christ’s saving 

 
 

93 Frame, Doctrine of God, 585. 
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grace (Isa 66:18; Rev 14:6). While the presence of the nations will demonstrate that 

Christ saves (Luke 24:47), the testimonies of the nations will tell how Christ’s gospel 

came to the nations in the fulfillment of the Great Commission (Matt 28:19). Each 

testimony will be a masterpiece of God’s behind-the-scenes work where, finally, “Then 

the nations will know that I am the Lord who sanctifies Israel, when my sanctuary is in 

their midst forevermore” (Ezek 37:27–28). Christian testimonies, as Christopher Ellis 

explains, are “an incarnation of the gospel in which truth about God is communicated 

through an account of God’s working on the lives of those testifying. This is a sharing of 

the experience of God’s grace.”94 Each testimony represents innumerable acts of God in 

every possible location and situation, demonstrating that no obstacle can stand in the way 

of God’s power to save (Rev 7:9–10). 

As foretold in Isaiah 19:19–25 and evidenced in Revelation 21, the end of 

history is not the end of distinct ethnic identity. The promised gathering of the remnant 

into the true and full ekklesia is not a homogenized entity. Poythress explains that in 

Revelation 21:24,  

The nations (v. 24) represent redeemed humanity in all its cultural divisions. The 
distinctiveness of different cultures and peoples is not simply wiped out, but 
redeemed, in harmony with the picture in 1 Corinthians 12 of the unity and diversity 
in the body of Christ. (See Isa. 60:3–12 and Rev. 5:9) The nations bring in 
their splendor, all the diversity of riches both material and intellectual and artistic 
and spiritual, as in Isaiah 60:3–5; Haggai 2:7–9.95 

All that exists in the new creation is for God’s glory, and Isaiah 19:19–25 is clear that 

national identity brings God glory and that the restoration is one of a panoply of peoples 

united as one yet remaining distinct (Rev 21). These passages are not just about the vast 

territory the gospel consumes with its grace but the subjects that this kingdom contains. 

 
 

94 Although Ellis unfavorably uses “incarnational” here as a metaphor, his sentiment seems to 
be that Christian testimonies display the meaning of the gospel. Christopher J. Ellis, Gathering: A Theology 
and Spirituality of Worship in Free Church Tradition (London: SCM Press, 2004), 208. 

95 Vern S. Poythress, The Returning King: A Guide to the Book of Revelation (Phillipsburg NJ: 
P&R, 2000). 
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Each nation represented is not just a territory but a subjective testimony of God’s perfect, 

local grace. Craig Bartholomew notes, “The kingdom of God clearly refers not just to 

reign but also to realm, and the realm in view is nothing less than the creation as a 

whole.”96 “The nations and the kings of the earth taken together stress the universality 

and the pre-eminence of the city. All look to it and bring their splendour into it (cf. Isa. 

60).”97 Reflecting on the presence of the nations, T. Desmond Alexander calls the New 

Jerusalem “the ultimate cosmopolitan city”98 that is simultaneously the integration of the 

best of human culture, perfected by God.99 

The presence of the nations is not necessarily about national or cultural identity 

per se but, even more fundamentally, God’s glory in being worshiped through man’s 

subjective (both individual and communal) gaze. When the redeemed gather together 

from a multitude of perspectives and bear witness to God’s works in the great 

congregation, all will worship him more fully, fueled by ever-increasing truth about the 

Creator.  

The nations bring their glory and honor to the new creation, which, I believe, 

includes their subjective experiences of God’s grace, which they will bring together to 

 
 

96 Craig R. Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian View of Place for Today (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 117.  

97 Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament 
Commentaries 20 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 242. 

98 T. Desmond Alexander, The City of God and the Goal of Creation, Short Studies in Biblical 
Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2018), 153. 

99 In When the Kings Come Marching In, Richard Mouw notes the challenges that some 
Christians have with this idea. To ameliorate the anxiety that pagan items will be present in heaven, he 
reiterates that this is paralleled with the destruction of Babylon. Richard Mouw, When the Kings Come 
Marching In: Isaiah and the New Jerusalem, rev.ed. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 25. He 
later develops this idea, arguing that God does not destroy the objects that sinful people have put to sinful 
uses: “Pagan nations are misusing what is in fact God’s good creation. God will punish them for the ways 
in which they have perverted and distorted the things he has provided, but he never loses sight of his good 
creation. He must reclaim that which humans have used to rebel against him” (33–34). This transformation 
of culture is “a profound contribution to the process of the healing of the nations” (96).  
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bear witness to the full works of God in humanity.100 While Christ builds his church from 

every tribe, tongue, people, and nation (Matt 28:18–20; John 4:20–24; Acts 1:8), the 

glory of the nations is retained in the new creation to bear witness to God’s redemptive 

acts.101 In this sense, subjectivity is not a way of making much of humanity but making 

much of the dynamic and personal ways that God works. Therefore, the gathering of the 

nations to worship in the new creation is not the result of one purely objective, abstract 

work of God but the incalculable number of the dynamic, attentive, tailored, specific, 

particular, local works of God represented in the testimonies and homage of the 

nations.102 

The impulse to diminish the glory of human achievement derives from a 

reverent desire to protect God’s glory but assumes they are competitive. Refuting a zero-

sum idea of human and divine glory in heaven, Richard Bauckham explains, “In offering 

their own glory to God’s glory, of course the kings and the nations do not lose it, but 

 
 

100 There is a hearty debate as to what constitutes the “nations” in Isaiah and Revelation. Since 
the nations are pictured in Revelation 21 as worshiping, it is clear that not all nations are destroyed in 
God’s judgment. This debate is beyond the scope of this paper, but I will assume that there is a remnant of 
God’s elect from all nations since he refers to them as his own people. For a summary of the debate, see 
Dave Mathewson, “The Destiny of the Nations in Revelation 21:1–22:5: A Reconsideration,” Tyndale 
Bulletin 53, no. 1 (2002): 121–42. 

101 Scott Aniol offers a counterargument to my assumption here. Aniol equates culture with 
behavior, which, naturally, is moral or immoral. He makes this argument elsewhere. See Scott Aniol, 
“Toward a Biblical Understanding of Culture,” Artistic Theologian 1 (2012): 40–56. His argument here and 
in By the Waters of Babylon is focused on music in heaven and rejects the idea that every culture’s art 
forms are present in heaven. See Scott Aniol, By the Waters of Babylon: Worship in a Post-Christian 
Culture (Grand Rapids: Kregel Ministry, 2015. He does not see the presence of the nations nor the 
delineation of identities of Revelation 5 of worshipers from every “tribe and language and people and 
nation” (Rev 5:9–10) as suggesting that this includes their cultural expressions. He argues that “the multi-
ethnic nature of the church and heavenly worship does not prove the acceptability for corporate worship of 
all cultural forms on earth.” Scott Aniol et al. “‘Worship from the Nations’: A Survey and Preliminary 
Analysis of the Ethnodoxology Movement,” Artistic Theologian 3 (2015): 20. 

102 Mouw expresses a similar hypothesis about the particularity and the glory of the nations: “It 
is even possible—in my own thinking it is quite likely—that throughout eternity we will be aware of who 
we are and where we have come from, aware not only of our individual personality traits buy also of our 
cultural, ethnic, and racial identities. It may be that the exchange of those cultural gifts forged under the 
pressures of sinful historical development will not be a single event but an ongoing dialogue in the 
continuing life of the Heavenly City.” Mouw, When the Kings Come Marching In, 96–97. Their “honor and 
glory,” according to Mouw, “point to the diversity of riches distributed across the nations—riches not 
limited to material possessions” (85).  
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acknowledge its source in God to whom all glory and honour belong.”103 God crowns his 

people with glory (Ps 8:5), which does not diminish his own. Instead, the glory of 

humanity is a gift that reflects God’s glory and testifies to his generosity. God’s glory 

through human glory is further reflected in the sense that the new creation is a heavenly 

city, which Bauckham says “fulfils humanity’s desire to build out of nature a human 

place of human culture and community. True, it is given by God and so comes down 

from heaven. But this does not mean humanity does not contribute to it. It consummates 

human history and culture insofar as these have been dedicated to God . . . while 

excluding the distortions of history and culture into opposition to God that Babylon 

represents.”104 Cities are human achievements that bear the ethical damage marring all 

human activity since the Fall. In heaven, the city, through human effort and divine power, 

is perfected: “In the eschatological image of the city we have the assurance that our 

efforts to make these present cities of ours humane places in which to live—efforts which 

so often are frustrated, efforts which so often yield despair—will, by way of the 

mysterious patterns of history, eventually provide the tiles and timber for a city of 

delight.”105 Mouw argues that the depravity of man does not result in the depravity of all 

that man makes; instead, “when the end of history arrives . . . there is something to be 

gathered in. Diverse cultural riches will be brought into the Heavenly City. That which 

has been parceled out in human history must now be collected for the glory of the 

Creator.”106 This collection represents God’s testimony, which has been written through 

humanity.  

 
 

103 Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, New Testament Theology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 135–36.  

104 Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, 135. 
105 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Until Justice and Peace Embrace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 

140.  
106 Mouw, When the Kings Come Marching In, 86.  
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God gets more glory as the nations come to worship him in increasingly 

diverse expressions of gratitude appropriate to the breadth of God’s salvific deeds.107 

Missiologist Andrew Walls observes, “It is a delightful paradox that the more Christ is 

translated into the various thought forms and life systems which form our various 

national identities, the richer all of us will be in our common Christian identity. The 

Word became flesh, and dwelt among us—and we beheld his glory, full of grace and 

truth.”108 Without omniscience, Christians remain dependent on each other and the 

phenomenon of intersubjectivity for knowing God more fully and worshiping him 

accordingly.  

In contextualizing the Western missionary movement of the nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, Walls notes that missionaries discovered that “once again the 

attempt to transmit faith in Christ across linguistic and cultural frontiers revealed that 

Christ had meanings and significance never guessed before, and revealed another glimpse 

of the glory of the completed, redeemed humanity.”109 What we find, then, is that the 

subjectivity in applying faith not just to different individuals but also to all nations and 

cultures enhances the objectivity of Christ’s atonement and his inerrant Word. In heaven, 

Christians too will find that “Christ had meanings and significance never guessed 

before,” which will drive the redeemed to deeper worship.110 Together, all of Christ’s 

redeemed bear a fuller testimony to the extent of the atonement and the applicability of 

 
 

107 Thomas Schreiner notes that “in the Old Testament, the nations were deceived and outside 
the citizenship of Israel and cut off from God and the Messiah (Eph. 2:11–13). Israel was God’s special 
people, and the nations were opposed to God’s purposes. Now the deception of the nations is removed so 
that some from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation believe (rev 5:9). Satan still blinds the minds of 
unbelievers (2 Cor. 4:4), and the entire world remains under his power (1 John 5:19). But his ability to 
deceive entire nations has been removed, and the whole world is being blessed in fulfillment of the promise 
to Abraham (Gen. 12:3).” Thomas R. Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation, 
New Testament Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 176 (emphasis original).  

108 Andrew F. Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the 
Transmission of Faith (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 54.  

109 Walls, The Missionary Movement, xviii. 
110 Walls, The Missionary Movement, xviii. 



   

148 

God’s Word to all of humanity. In embracing the subjectively applied salvation that 

speaks equally yet differently to all cultures, the objectivity of Christ’s glory as a Savior 

to all the world is crystallized. God is further glorified as the gospel expands to new 

nations and cultures because Christians worship in new ways through the shared horizons 

of new testimonies that add to heaven’s multiperspectival witness. 

Creatures worship God according to what they know about him; no one can 

worship a God they do not know. Paul writes, “For now we see in a mirror dimly, 

but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been 

fully known” (1 Cor 13:12). Wayne Grudem explains that this passage “does not say that 

we will be omniscient or know everything (Paul could have said we will know all 

things, ta panta, if he had wished to do so), but, rightly translated, simply says that we 

will know in a fuller or more intensive way, ‘even as we have been known,’ that is, 

without any error or misconceptions in our knowledge.”111 Therefore, (1) human finitude 

is not a sin; (2) ontological limits are part of the goodness of God’s creation; and (3) in 

the new creation, every Christian’s sanctification will be complete (Phil 1:6), but our 

knowledge will not be exhaustive. Therefore, subjects will delight in intersubjective 

encounters with each other to broaden their horizons, both between subjects and between 

nations and their communal perspectives.  

Idolatry, Revelatory Worship, and the 
Testimony of the Nations  

The worship of the nations illustrates my primary contention that subjectivity 

allows worship to be revelatory. Creaturely worship is part of God’s revelation of his 

power to the world and is an act of creaturely revelation that is both negative and 

positive. Worship is positive because it reveals the Christian’s allegiance to Christ, and it 

 
 

111 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine, 2nd ed (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 1428n9. 
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is apophatic because it implicitly affirms by negation that God is superior to the idols 

from which one has turned.  

Given how voluminously the Old Testament speaks of the idolatrous worship 

of the nations, the presence of the nations in the new creation infers that there is a host of 

idols left behind. In the Old Testament, worship is associated with distinct national 

identities and geographical locations. Each nation represents idols: Baal is the God of the 

Canaanites, Chermosh is the national god of the Moabites (1 Kgs 11:7), Molech is the 

god of the Ammonites (Lev 18:21; 1 Kings 11:7), and Dagon is the god of the Philistines 

(Judg 16:23).  

Gentile worship of the true and living God tells the story of turning from the 

idols of the nations to the true and living God (1 Thess 1:9-10). Take Rahab’s witness, for 

example. As a Canaanite woman who comes to trust Yahweh (Josh 2:9), she bears a 

particular kind of witness to the power of Yahweh that the Israelites cannot. Her 

testimony simultaneously rejects Baal, the god of her nation, and celebrates Yahweh as 

more real, true, powerful, and worthy than Baal. Her worship demonstrates that she has a 

higher allegiance to God’s kingdom than her nation; her worship simultaneously 

reconstitutes and reveals her identity as one who belongs to God.  

Similarly, the testimony of a nation, which is wrapped up in their “honor and 

glory” (Rev 21:26), is not just what God has done but what this nation understands God 

to surpass in worth. The worship of a nation reveals that Jesus is more real, worthy, and 

glorious than anything it once held in esteem as a group. This is another sense in which 

worship is revelatory as a communal witness. Therefore, the apophatic testimony of the 

nation includes the idols that each has left behind in pursuit of the triune God. Even in 

Paul’s internalization of idolatry in Colossians, idol worship still has a location; it is just 

in the human heart. In this sense, proper worship reveals that God’s territory is not only 

geographical but personal.  



   

150 

Whatever one worships, one becomes, as G. K. Beale has put it. Human 

worship determines and reveals the nature of what they worship; the worship of lifeless 

idols makes one lifeless, just as the worship of the living Christ makes one more like 

Christ. Interestingly, Beale notes that the Isaiah 6 and Psalm 115 narratives reference the 

destruction of those who worship idols through “sensory-organ malfunction.”112 Their 

physical condition mirrors their spiritual condition. They become blind, deaf, and lifeless. 

They do not lose their stomach, thyroid, or elbow; they lose what makes them 

experiencing subjects able to perceive reality, thereby becoming lifeless objects like the 

ones they worship. On the other hand, true worship reanimates the person, turning from a 

worthless object into a sensory person, as evidenced in the healing and exorcism ministry 

of Jesus.113 In this sense, worship is the means and the reward of a recovered subjectivity. 

In idol worship, one undergoes the ultimate objectification; in the worship of God, one 

experiences the fullness of life. In this way, worship asserts the church’s identity as 

witnesses to God’s work.114  

Another way humans bear witness to God is by indicating the presence of his 

reign.115 The presence of the nations in the worship of the new creation signifies that 

God’s reign is over the whole earth because there are representatives from every place. 

Peter Gentry argues that being made in the imago Dei means that the person is like a 
 

 
112 G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2008), 46. 
113 See Nicholas Perrin, Jesus the Priest (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 152–70. 
114 “To be church is to be the worshiping community making a normative response to the 

revelation of the triune God. . . . To be church is to be the worshiping community—this statement 
acknowledges that the church’s most basic identity is to be found in its act of worship . . . worship is what 
distinguishes the church as the church.” Simon Chan, Liturgical Theology: The Church as Worshiping 
Community (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 42. “The church’s defining characteristic is its 
worshipful response to the call of God to be his people. This may explain why in the Scriptures Christians 
are sometimes simply called worshipers (Phil 3:3; 1 Tim 2:10; Heb 12:28; Rev 13:12–13; 14:11)” (43). 

115 “In the ancient Near East, since the king is the living statue of the god, he represents the god 
on earth. He makes the power of the god a present reality.” Gentry concludes, “We ought to assume that the 
meaning in the Bible is identical or at least similar, unless the biblical text clearly distinguishes its meaning 
from the surrounding culture.” Peter J. Gentry, “Kingdom through Covenant: Humanity as the Divine 
Image,” Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 12, no. 1 (2008): 32.  
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statue of the king placed throughout his territory to signify his reign. Each statue 

witnesses God’s rule in its own physical space. As those who were all once idols turn to 

worship God, they testify to a new part of the earth of God’s sovereign reign over the 

kingdom.  

Worship is always an exchange. In sin, creatures “exchanged the glory of the 

immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping 

things” (Rom 1:23). The reverse is also true: in worshiping God, creatures exchange 

moral images for the glory of the immortal God. Just as those who trust in idols become 

like them (Ps 115:8), God’s people are to trust in the Lord (Ps 115:9) with the 

contrapositive inference that they will become like him. This exchange is the implication 

of embodied worship that bears witness to God’s glory by creatures who reject all other 

images in affection for him alone.  

Symphonic Witness: Subjectivity and Profundity 

Following Frame and Poythress, subjectivity in terms of multiperspectivalism 

enhances objectivity, not erodes it. Multiple perspectives of objective truth reveal the 

scope and complexity of truth that transcend any singular, limited perspective. Where 

simplicity is threatened by multiperspectivalism (such as 2+2=4, which cannot be 

fundamentally contested), the true profundity of God’s world and work invites the 

assembly of finite perspectives merely to approach such impenetrable and inviolable 

knowledge. Highlighting an individual’s view of God, Junius Johnson argues, “We are 

created to see God differently because God is so unfathomably large that no one view . . . 

could ever be adequate to who God is.”116 Even combining all heavenly and earthly 

creatures does not approach the full knowledge of God. However, Johnson explains that 

“the Father is lavish and goes out of his way to create more and more and more and more, 

 
 

116 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 31. 
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not because by doing so we get an adequate representation of God but because by doing 

so God gives a representation that is adequate to the purpose of witnessing to God’s 

majesty while remaining inadequate to the purpose of exhausting it.”117 A symphony of 

perspectives on God still does more than any individual person possessing exhaustive 

knowledge because the intersubjective epistemology required by creaturely life creates 

the context for a profound community of joyful interdependence amongst God’s 

creatures.  

As argued in chapter 3, subjectivity is a relational, not individualistic, capacity 

that is both original to human design and endures through each human’s glorified state in 

heaven. Johnson illustrates how subjectivity allows for communion even in a prelapsarian 

state: “In paradise we would have been eager to talk with one another and with the angels 

about the Lord we serve, just as a man who has recently fallen in love is eager to talk to 

others who know his beloved: to compare notes, yes, but also to hear any new little detail 

that was previously unknown.”118 Subjectivity allows the conditions for relationship and, 

ultimately, communion, which creates communal and ecclesial solidarity. Johnson 

illustrates how subjectivity actually allows humans to communicate about God: 

In an unfallen world, such differences would enable us to speak of the Lord along 
the way, where I could teach you how I see God’s beauty and in turn be taught by 
how you do, such that God’s people would always be enriching one another with 
their particular and peculiar understandings. Such differences are attributable to the 
conditions of the subject who encounters the object. . . . Likewise, if it were not a 
subjective appropriation of something objective, there would be no possibility of 
communing in meaning or of communicating the meaning. The purely subjective as 
that which communicates with nothing outside the subject can also not be 
communicated outside the subject and so is private in the most lonely of senses.119 

If all creatures see God the same way, there is no sharing of horizons that results from 

relational encounters. Johnson describes how intersubjectivity results in a deepened 

 
 

117 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 31. 
118 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 31. 
119 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 64–65.  
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enjoyment of God because they are “productive of theological anamnesis.”120 Johnson is 

not justifying “multiple truths” but instead grounding subjectivity as a natural byproduct 

of genuine profundity that cannot be contained by a single finite gaze. Johnson observes 

that our differences allow us to speak to each other about the Lord. If each Christian had 

an identical perspective, communion through conversation could only result in agreement 

and shared reflection and would not add understanding or meaning. However, given the 

individuality of subjectivity, the multiperspectival endeavor of divulging a creature’s 

experience of the world and the perspective of God through that experience allows 

genuine connection through the mutual deepening of perspective. 

The structures of subjectivity that Johnson outlines speak to the glory that God 

receives from the concert of man’s perspectives (for if this multiperspectivalism did not 

bring God particular glory, it would not remain consistent into the new creation). The 

finitude of the human perspective does not suggest that all our knowledge is false.121 As 

Johnson describes, subjectivity is subservient to the object’s truth; in this case, all 

perspectives are answerable to the self-attesting God. God is glorified as his creatures 

respond to his truth with worship, and, as Poythress notes, “Rightly understood and 

rightly used, perspectives give us access to truth rather than keeping us away from 

truth.”122 As humanity will have no more profound experience of beauty than beholding 

the Lamb upon the throne and worshiping with all the redeemed, there will never be a 

greater necessity for this “symphonic witness” than we finally worship before the face of 

God. The more profound the beauty a creature beholds, the more it takes to delve into its 

depths. 

 
 

120 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 64. 
121 Frame, “A Primer on Perspectivalism,” 1:4. 
122 Poythress, Knowing and the Trinity, 8. 



   

154 

While multiperspectivalism attests to a relational epistemology, it extends to 

worship that is fueled by knowledge of God. Yet individual, personal knowledge of God 

is forged by life’s experiences and affects what they learn from the gathering. In gathered 

worship, believers bring themselves not as neutral spectators but as storied saints. Russell 

Mitman explains that in gathered worship, “Each worshiper comes into the conversation 

with the texts with different needs and different expectations. Yet the Word that will be 

heard differently through different worship expressions in different hearts—I use 

intentionally here the biblical receptor—will involve, but not be dependent on, what the 

hearers bring to the conversation.”123 Mitman notes that the individual’s personality, 

perspective, and testimony do not place a ceiling on what God does through the 

gathering. The way God’s Word is received will necessarily engage the individual’s 

subjectivity as they seek to understand Scripture, liturgical scripts, symbols, and rituals, 

but the Holy Spirit exceeds expectations as he applies his assuring presence to hearts and 

minds. Nevertheless, what the Word of God means and does is not defined by the 

individual’s experiences of capacities. Instead, “an organic liturgy,” Mitman writes, “is a 

unified action in which all the individual expressions in a worship service are 

recontextualized transpositions of the same biblical text(s) to enable these individualized 

points of engagement to be brought together into a corporate experience. All the 

expressions reinforce one another so that the whole is more than the sum of its parts.”124 

Subjectivity enables receptivity, reflection, and application of the Word without limiting 

what the Spirit can accomplish. 

The worship gathering constitutes a new community distinct from every other 

kind of assembly. It comprises different people and innumerably distinct testimonies, 

unified through Christ and mission. Mitman explains, “Individual worshipers in a 
 

 
123 F. Russell Mitman, Worship in the Shape of Scripture, rev. ed. (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim 

Press, 2009), 59 (emphasis original). 
124 Mitman, Worship in the Shape of Scripture, 55. 
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congregation come to the communal event with differing preunderstandings and 

predispositions that will shape their encounters with the Word in uniquely different and 

individualized molds. The life-texts in the community brings to the worship place are not 

all from the same book, nor even the same library.”125 The gospel is a composite novel 

with innumerable subplots. Understanding the narrative requires plumbing the depths of 

the subplots that hold up the integrity of its meta-claims. Each subplot, in this case, each 

human life, is the chance to become more convinced of the truth of the metanarrative’s 

claims and attuned to reality. Wirzba encapsulates this idea when he writes, “Creatures 

are not simply things, they are stories that witness to many complex lives coming 

together and coming apart. We cannot understand what they are, nor can they understand 

themselves, without also recounting the many events, processes, structures, institutions, 

and fellow creatures that have inspired, educated, frustrated, wounded, and nurtured them 

along the way.”126 To neglect the story is to neglect the person. 

 Alexander Schmemann reflects on the Sunday morning journey to the 

gathering, an entrance into a “fourth dimension which allows us to see the ultimate reality 

of life,”127 a rounding up of the subplots to make a metanarrative. Before entering that 

dimension, as Christians journey to become the church more perceptibly, “they have been 

individuals, some white, some black, some poor, some rich, they have been the ‘natural’ 

world and a natural community. And now they have been called to ‘come together in one 

place,’ to bring their lives, their very ‘world’ with them and to be more than what they 

were: a new community with a new life.”128 Each person’s story contributes to a more 

 
 

125 Mitman, Worship in the Shape of Scripture, 50. 
126 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 180. 
127 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World, Classics Series 1 (Yonkers, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2018), 35. 
128 Schmemann, For the Life of the World, 35–36. 
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comprehensive narrative of God’s work because each represents creaturely reality.129 

Wirzba sees the community of humanity as a wholly enmeshed existence in which the 

individual is open and susceptible—the I is irrevocably shaped by the you’s: “The ‘I’ is 

never single and self-secure. It has always been broken open, susceptible to and occupied 

by others.”130 This sharing of horizons is the goal of humanity’s capacity for subjectivity. 

Creaturely finitude not only necessitates dependence on God but also 

dependence on other creatures. While those in the BWM often speak of the communal 

effects of worship regarding edification and spiritual formation, they neglect discussions 

of the community’s role in generating the meaning of any given congregation’s worship. 

To reflect the profundity of the phenomenon of gathered worship, Christians need a 

vision of biblical worship that is not only propositional and principled but takes into 

consideration the kind of life that the Bible creates and a liturgical grammar that reflects 

the symbiotic intersubjectivity that unleashes creatures’ fullest witness to Scripture’s 

truth. 

Conclusion: The Radical Interdependency 
of Christian Worship 

The fullest creaturely expression of meaning in worship relies on a complex 

network of dialogical subjects. Worship cannot mean what it is supposed to mean apart 

from subjects and their respective points of view in dialogue as the gathered church. A 

foundational conviction of liturgical theology is that juxtaposition generates meaning—

any given element, whether song or prayer, means something slightly different based on 

 
 

129 Highlighting the interconnected nature of human existence which involves moving within 
and across the boundaries of others, Wirzba emphasizes that “persons are not self-standing individuals, nor 
are they disembodied souls or information patterns that float above a surface world. To live at all they must 
participate within diverse and dynamic processes that show life to be a shared, receiving/giving 
phenomenon.” Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 178. 

130 Wirzba, This Sacred Life, 182.  
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its context.131 For example, a worshiper cannot experience the power of assurance in the 

gathering without the juxtaposition of confession. Meaning through juxtaposition also 

extends to the subjects who gather for worship; their meaning is amplified through their 

proximity and juxtaposing presence. This juxtaposition applies to the liturgical 

participants, not just the liturgical elements. 

In conclusion, the uncontainability of God cannot be fully captured by any 

single person, nor even by the collective witness of all saved human beings in this life or 

the new creation. Nevertheless, the whole cloud of witnesses begins to approach this 

infinite possibility; the greater the number, the closer the cloud of witnesses comes to 

representing the full spectrum of reality. Worshipers’ varied capabilities and unique 

meanings derived from their testimonies, personalities, and availabilities contribute to 

this symphony of meaning. Just as deep-sea exploration fuels wonder despite the 

impossibility of complete comprehension, worshipers piece together an ever-increasing 

awe at the extent of what there is to know about their God. The worship of the nations in 

the new creation represents a mosaic memory of life on earth, allowing worshipers to 

compare notes and retain the particular glories of God’s testimony interwoven into 

creaturely life. Therefore, the meaning of worship depends upon the full cloud of 

witnesses in which each witness is engaged in dialogical worship of God through their 

porous subjectivity. This dialogical, subjective worship resists the objectification of the 

secular age by rooting worship’s meaning in the relational and communal nature of both 

divine and ecclesiological communion. In this sense, worship is always an individual’s 

witness before the assembly. It is a testament to the life known fully only to them from 

 
 

131 Gordon Lathrop argues that the active presupposition of the liturgy is that “meaning occurs 
through structure, by one thing set next to another. The scheduling of the ordo, the setting of one liturgical 
thing next to another in the shape of the liturgy, evokes and replicates the deep structure of biblical 
language, the use of the old to say the new by means of juxtaposition.” Gordon W. Lathrop, Holy Things: A 
Liturgical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 33. 
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their own horizon, through which God has written part of his own testimony. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SYMPHONIC WITNESS AND THE GLORY OF GOD 

Human testimonies are part of the mosaic that makes up God’s testimony. In 

the worship of the Church, these testimonies are not just brought together; they are 

brought together to form something more spectacular: the testimony of God’s perfect, 

outworking economy of grace.  

Witnesses to Glory  

As cited at the outset of this project, God’s glory is something that creatures 

see, most fully through Christ (John 1:14). The significance of the incarnation is partially 

the visibility of Christ, which is why the New Testament authors frequently refer to 

Christians simply as “witnesses.”1 Witness (marturia) “refers to eyewitness testimony to 

Jesus, to one who presents evidence of the gospel message on the basis of firsthand 

knowledge of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection (Acts 1:22).”2 The idea of being a 

firsthand witness substantiates the legitimate historicity of Jesus’s life, death, and 

resurrection. The title “witness,” furthermore, connotes the visibility of God. Statements 

offered by a witness begin in the first person: “I saw,” “I experienced,” and “I heard,” 

which lends to the authenticity of the message and loads the message with the urgency 

for others to respond. Like Mary Magdalene proclaiming to the disciples, “I have seen the 

Lord” (John 20:18).  

 
 

1 “New Testament writers refer to believers as witnesses. The majority of instances occur in 
Luke’s Gospel (1:2; 24:48) and Acts (1:8, 22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39, 41; 13:31; 26:16), with two in the 
Petrine letters (1 Peter 5:1; 2 Peter 1:16–18).” Walter A. Elwell, ed., Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical 
Theology, Baker Reference Library (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1996), 91. 

2 Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 91. 
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There is a significant difference between the titles of believer and witness. A 

believer has an internal faith, while a witness has experienced an external reality. The 

very title of witness is defined by one’s relationship to a particular event or experience. 

Only the experiential force of an event can change someone into a witness. Beliefs alone 

do not make people witnesses; direct, first-hand experiences do. The title believer can 

reduce Christianity to a mere message, while a witness affirms something true through 

their senses. When humans act as witnesses rather than merely believers, their claims are 

harder to dismiss, as the title witness indicates an external reality to which they are now 

accountable. The personal witness of worship is how creatures attest that all Christ said 

and did is true, not merely with words, but with lives that must be reckoned with.  

John recounts Jesus’s instruction on the nature of testimony as a means of 

edification and evangelism: “If I alone bear witness about myself, my testimony is not 

true. There is another who bears witness about me, and I know that the testimony that he 

bears about me is true. You sent to John, and he has borne witness to the truth. Not 

that the testimony that I receive is from man, but I say these things so that you may be 

saved” (John 5:30–34). In this passage, Jesus is speaking of his disciples’ need for 

corroborating testimony to build their faith and help persuade them of the truth because 

witnesses help us believe.3 The personal witness that Christians bear brings God glory, 

but it is not for his own sake since God bears witness to himself and does not need the 

corroboration of human testimony. However, “the capacity to bear witness to the truth 

comes about through the Spirit’s anointing and inspiration (cf. Acts 1:8).”4 Ultimately, 

Christians bear witness to Christ through the experiential force of “I” so that others may 

 
 

3 D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1991), 260. 

4 Amos Yong, “The Spirit Bears Witness: Pneumatology, Truth, and the Religions,” Scottish 
Journal of Theology 57, no. 1 (2004): 32. 
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believe. The subjective, personal nature of witness imbues the message with an 

experiential believability. 

Though the concept of God’s glory has several meanings in Scripture, the 

focus of this project is on God’s glory as his visibility. In his taxonomy of God’s glory 

throughout Scripture, Chris Morgan describes this dimension as “the ultimate goal of the 

display of God’s attributes, perfections, or person.”5 The externality of God’s glory is 

important because, as Morgan notes, “if God’s intrinsic glory were not displayed 

extrinsically, we would be unable to know any of this . . . . [E]ven to begin to understand 

God’s intrinsic glory, we must examine his extrinsic displays.”6 God is glorified through 

human life, and in worship, humans make God visible in a specific way and thereby bring 

him glory.7  

Jesus is “the radiance of the glory of the God and the exact imprint of his 

nature” (Heb 1:3) and the visible image of the invisible God (Col 1:15). This visibility of 

God’s glory is “all the evidence of God’s preeminence.”8 What worshipers now need are 

 
 

5 Christopher W. Morgan, “Toward a Theology of the Glory of God,” in The Glory of God, ed. 
Morgan, Christopher W. Morgan and Robert A. Peterson, Theology in Community 2 (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2010), 158. Morgan identifies seven connotations of God’s glory used throughout Scripture: (1) 
glory is used as a designation for God himself; (2) glory sometimes refers to an internal characteristic, an 
attribute or a summary of attributes of God; (3) the Bible speaks of glory as God’s presence; (4) glory as 
the display of God’s attributes, perfections, or person; (5) glory as the ultimate goal of the display of God’s 
attributes, perfections, or person; (6) glory sometimes connotes heaven, the heavenly, or the eschatological 
consummation of the full experience of the presence of God; (7) giving glory to God may also refer to 
appropriate response to God in the form of worship, exaltation, or exultation. Morgan, “Toward a Theology 
of the Glory of God,” 157–59. For the purposes of this chapter, I am focusing on connotations 4, 5, and 7, 
emphasizing God’s external display of his internal work in humanity and how this leads to God’s 
glorification through creaturely worship. 

6 Morgan, “Toward a Theology of the Glory of God,” 163–64. 
7 “From our vantage point, the story of our salvation as it relates to glory is this: as humans we 

all refused to acknowledge God’s glory and instead sought our own glory. Through this we forfeited the 
glory God intended for us as his image-bearers. By his grace and through union with Christ, the perfect 
image, God restores us as full image-bearers to participate in and reflect the glory we longed for the whole 
time. Thus, we are recipients of glory, are undergoing transformation through glory, and will be sharers of 
glory. Our salvation is not merely from sin but it is also unto glory. What grace we have received: we who 
exchanged the glory of God for idols, we who rebelled against God’s glory, have been, are being, and will 
be completely transformed by the very glory we despised and rejected.” Morgan, “Toward a Theology of 
the Glory of God,” 186. 

8 Allen P. Ross, Recalling the Hope of Glory: Biblical Worship from the Garden to the New 
Creation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2006), 47 (emphasis added). 
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“eyes that are primed for the eschatological conversion into the vision of glorified 

creatures. These will be eyes that are able to look beyond the degradation and 

objectification of creatures.”9 They need to see each other as living images, not as 

Derrida’s stories that threaten narratival control. The functional diminution of the subject 

in Christian worship is due to a desire to protect the preeminence of God and his glory in 

the gathering. Paul promises that all Christians will be glorified with Christ (Rom 8:17, 

30), so creaturely glory is not competitive with Christ’s glory; Christ shares his glory 

with his bride, and this glory is Christ-likeness, which is restored in humans through 

union with Christ.10  

If creaturely glory is a means by which God is glorified, then to speak of a 

human’s perspectives, thoughts, desires, and agency and activity in worship—to speak of 

what one brings to the cosmic table, so to speak—need not induce anxiety that one is 

compromising God’s glory or deteriorating into anthropocentrism. As demonstrated in 

chapter 3, each creature, made in the image of God, brings its distinct story, not as a 

passive vessel of God’s glory but as a living work of art that testifies to the power of his 

gospel. One can uphold the doctrine of universal and total depravity, acknowledging that 

humans contribute nothing to their salvation, which is solely God’s gracious choice, and 

simultaneously hold that worshipers, in their regenerated lives that participate in Christ, 

bring innumerable glories to God through the particularities and perspectives of their 

divinely written stories. These stories are expressed through creative human agency—

exercising dominion and subduction, making something out of what God has made—

without conflict. Kristine Culp writes that “God is always forming and re-forming the 

 
 

9 Junius Johnson, The Father of Lights: A Theology of Beauty (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2020), 47. 

10 Bryan Chapell, “A Pastoral Theology of the Glory of God,” in Morgan and Peterson, The 
Glory of God, 192–93. 
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mundane, vulnerable stuff of creaturely existence, breaking life and glory into it.”11 

Therefore, creatures do not rob God of his glory by offering subjectively charged worship 

that references what God is remaking; rather, they diminish his glory by shrinking the 

horizon from which each knows and worships God because dimensions of his salvific 

and transformational work become visible.12  

The Glory of God’s Image in Christian Worship: 
Symphonic Witness to the Profound Christ 

Christian witness is intricately connected to imaging Christ. The significance 

of the incarnation is underscored by the fact that Christ’s glory is the “visible splendor” 

of the invisible God.13 God’s glory has to do, in part, with his visibility; thus, Christ is 

called the “radiance of the glory of God” (Heb 1:3). As Christians are conformed 

progressively into the image of Christ, they make God more visible in the material world, 

adding not to the quantity of God’s glory, but the perceptibility of God’s glory by making 

him more visible. The paradigm of 2 Corinthians 3:7–18 is that we are all “beholding the 

glory of the Lord” and, as a result, “are being transformed into the same image from one 

degree of glory to another.” Christians behold his glory and become that same glory by 

imaging Christ more completely and making him more visible. 

 
 

11 Kristine A. Culp, Vulnerability and Glory: A Theological Account (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2010), 94. 

12 In Glorification and the Life of Faith, Ashley Cocksworth and David H. Ford unpack 
Irenaeus’s claim that God’s glory on earth is through humans being “fully alive.” They even add an 
affective dimension to Irenaeus’s claim: “The glory of God is being joy-fully alive.” Ashley Cocksworth 
and David F. Ford, Glorification and the Life of Faith, Soteriology and Doxology (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2023), 107. 

13 Richard Bauckham explains that when Scripture notes that someone has seen God’s glory, 
“glory in this sense is always something visible.” Richard Bauckham, Gospel of Glory: Major Themes in 
Johannine Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2015), 44. Bauckham additionally notes the use of 
doxa, which first appears in the Gospel of John in 1:14–15, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” Bauckham 
sees this in relation to the visibility of Christ: “This point is theologically important, because what is seen is 
the glory in the flesh of Jesus Christ. Precisely the visibility of the flesh is the point” (51). 
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Witness and the Corporate imago Dei 

As referenced in chapter 4, multiperspectivalism is rooted in a corporate 

conception of the imago Dei. This is because, according to John Kilner, the corporate 

imago Dei consecrates human individuality. Kilner argues that “since God’s image has a 

corporate dimension to it and is not just something true of particular people by 

themselves, humanity’s existence in God’s image entails that everyone has this special 

significance of sacredness. There is a basic equality among members of the human 

community. This does not mean that people consider everyone to be equal or identical in 

every respect.”14 Therefore, fuller witness to Christ depends on each person’s presence 

and making their perspective and individuality available to others. If imaging Christ fully 

is the goal of sanctification in the Christian life, and that image enables Christian witness, 

then the fuller image produces a fuller witness through multiperspectival worship.  

The apostle Paul guarantees that all Christians who were predestined will be 

fully conformed to the image of Christ (Rom 8:29–30). However, no one can exhaust that 

image, even in their full conformation to it. This inexhaustibility leads Johnson to the 

term “symphonic witness” to describe how all creatures together image Christ:  

If God is to be imaged in creatures, it can only be by means of a symphonic witness, 
for no one creature or any one creaturely expressive witness could give any sense of 
the infinite variety that exists in the divine exemplar. This is what is lost if I fail to 
see a beauty of which I am uniquely capable. Because there is some unique yet true 
aspect of the way that I could see God imaged in this creature, the total human 
understanding of divinity is impoverished if I do not make my potential vision 
available to others. This is also why it is important never to lose the subjective side 
of subjective objectivity: it grounds not relativism (for that is ruled out by the 
objectivity) but harmony and complementarity.15 

Johnson’s “symphonic witness” describes God’s particular glory in the communal 

worship of the finite, seen through a complementarity and dependency that extend to all 

creatures. The profundity of Christ is protected by the manifold witness of the body of 

 
 

14 John F. Kilner, Dignity and Destiny: Humanity in the Image of God (Grand Rapids: William 
B. Eerdmans, 2015), 315–16. 

15 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 65. 



   

165 

Christ. If billions upon billions of individuals together make up the body of Christ—all 

saints from the beginning of human history until Christ returns together bear witness to 

the fullness of Christ’s image. The holy otherness of Christ—the unsearchableness of this 

glory—cannot be exhausted by the final assembly in heaven, though that assembly will 

be complete. 

This symphonic witness is enabled by the reality that humanity is an 

“interrelated whole,”16 not a happenstance collection of individuals. Therefore, he argues, 

“humanity’s status as created in God’s image has implications for the whole together. 

God has a connection with humanity as a whole; and God intends divine attributes to be 

reflected in humanity corporately, not just in particular people.”17 For the divine 

attributes to be reflected corporately means that we image God differently—each fully 

but differently. Although each person is fully conformed to the image of Christ, Anthony 

Hoekema says that “the image of God in its totality can only be seen in humankind as 

whole.” 18 Richard Mouw also holds to the corporate possession of the imago Dei, noting 

that it is “parceled out among the peoples of the earth.”19 In encounters with the “other,” 

therefore, with all their specificity and perspective, “we get glimpses of different aspects 

 
 

16 Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 318. 
17 Kilner, Dignity and Destiny, 318. 
18 Hoekema draws on Herman Bavinck’s argument, offering his own translation of Bavinck’s 

account of the corporate image: “Not the individual man, and not even man and woman together, but 
mankind as a whole is the fully developed image of God. . . . The image of God is far too rich to be 
completely represented by a single human being, no matter how gifted he might be. That image can only be 
disclosed in its depth and riches in the whole of humanity and with its millions of members. As the traces 
of God [vestigia Dei] are spread out over many works of God, both in space and time, so the image of God 
can only be seen in its totality in a humanity whose members exist both after and next to each other. . . . To 
that humanity belongs its development, its history, its expanding mastery of the earth, its advancement in 
knowledge and art, and its dominion over all other creatures. All of this is an unfolding of the image and 
likeness of God according to which man was created. Just as God has not revealed himself only at the time 
of creation but continues and enlarges that revelation from day-to-day and from age to age, so it is also with 
the image of God: it is no unchangeable magnitude but one which unfolds and develops itself in the forms 
of space and time.” Herman Bavinck, Dogmatics, 2:621–22, as translated by Anthony Hoekema in Created 
in God’s Image (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1994), 99–100.  

19 Richard J. Mouw, When the Kings Come Marching In: Isaiah and the New Jerusalem, rev. 
ed. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2002), 47. 
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of the full image of God.”20 The benefits of this communal image are twofold. First, 

worshipers grow in knowledge of God via a relational epistemology. Second, together, 

worshipers reflect their corporate image back to God and out into the world.  

The image of Christ in creatures is an ecclesial reality and is therefore 

dependent on and constituted by the “other.” In his discussion of the corporate imago 

Dei, Miroslav Volf argues that personhood itself is ecclesial.21 Christian identity is 

always constituted by the “other.” The Christian’s primary identity is constituted by the 

blood of another—imputation presupposes porosity. “The image of God can be restored 

in us only as we remain in union with Christ”22 (John 15:5). The individual constitution 

of the human person, therefore, “is not a self-enclosed substantial entity, but rather an 

open relational entity.”23 It is permeable. In gathered worship, the horizon by which one 

sees, understands, and images Christ is made available to others. 

Multicultural, Corporate 
imago Dei in Worship  

The corporate imago Dei not only reflects individuals but also extends to the 

contribution of cultures to the corporate image. Shedding further light on the 

multinational worship scene of Revelation 21, Hoekema explains:  

We can only see the full riches of the image of God as we take into account all of 
human history and all of man’s diverse cultural contributions. Whatever great 
artists, scientists, philosophers, and the like have added to our store knowledge, art, 
and technological achievements reflects the greatness of God who has endowed 
mankind with all these gifts . . . . this means that we must not look down upon the 
contributions of different groups of people from various nationalities and races; 

 
 

20 Mouw, When the Kings Come Marching In, 47. 
21 Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 83. 
22 Hoekema, Created in God’s Image, 91. 
23 Volf, After Our Likeness, 82. 
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Rather, we must welcome these contributions as adding to our enrichment. . . . God 
made all human beings in his image and all of them can enlighten and enrich us.24 

Hoekema emphasizes the absolute unity of those made in God’s image yet notes that 

within the absolute union with Christ that all share, each retains their individuality: 

“Glorified believers will not all be alike, as peas in a pod. They will retain their unique 

talents and gifts, purged of all imperfection—talents will be used for the enrichment of 

all.”25 Utilizing a similar musical metaphor to Johnson, Hoekema writes that “As a 

symphony orchestra produces a unified sound from many different instruments, so the 

fellowship of the life to come will be marked by unity in the midst of great but 

harmonious diversity.”26 It is not that we happen to share the imago Dei, Stanley Grenz 

argues, but that “It is fully present only in community.”27 Therefore, imaging Christ in 

worship has to do, particularly, with the visibility and perspectives of those who bear 

witness to a particular aspect of Christ’s image.  

The diminishment of the I, the flattening of the subject, or the abstraction of 

worship to intellect and the reduction of witnesses to believers, therefore, can be a 

diminishment of how the image of Christ is made present among us. These factors reduce 

our imagination of the person of Christ. One person’s individual perspective and the 

aspects of the image of God it makes most visible are not in competition with God’s full 

image borne only in Christ. The nature of finitude is that what humans have, they have 

received, including their being made into the image of Christ and bearing witness to a 

dimension of his profundity.  

 
 

24 Hoekema, Created in God’s Image, 100. 
25 Hoekema, Created in God’s Image, 94. 
26 Hoekema, Created in God’s Image, 94.  
27 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 

2000), 179. 
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Why “Transcend” Subjectivity? 

If the particularities of each subject, offered through their subjectivity, reveal 

irreplaceable dimensions of the corporate image of Christ, why is there a desire to 

transcend human subjectivity? In the context of the BWM, the primary values of 

intellectual formation, certainty, and comprehensive “principles” of biblical worship, 

respectively, contribute to the impulse to explain, control, and transcend the 

particularities of individuals and localities—to escape the vulnerability of being human. 

By contrast, Begbie casts a vision of Christian worship as “the ‘site’ par excellence where 

the church is invited to discover and rediscover the uncontainability of grace and the 

futility of thinking we are ultimately in charge of things.”28 These “pathologies of 

control”29 in worship result from holding the primary goal formation without a properly 

transcendent ontology of worship that can support and protect it from the degradation 

toward a pragmatism of control.  

The Fallacy of Objective Ascent 

In chapter 3, I demonstrated the logical inconsistencies of pursuing a vision of 

transcendence in worship by acquiring an objective “view from nowhere.” Here, I wish to 

address why worshipers desire to transcend their own subjectivity. In her essay, 

“Transcending Humanity,” Martha Nussbaum offers a perspective on humanity’s desire 

to transcend aspects of their finitude, locating this in the desire to live a god-like life. 

Nussbaum describes this desire for ascent as “the aspiration to leave behind altogether the 

constitutive conditions of our humanity, and to seek for a life that is really the life of 

 
 

28 Begbie, Abundantly More, 210. Hans Boersma similarly identifies “an undue desire for 
clarity and control” resulting in a separation “between theology and spirituality.” Boersma goes on to 
explain that “once modernity abandoned a participatory or sacramental view of reality, the created order 
became unmoored from its origin in God, and the material cosmos began its precarious drift on the flux of 
nihilistic waves.” Hans Boersma, Heavenly Participation: The Weaving of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand 
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2011), 2. 

29 Begbie, Abundantly More, 210. 
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another sort of being—as if it were a higher and better life for us.”30 Instead, she consoles 

that the constraints of human life we often find distasteful actually provide the conditions 

for the aspects of life we hold most dear.31 Nussbaum demonstrates that there is a manner 

of pursuing transcendence that violates one’s humanity by desiring the kind of life 

reserved for God. Instead, Nussbaum argues that in a faithful vision of transcendence, 

humans achieve excellence by pushing the boundaries of human fragility. She calls this 

“transcending by descent” by “delving more deeply into oneself and one’s humanity, and 

becoming deeper and more spacious as a result.”32 The language of transcending by 

descent does not suggest looking within for all meaning but living a life of excellence 

according to the kind of life designed for a human.  

Transcendence in the BWM, especially when focused on lyrical content and 

the diminution of creaturely entanglements, can function as the kind of ascent that 

Nussbaum describes, one that appears to be motivated by self-transcendence through self-

mastery and control through certainty. These efforts are the traits of what Max Weber 

calls an “inner-worldly asceticism.”33 James K. A. Smith identifies a similar transgression 

through intellectual ascent, arguing that “our epistemological desire to deny such 

dependence and contingency amounts to a hubristic denial of our very creaturehood—and 

that bears all the marks of our transgression in the garden.”34 The idea of transcendence 

 
 

30 Martha Nussbaum, “Transcending Humanity,” in Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy 
and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 379. 

31 Nussbaum, “Transcending Humanity,” 379. 
32 Nussbaum, “Transcending Humanity,” 379. 
33 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretative Sociology, ed. Guenther 

Roth and Claus Wittich, trans. Ephraim Fischoff et al. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 
542–44.  

Charles Taylor charges Calvinism with being similar to neo-Stoicism on account of their 
immanent asceticism, highlighting Calvin’s personal study of Seneca. While Weber and Taylor have their 
own commitments informing their view, there is something to the idea of rigorous piety creating the sense 
of “control” that remains in the legacy of Reformed traditions.  

34 James K. A. Smith, Who’s Afraid of Relativism? Community, Contingency, and 
Creaturehood, The Church and Postmodern Culture (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014), 115. 



   

170 

through ascent means there are elements of our creaturely life that one must leave 

behind—contingency, dependence, perspective, finitude, embodiment—to grasp the 

truth. As Esther Meek corrects, there is nothing humans have to un-know in order to 

know: “I do not turn away from the ordinary in order to see the extraordinary. This 

underscores the fact that this is an ordinary, rather than ecstatic, sort of event. How 

mistaken to think one must turn away from the world to encounter God, he says! It isn’t 

that you must get behind ‘appearances’ or ‘beyond this world.’”35 There is nothing about 

the original design of the creaturely life one must abandon in order to know what is true 

nor to encounter transcendent realities because God has already designed his creatures 

with the capacity for these pursuits.  

Worshipers do not need to shed their mortal coil to glorify God. Christians, 

therefore, do not need to pursue what Mark Johnson calls vertical transcendence, “the 

alleged capacity to rise above and shed our finite human form and to ‘plug into’ the 

infinite.”36 Instead, Johnson advocates horizontal transcendence, which “recognizes the 

inescapability of human finitude and is compatible with the embodiment of meaning, 

mind, and personal identity.”37 Johnson articulates an idea of transcendence that is 

horizontal, arguing transcendence has to be understood in terms of the other, what he 

calls “intersubjective learning.”38 He explains that “transcendence does not mean simply 

‘going beyond’” but that “the human spirit, therefore, is the ability of humans to get 

beyond their individual bodies and into other bodies.”39 Although material bodies are not 

 
 

35 Esther L. Meek, Loving to Know: Introducing Covenant Epistemology (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade Books, 2011), 254. 

36 Mark Johnson, The Meaning of the Body: Aesthetics of Human Understanding (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), 281. 

37 Johnson, The Meaning of the Body, 281. 
38 Luke Timothy Johnson, The Revelatory Body: Theology as Inductive Art (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans, 2015), 76. 
39 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 76. 
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capable of transcendence, through communication of their interior lives, “one human 

body becomes interior to another human body,”40 thereby transcending the self by 

making themselves available to others and receiving communication of the interior life—

the horizon—of another. This is an experience of transcendence through the penetrable 

yet inscrutable and uncontrollable horizon of the other. 

In short, the path to retrieving transcendence does not mean leaving behind 

what is human, least of all the subjectivity and perspective that is unique to each person 

and a conduit of meaningful worship. Neither is my appeal to merely “look within” and 

live by self-reference and determination; my exhortation is to live within and worship 

through the lovely borderlines of a humane existence, in the horizon that is painted by 

God’s testimony in one’s creaturely life, allowing the horizons of others to deepen one’s 

experience of God’s truth, and, ultimately, to make that horizon available to others in 

order to move toward the symphonic witness fitting of Christ’s profundity. The human 

life, endowed by the Spirit, is transcendent because it participates in the process of God’s 

revelation. 

To worship as a manner of life is not just doing all things as unto Christ (Col 

3:23) in terms of sincerity and dedication, but also to do all things in the right manner, 

according to the kind of life fit for a creature, delving deep into the humanity that Christ 

himself has crowned with glory. It means living into and worshiping within the kind of 

life designed for them—one of dependence, vulnerability, and givenness. Articulating a 

vision for limitation, Kevin Vanhoozer writes, “My bodily limitations both partially 

define me and make possible a ‘proper’ human existence. The givens of my existence . . . 

do not constrain my freedom but are rather the condition of its possibility. Any attempt to 

transcend or transform these givens, except to restore health, is to reject my God-

 
 

40 Johnson, The Revelatory Body, 76. 
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givenness.”41 Christians cannot honor God with their lives as living sacrifices (Rom 12:1) 

by aspiring to a different kind of life than the one that he has ordained as “good.” 

Christians must offer as worship a “proper” sacrifice in the form of a humane existence, 

accepting the corner of God’s world that one has given to witness the power of the 

gospel. Biblical worship, therefore, is worship offered from Scripture’s vision of proper 

theological anthropology. 

In pursuit of transcendence, Pentecostal praxis may similarly transgress the 

subject by transforming into a passive conduit of divine force, abdicating uniquely human 

agency. A retrieval of transcendence in worship comes through a reclamation of the 

porous, empowered subject, deeply embedded in their place as given. Transcendence, 

then, for the creaturely life is through a traversal of one’s horizon through the inclusion of 

others, not a transcendence of ascent or descent, both of which end in isolation, but one 

of traversal, moving through the porous boundaries of other perspectives as a subject and 

becoming more capacious through encounters with the mystery and uncontrollability of 

the other.  

Releasing the unease with subjectivity in worship is determined by one finding 

genuine freedom in the “givens” of creaturely life, recognizing that “the time-space world 

is the proper context for interpersonal interaction and covenantal relations. People can 

only become who God wants them to be through bodily temporal existence. The good 

news is not that God saved people from their created existence but rather that, in Christ, 

he realizes their original design plan through it.”42 Subjects only think of themselves and 

their personal worlds as base, and therefore needing to be transcended, if the subject’s 

self-conception is disenchanted. The subject is only base, and its horizon a compromising 

diminution of God’s glory, if it is not the recipient of divine grace and illumination. In 
 

 
41 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Pictures at a Theological Exhibition: Scenes of the Church’s Worship, 

Witness, and Wisdom (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2016), 270–71. 
42 Vanhoozer, Pictures at a Theological Exhibition, 271. 
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reality, “Any performance that takes place during worship is fully empowered by the 

Holy Spirit. The Spirit prompts us to assemble, leads us into remembrance of the saving 

work of Christ, and unites us with Christ and the community in the worship moments. 

Everything that we do is done through the power of the Holy Spirit, not through our own 

power.”43 This is the core belief that undergirds a Trinitarian ontology of worship. 

Without divine participation, subjective liturgical scripts could be construed as 

anthropocentric. However, marginalizing one’s God-given testimony for fear of 

“subjective contamination”44 is a rejection of a meaningful area of God’s glory. 

Worship scholars must not overlook the inherent impulse of the Christian life 

toward personally expressed worship in pursuit of understanding biblical worship. This 

impulse is neither disinterested honor paid to a distant God, altruistic service to one’s 

neighbor, nor a liturgical self-awareness aimed at forming desires or articulating doctrine. 

Rather, Christians experience worship primarily as a profound, exterior expression of 

one’s interior life. This is why Christian worship often feels so vulnerable and aesthetic 

modes of participation so personal: because worship is a response of vulnerability, an 

opening of oneself to the God who gives. It is a radical expression of dependence through 

a whole-body and whole-life expression through voice, body, attention, self-reflection, 

and emotional catharsis. It is a desire to personally commune with someone beyond us, 

the means of which is the form we take as finite creatures. This cannot be accounted for 

in terms of the negative—trying to avoid error in pursuit of biblical fidelity. There is a 

deep human aspiration at the root of this desire, which manifests differently in varying 

worship traditions, but it is at the heart of the humane considerations of Christian 

worship. 
 

 
43 Khalia J. Williams, “Pneumatology and Worship,” in Theological Foundations of Worship: 

Biblical, Systematic, and Practical Perspectives, ed. Khalia J. Williams and Mark A. Lamport (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 104–5.  

44 Merold Westphal, Whose Community? Which Interpretation? Philosophical Hermeneutics 
for the Church, The Church and Postmodern Culture (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 33. 



   

174 

Objectification of the Subject in Worship 

Christian worship transgresses human subjectivity when it objectifies the 

person—either by reducing their perspective to a flat, limited horizon or by seeking to 

escape it through an intellectual ascent toward transcendence. Johnson describes this kind 

of transgression: 

Objectification may be understood to be treating the creature as only an object—that 
is to say, not also as a sign pointing beyond itself or, better, a site where the glory of 
God is revealed. To objectify something is to take away its proper originally created 
intention of revealing the glory of God. . . . The exploitation of the beautiful notices 
that something is beautiful without caring how it is beautiful. But in that “how” lies 
the creature’s whole particularity. In that moment, we declare that we do not care 
who or what this is, only that we can use it.45  

The preclusion of one’s subjectivity is at the heart of objectification. Roger Scruton 

discusses objectification through reducibility to the material world—what takes place 

when one looks at another from outside the first person as a mere object in the material 

world with a view that is disinterested and depersonalized. To objectify another is to “de-

face,” to devalue or denigrate their “I” as though they were replaceable. 

This tendency toward objectification is especially pervasive in contexts such as 

pornography and violent media. Reflecting on the drive toward objectification in the 

modern world, Scruton argues that “we have acquired the habit of defacing not merely 

the human form but all those aspects of our world in which we recognize that we are 

called to account.”46 Scruton’s diagnosis is that “we no longer trust in the intentionality 

of our sacramental attitudes: they reach out to the sacred, but they do not find it. No God, 

we believe, reaches down to meet the arms that reach for him, and our arms fall helpless 

to our sides.”47 Therefore, to resist objectification of the other, we demonstrate that in 

Christian worship, one of the most vulnerable and meaningful actions in life, arms extend 

 
 

45 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 35.  
46 Roger Scruton, The Face of God (London: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2014), 164. 
47 Scruton, The Face of God, 164. 
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toward each other in a radical hospitality that resists objectification, that does not only 

care that someone is a worshiper, but how they are a worshiper, and resists the inhumane 

urge to flatten the horizon of other subjects into a least common denominator for 

participation. This dignifying intentionality, following Scruton’s argument, helps 

creatures to reimage the dignifying welcome of God, whose arms are always extended 

toward us and who ultimately answers our “immortal longings.”48  

Objectification in Christian worship takes place in three main ways: (1) closing 

off, or buffering, subjectivity to be self-referential or self-determinative, (2) reducing 

expression to impersonal or disinterested aboutness rather than personal knowledge, (3) 

marginalizing testimony, settling for abstract participation rather than allowing our lives, 

experiences, and perspectives to shape participation in a way that dignifies God’s story 

through creaturely life and therefore failing to see the unique beauty available only to an 

individual or community. These are all means by which objectification takes place in 

worship through the preclusion of graciously given and creaturely horizons—the removal 

of the “I” from whom worship flows.  

This dehumanization is the result of the fall. Describing the objectifying 

tendency of postlapsarian creatures, Junius Johnson notes that “in our fall we toss away 

much of our ability to let things reveal God, and we also become bent in our wills such 

that we habitually twist things away from this revelatory function.”49 When Christians 

impede worshipers’ testimonies, they resist the revelatory power of worship. When 

Christians eschew personal testimony—the meaning of Christian witness that is available 

unique to them—they communicate that their life is not welcome and bears no meaning 

beyond itself in the congregation, therefore reinforcing the fear that one’s interior life is 

isolated, an experience that devolves into solipsism. Leaders can communicate that they 

 
 

48 Scruton, The Face of God, 164. 
49 Johnson, The Father of Lights, 35. 
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want people for their voice, participation, and financial support, but they do very little to 

welcome their life into the character of the gathering or make it available to others for a 

more complete witness to the glorious Christ.  

Revelatory Worship: Practicing a Transcendent 
Ontology through Subjectivity 

in Christian Worship 

Transcendence is a reality to be inhabited by a subject rather than a concept to 

be contemplated. Therefore, practicing transcendence through subjectivity, at the first 

level, involves the practices that form and express a transcendent ontology. This 

primarily involves practices that require actionable humility, practices that lean into, not 

away from, our humanity, practices like prayer, solitude, contemplating mystery, 

fellowship/communion, and testimony. If the disenchantment of humanity results in an 

intolerance for the subject, then a retrieval of subjectivity for worship relies on a 

transcendent, trinitarian ontology.  

Rehearsing a Trinitarian Ontology 

In the absence of a pneumatologically-charged ontology of worship that is 

dialogically rehearsed, subjective expression insulates the individual through self-

reference. However, with a proper Trinitarian ontology marked by a worship-initiating 

and worship-sustaining activity of the Holy Spirit, subjective expression and testimony 

become an irreplaceable means of dialogue with the divine and with fellow worshipers. 

This ontology of transcendent correspondence cannot be assumed in the liturgy; it must 

be rehearsed. This rehearsal takes place through the personal and dialogical nature of 

worship that grounds liturgical expression and protects it from charges of 

anthropocentrism or individualism.50 Because transcendence is accessed through the 
 

 
50 Individualism, the dominant understanding of the self in America, results in an impersonal 

conception of transcendence because the self is buffered—if there is something out there, other people or 
another Being, it is inaccessible. The inability to access truly sacred space through transcendent, enchanted 
ontology results in the interiorization of sacred space. Linda Mercadante describes the ethos of the spiritual 
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unending divine encounter initiated at conversion and mediated by Christ as High Priest, 

and rehearsed through dialogical worship, transcendence in Christian worship is not 

abstract; it is personal, and creatures are free to worship personally in order to honor the 

personal and experiential dimensions of life in the Spirit.  

For this purpose of establishing a dialogical transcendence in the gathering, 

Constance Cherry makes a case for the reintroduction of the epiclesis in corporate 

worship as a way of intentionally “establishing God’s presence”:  

An invocation invokes God’s presence; it appeals to God to be present through 
Jesus Christ. Though it is not wrong to ask God to be present (there are many 
examples of such a request in the Psalms alone), it is perhaps more fitting for the 
leader to acknowledge and welcome God’s presence since, theologically speaking, 
God in Christ is already present by virtue of the gathered community (Matt. 18:20). 
Either way, it is more than appropriate to begin our conversation with God by 
greeting and welcoming the one with whom we will converse throughout worship. 
An invocation, then, is simply an opening prayer establishing God’s presence 
among worshipers in the person of Jesus Christ, the risen Lord, through the power 
of the Holy Spirit.51 

Those in the BWM may be uncomfortable with the sacramentally-charged terms of 

“invoking” or “petitioning” the presence of an already omnipresent God. Regardless of 

the terminology, Cherry articulates a basic intuition of dialogical worship: “greeting and 

welcoming the one with whom we converse.”52 There are many ways to establish the 

Holy Spirit’s active presence, but it cannot be assumed. If subjective scripts are offered 

outside a pneumatological and relational context, then they can fall victim to the kinds of 

criticisms offered by those in the BWM. 

 
 
but non-religious “a personalization of transcendence, a sacralization of the self, a focus on therapeutic 
rather than civic goals, and a self-needs orientation to community and commitment.” Linda A. Mercadante, 
Belief without Borders: Inside the Minds of the Spiritual but Not Religious (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014). Subjectivity without intersubjectivity is problematic, similar to Marcadante’s insight that 
highly individualized spirituality is problematic in the absence of a community that verifies, interprets, and 
informs it. 

51 Constance M. Cherry, The Worship Architect: A Blueprint for Designing Culturally Relevant 
and Biblically Faithful Services, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2021), 159. 

52 Cherry, The Worship Architect, 159.  
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The trend in the BWM to begin with adoration (often in the third person and 

directed at God’s work in creation or the acknowledgment of particular attributes) due to 

the influence of Chapell’s “Christ-Centered” liturgy, is that it places God’s distance and 

detachment as normative for the gathering and does not participate in establishing the 

central ontological reality of the gathering, which is the presence of Christ through the 

Holy Spirit that initiates, sustains, and fills the gathering as the fulfillment of God’s 

promises to dwell with his people—the essence of Christian hope for transformation. 

While singing about God is not less valuable than singing to God, I wish to convey how 

detached liturgical scripts may betray a thin ontology of worship. To love the givens of 

creaturely life is to resist their abstraction to distant adoration of God in himself as the 

highest pursuit of Christian worship. Instead, we should recognize, as Rowan Williams 

explains, that “every Christian thinker, if he or she at all merits the designation, begins 

from the experience of being reconciled, being accepted, being held (however 

precariously) in the grace of God.” However, this is not a private experience; it is 

“mediated in the objective form of a shared life and language, a public and historical 

community of men and women, gathering to read certain texts and perform certain 

acts.”53 If the Christian life begins with the experience of reconciliation, then worship, 

which is a rehearsal of this story, can as well. Transcendence in Christian worship does 

not require the transgression of the subject.  

Embracing Testimony 

This project has argued that worship is fundamentally revelatory as a witness 

to God’s activity in the world because worship, as revelatory, demonstrates aspects of 

one’s testimony. This project has provided the theological and philosophical foundations 

necessary to address how stories about ourselves count as worship before God. Because 

 
 

53 Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testament 
to Saint John of the Cross, rev. ed. (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1990), 12. 
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subjective liturgical scripts function as personal testimony, testimony can only properly 

function as God-glorifying worship if particularity is a celebration, rather than a 

violation, of God’s universally extensive power.  

Testimony is a subjective and contextual narrative of God’s highly localized 

work. However, testimony does not play a significant role in the BWM.54 While it is 

difficult to identify one cause, based on the larger dialogues in the movement and high 

values of intellectual certainty and doctrinal precision, I suspect that the unverifiable 

dimensions of a person’s testimony result in anxiety in a culture that values precision and 

truth in an objective sense. The discomfort could be around whether or not a person is 

being truthful or if the story they share really reflects God’s activity rather than a skewed 

interpretation of events or mere superstition: How do we know if it’s really God? 

Secondarily, the high value of corporatism, especially in reaction to individualistic 

cultural pressures, tends to diminish the highlighting of the individual voices and 

experiences to resist the perceived privatization of worship in mainstream CWM.  

However, it is a mistake to see testimony as an individual act. Testimony 

springs forth from an individual life, but the goal of testimony is for an individual witness 

to become a mosaic communal witness. While one person may see the progress of the 

gospel in their own life, the interior nature of sanctification requires a public witness to 

bring that work of the gospel into the collective consciousness of a congregation. While 

God is the testimony’s protagonist, the congregation is the object of the testimony. 

Individual testimony creates a corporate subjectivity that is more aware of the Spirit’s 

 
 

54 Christ-Centered Worship is a central text in the BWM, and although Chapell does not give a 
detailed theology of testimony, it is featured in his sample liturgies. Interestingly, in Bryan Chappell’s 
discussion on how cultural values can blind Christians to a proper understanding of Scripture, he offers the 
example of the Westminster divines, who failed to list testimony as a feature of worship in the New 
Testament, though Chapell does not offer an interpretation as to why. One can surmise that this is probably 
related to the high view of the sermon. He adds, without proper explanation, “The Reformers’ own worship 
practices became a filter by which they interpreted testimonies as Sermons rather than as reports of God’s 
grace in individuals’ experience.” Bryan Chapell, Christ-Centered Worship: Letting the Gospel Shape Our 
Practice (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009)150. 
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activity in their midst.55 Furthermore, it requires that Christians resist the cognitivist 

momentum toward abstraction by focusing on the real and palpable works of God. 

Testimony makes the meaning of private individuality available to others. As one 

person’s story encourages or convicts another member of the body, that testimony 

becomes part of theirs. The plot lines of God’s people begin to intersect at sacred points 

of contact with the other, expanding both horizons and making each fuller as a result.  

Virtues of Testimony in  
Pentecostal Worship 

Pentecostal traditions hold the practice of testimony in high regard because it 

demonstrates the ongoing activity of the Holy Spirit. “Like every other act of worship,” 

Félix-Jäger explains, “testimony recenters people around God’s active presence.”56 While 

testimony is typically regarded as the story of one’s conversion, Félix-Jäger clarifies that 

in a renewal context, “worshipers also testify about the continuing work of the Spirit in 

their lives. Testimony recounts how a person understands his or her faith in light of 

significant spiritual experiences, both at conversion and after.”57 In the BWM, testimony 

is most likely to be confined to the context of baptism in which the new believer would 

give a statement of their conversion experience so that the congregation can affirm their 

faith and celebrate the declaration together. However, as Félix-Jäger notes, if the only 

testimony given is that of conversion, leaders can misrepresent the work of the Spirit as 

only in the past rather than the ongoing, particular, and burgeoning in every community 

of Christians.58  

 
 

55 Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 766.  
56 Steven Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship: A Theology of Pentecostal Doxology (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2022), 86 (emphasis original). 
57 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 85. 
58 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 85. 



   

181 

Testimony is also the means by which private spiritual experiences take on 

communal meaning. Peterson identifies the centrality of testimony in Pentecostalism 

according to its meaning in community: 

The only access we have to the meaning of spiritual experiences is through the story 
or testimony of participants. Stories explain God’s redemptive action in us. They 
show how our lives are organized in response, for example to the spiritual 
experience of salvation, Spirit baptism and physical healing. A story allows us to 
see the Spirit at work in the life of a person or even in the daily activities of 
ministry. Indeed, story or testimony can function like the “word.” It gives meaning 
to the “deed.” In fact, stories may be the most important indicators of the efficacy of 
pentecostal social work and its transformational effect on the whole person—body, 
soul and spirit.59  

Testimonies provide access to other Christian’s religious experiences. Furthermore, 

testimony emphasizes what James K. A. Smith calls the Pentecostal tradition’s “radical 

openness to God.”60 This openness is reflected in the community’s desire to learn not 

only that God is working in the world but how. While the BWM emphasizes narrative 

through the form of the gathering, focusing on a gospel-structured narrative, it does not 

prioritize the narratives that arise from the worshiper’s life.  

Testimony is effective because it functions as “narrative knowledge” in the 

gathering, which is the primary means of Pentecostal epistemology.61 Highlighting the 

affective dimension to narrative knowledge, Smith explains, “The linkage and production 

of meaning are not the result of a cognitive inference but rather of an affective 

construal.”62 Narrative is what makes disparate perspectives and events into a meaningful 

whole. “In other words, there is a kind of ‘fit’ or proportionality between narrative and 

our affective register,” according to Smith, “and in concert, both work to ‘make sense’ of 

 
 

59 Douglas Peterson, “Stories of Grace: Pentecostals and Social Justice,” in Spirit of God: 
Christian Renewal in the Community, ed. Jeffrey W. Barbeau and Beth Felker Jones. Downers Grove: IVP 
Academic, 2015), 219. 

60 James K. A. Smith, Thinking in Tongues: Pentecostal Contributions to Christian 
Philosophy, Pentecostal Manifestos (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2010), 38. 

61 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 65. 
62 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 65. 
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our world and our experience in a way that is irreducible.”63 This brings weight to the 

Pentecostal practice of testimony. This is part of the narrative knowing of the tradition. In 

Pentecostal praxis, “Story, then, is not just an optional ‘package’ for propositions and 

facts; not is narrative just a remedial or elementary form of knowledge that is overcome 

or outgrown by intellectual maturity. . . . Rather, narrative us a fundamental and 

irreducible mode of understanding—and ‘pentecostal knowledge’ attested in testimony 

bears witness not only to the Spirit’s work but also to this epistemic reality.”64 Testimony 

is where a religious epistemology is forced to accommodate the Holy Spirit.65  

Testimony, Verifiability, and Certainty  

Regarding the verifiability of subjective claims and expressions in Christian 

worship, relocating these expressions as primarily testimonial gives biblical warrant to 

the practice and a framework for evaluation. There are elements of every Christian life 

that are knowable to only God and that person; there are private experiences of life with 

the Holy Spirit. However, Scripture discusses the idea of testimony in the context of 

verifiability. In both the Old and New Testaments, testimony “appears as the primary 

standard for establishing and testing truth claims. Uncertifiable subjective claims, 

opinions, and beliefs, on the contrary, appear in Scripture as inadmissible testimony. 

Even the testimony of one witness is insufficient—for testimony to be acceptable, it must 

be established by two or three witnesses (Deut 19:15).”66 Therefore, “within Scripture an 

inseparable bond exists between the message and its historical reliability on the basis of 

sound testimony. The message is as trustworthy as the events themselves.”67 The authors 

 
 

63 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 66.  
64 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 67.  
65 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 67. 
66 Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 766.  
67 Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 766. 
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go on to emphasize that testimony also fulfills a legal connotation in Scripture in which 

“testimony also appears in the Old Testament as the legal proof of God’s trustworthiness” 

and that ultimately, “testimony appears, moreover, as a visible reminder of God’s 

supremacy.”68 It appears as the primary standard for establishing and testing truth claims. 

Uncertifiable subjective claims, opinions, and beliefs, on the contrary, appear in Scripture 

as inadmissible testimony 

Often, evangelicals neglect testimony because of its unverifiability; we are too 

afraid to be wrong or to endorse a story that turns out to be false, an apparition, a 

misinterpretation, or an outright lie. This is the same anxiety that causes some to forego 

baptism until eighteen years old. Evangelicals tend to turn the joy of affirmation of faith 

into anxiety over the verification of faith. However, the risk of apostasy is not diminished 

by avoiding the practice of testimony. David models testimony throughout the psalms, 

and Paul demonstrates the practice in Acts 22 and frequently throughout his epistles to 

illustrate God’s active power in his life (e.g., Gal 1:13–24). Ordinances are the most 

significant form of public testimony, and many partake in the ordinances and eventually 

leave the faith. These ordinances are a command, as their name suggests, and so they are 

practiced anyway. Fear of being incorrect, or the inability to guarantee certainty or 

veracity, is the wrong reason to neglect a biblical practice. 

Scriptural examples of testimony are often intended to encourage others to join 

in the belief. The Samaritan woman in John 4 exemplifies the corporate goal of 

subjective testimony. After describing Jesus’s encounter with her, John writes that “many 

Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman’s testimony, ‘He told 

me all that I ever did’” (John 4:39). Her testimony is not enough to sustain the faith of 

others, but her claims become verified as her testimony becomes the testimony of others 

who believe. Those who had believed because of her testimony then asked Jesus to stay 

 
 

68 Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 766. 
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with them: “And more believed because of his word” (John 4:40–42). Later, they say to 

the Samaritan woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that we believe, for we 

have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is indeed the Savior of the world” (John 

4:42). As demonstrated in this narrative, “testimony is conveyed by individuals and 

received by communities, in hopes that a person’s individual story can enrich the whole 

community.”69 The confession of one becomes the confession of many: “Every person, 

every battle, every betrayal, every king’s reign, every prophet’s word, every disciple’s 

testimony—all are part of the great drama revealing how God will save an undeserving 

people by a divine Deliverer.”70 The goodness of each story derives its good from the 

goodness of the metanarrative in which it participates. 

Subjective Song Lyrics 

When worship is recentered as dialogue, subjective expression becomes 

categorically unproblematic, while third-person expression can convey a personal 

disassociation from the presence of the Spirit and the “living and active” Word of God 

(Heb 4:12). Although song lyrics are not the only opportunity for subjectivity in the 

gathering,71 there are more and less virtuous expressions of subjectivity. Chapter 3 
 

 
69 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 85. 
70 Chapell, Christ-Centered Worship, 114.  
71 Though John Macquarrie made departures from biblical revelation during his life as an 

Anglican theologian, his work in existentialism gave him insight into the realities of subjectivity in worship 
and offers a challenging account for what contributes most to subjectivism in gathered worship. In his essay 
“Subjectivity and Objectivity in Theology and Worship,” Macquarrie writes, “The forms of subjectivism 
derived from Barth, Bultmann and Bonhoeffer have all one thing in common. They think of God’s presence 
and approach to man almost exclusively in terms of the word of preaching. This has always been a basic 
weakness of Protestantism. The stress has been upon preaching, instruction, hearing, understanding, on 
what goes on in our minds, as if we were purely rational beings, almost angels or disembodied 
intelligences. This stress almost inevitably leads to subjectivism. Catholicism, on the other hand, has 
stressed the sacraments. Here there is recognition that man is an embodied creature of flesh and blood, that 
Christianity is a religion of incarnation, that we learn through our senses as well as through our minds. The 
whole aim of the sacramental life is not so much instruction as incorporation, and this in turn fights against 
all individualism and subjectivism and teaches appreciation for the objective substance of the faith.” John 
Macquarrie, “Subjectivity and Objectivity in Theology and Worship,” in In Search of Humanity and Deity: 
A Celebration of John Macquarrie’s Theology, ed. Robert Morgan (Norwich, England: SCM Press, 2006), 
503.  

As an Anglican, Macquarrie sees Protestant intellectualism as the result of a drift toward 
subjectivism because the efficacy of that sermon is contained in mental states that are interior and closed 
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explored two broad categories of subjectivity drawn from Charles Taylor’s work: 

buffered and porous. Buffered subjectivity involves using one’s personal world and 

perspective to insulate oneself from other horizons and divine activity. While there are 

actually very few popular CWM texts that would reflect this category, an example of this 

would be texts that overemphasize personal power without reference to the Spirit. These 

types of lyrics speak at God rather than to him, emphasizing the subject’s natural, internal 

powers to order his own life and close him off from divine dependency. This includes 

expressions of self-determinative victory or declarations of prosperity. However, as 

argued in chapter 3, a virtuous subjectivity frames humanity’s capacity for relationship. 

This means that subjectivity rehearsed in liturgical scripts must normatively reflect the 

ways in which Christians speak to God in their relational capacity and the ways that 

Christians tell a faithful story about themselves that reflects God’s initiating and 

sustaining work in their testimony.  

When reading texts for more virtuous rehearsals of testimony, it is important to 

distinguish between language that reflects one’s personal life and texts that privatize the 

self and insulate it from other horizons. In The Worship Architect, Constance Cherry 

makes a distinction between “personal” and “individual” when evaluating which kinds of 

subjective expressions are suitable for song lyrics in corporate worship. In the gospel 

song, contrasted with the hymn, Cherry notes that the pronouns “I and me are used to 

testify to an experience of God that is universally understood among believers. . . . While 

the common experience is a work of God done in and for the individual, the action is 

 
 
off to others. Therefore, the “drift toward subjectivism” in the gathering is being thwarted by “those who 
stress the sacraments.” It is worth considering Macquarrie’s proposal. If the intellectual life is interior and 
reduced to mental states, and Protestantism, particularly Evangelicalism, tends to elevate intellectual, then 
our gathering centers around the invisible aspects of our lives. Not even to mention that “participating” in a 
sermon through listening and understanding varies so much between individuals and their intellectual 
capacity. Contrarily, according to Macquarrie, the sacraments represent the embodied life and the area of 
participation that is most similar to all. While we may have varying abilities and subjective applications of 
a sermon on imputed righteousness, we all taste the same wine and wafer in the gathering—the sacrament 
is the great equalizer and, therefore, the most objective experience of the gathering.  
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shared by all and understood as such.”72 The goal of personal expression, according to 

Cherry, is to emphasize the kinds of expression and experiences that the broad 

community would have a shared understanding of. Cherry makes an important distinction 

regarding personal expressions that a community would have a shared understanding of. 

She emphasizes the importance of expressions that would relate to a community’s shared 

experience, which “strengthen the horizontal dimension of worship.”73 The goal of 

corporate expression is making one’s horizon available to others. This is the same 

phenomenon that takes place when Christians sing subjective, testimonial texts; they are 

entering into the horizon of the songwriter. This is proliferated in the gathering when the 

worshipers inhabit the perspective of another through the script, including the perspective 

of God in his Scripture.  

To bring back Jean-Luc Marion’s terminology,74 liturgical texts should present 

the subject as an icon—a window into God’s work—rather than an idol that limits God’s 

transcendence by confining Him to human experience or understanding. When framed as 

an idol, the subject becomes a dead end. Rather, the subject in worship is to be an icon, 

framing a view into another horizon, another life full of particular grace. Smith writes 

that “the idol . . . failed to function as a sign precisely because it failed to refer beyond 

itself.”75 Summarizing Marion, Smith writes that “rather than functioning as a mirror, 

absorbing the gaze into itself and returning it to self (as in the idol), the icon functions as 

a prism that deflects or redirects the gaze beyond itself to a Referent which exceeds the 

sign. Thus the icon makes visible the invisible (cp. Col 1:15).”76 Therefore, a proper 
 

 
72 Cherry, The Worship Architect, 182. 
73 Cherry, The Worship Architect, 183.  
74 Jean-Luc Marion, God without Being, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, Religion and 

Postmodernism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 7.  
75 James K. A. Smith, The Nicene Option: An Incarnational Phenomenology (Waco, TX: 

Baylor University Press, 2021), 207.  
76 Smith, The Nicene Option, 207. 
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subjectivity is one that comes in contact with the face from outside that sees them—the 

face of God. The degradation to idolatry is not the fault of the human capacity for 

subjectivity but reflects the desire to make their own view and experience at the center of 

worship and, therefore, domesticate the transcendent reality of God. While the liturgical 

text cannot guarantee whether one functions as an idol or an icon in worship, texts 

encourage liturgical action either inward or outward without guaranteeing a result. If 

idolatry is the result of domesticating God’s transcendence, this can result from 

objectifying worshipers by removing their ability to function as witnesses to God’s story 

from their perspective. Ego-centric worship is just as dangerous to transcendent worship 

as worship that removes the individual’s ability to bear witness to God’s particular grace 

through their testimony. As Douglas Peterson states, “Stories explain God’s redemptive 

action in us,” and without them, worship is missing a dimension of God’s transcendent 

work and undergoes a kind of domestication.”77 Minimizing the subject as a site of God’s 

activity is a domestication of God’s witness on earth. 

While critics of CWM would have us see the genre as too subjective, the real 

challenge of these lyrics is that they tend to be subjective but vague, still failing to 

address the particular, emplaced perspectives of worshipers. These are the ones that foster 

a properly porous subject who is dependent and open to God and include extended 

personal prayer, testimony, silence, mystery, ordinance, fellowship, and confession. My 

concern is not whether we too frequently utilize personal pronouns and language in 

worship but what kind of subjectivity the script is forming. If scripts are fostering a 

private spirituality at the expense of a meaningful intersubjectivity of making the subject 

buffered from receiving from God, then I would echo the concern. And I think many 

scripts from CWM do reinforce a buffered subjectivity, particularly those that that 

emphasize a gritty victory through a vaguely spiritual self-determination, those that are 
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self-proclaiming rather than dialogical. A properly porous and humane subjectivity is one 

that is continually engaged dialogically. One of the challenges of liturgical formation can 

be that we start to address only one another, even when reading Scripture. The subject of 

the worship becomes primarily the other, before God, and worship loses its dialogical 

nature. The implicit idea in such thinking is that subjective songs are at odds with 

theological content. Christian experience in the Spirit, however, constitutes theological 

content because it reveals the manifold applications of the gospel. 

If a worshiper believes that a supposedly neutral perspective is more virtuous 

or pure, he may favor texts that portray God as detached from his creatures through third-

person abstraction. This is not to say that speaking about God in third-person terms 

should be excluded from the liturgy—it is, in fact, modeled frequently throughout the 

Psalms. However, such an approach is not inherently more virtuous than one that 

emphasizes a relational connection. Macquarrie clarifies the relational necessity of God’s 

revelation and the worshiper’s response:  

God is not an object that we can describe in the same dispassionate way as a 
botanist might describe a rare plant or an astronomer some celestial phenomenon. It 
would be arrogance for us to talk of God in such a way, as if he were just another 
phenomenon that our minds could grasp and analyse. We know God only because 
he lets himself be known, and therefore our knowledge is not the detached, 
objective kind that belongs to the natural sciences but is a knowledge suffused with 
reverence and gratitude.78  

A proper biblical subjectivity is, therefore, one that is always attached and whose person 

and perspective reflect an ontological abundance in which one’s identity, story, 

experience, and perspective are not fixed or determined but the constant recipient of 

God’s infiltrating grace, which is only known to others through the subjective stories we 

tell of life in the Spirit. Worshipers can rest, allowing their worship to begin in the liturgy 

the way it did in their salvation—by the experience of a first-person reconciliation to 
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Christ. As Paul says, “Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him” 

(Col 2:6). 

Just as a subjectivity that results in self-centeredness or self-obsession, making 

oneself the object of one’s gaze, domesticates God’s transcendence in worship by failing 

to refer to him properly, intellectual mastery and certainty also domesticate God’s 

transcendence. But worshiping self-consciously as creatures to their Creator does not 

domesticate God’s transcendence. Smith explains that “the transcendence and Otherness 

of God is not compromised just because the Son is held by a young mother in a stable. In 

the incarnation, the transcendent God refuses to be elusive; but that doesn’t mean God’s 

transcendence dissolved into comprehension. This is a meeting with mystery.”79 The 

pursuits of mastery and comprehension are equally capable of presenting a domesticated 

view of God as the subjective scripts that are often blamed for compromising the purity 

or intellectualism of texts. While questions of anthropocentrism, narcissism, authenticity, 

relativism, or individualism in liturgical texts, each of these would be detractions from a 

rule of a robust, enchanted subjectivity that is the normative means of engaging with God 

through Christian worship. 

Implications and Further Research 

The aim of this project has been to establish some theological and 

philosophical foundations for God’s glory through human subjectivity. This project is 

“groundwork,” so to speak, for what I hope will be several areas of renewed interest by 

scholars in the BWM and evangelicalism more broadly.  

Ontology of Worship 

Spurred by a renewal of liturgical theology among evangelical, Reformed 

scholars, literature in worship studies over the last decade has largely focused on the 
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pragmatic dimensions of worship, answering the question: What is worship for? Answers 

typically center around formation and discipleship. By no means do I wish to diminish 

these contributions that have revived the centrality of worship. However, what worship is 

is just as important as what it is for, and worship is essentially an I-You, dialogical 

encounter with God. The dialogical nature of transcendence from finite yet ineffable and 

perspectived people is essentialized in prayer, leading Scruton to conclude The Soul of 

the World with the following sentiment: “The life of prayer rescues us from the Fall, and 

prepares us for a death that we can meaningfully see as a redemption, since it unites us 

with the soul of the world.”80 While Scruton’s poetic statement is not meant to convey 

soteriological precision, he means that the soul of the world is found through 

intersubjective, dialogical encounters with the other. The “soul of the world” is the sacred 

dimension of human experience as fully particular and ineffable subjects, typified 

through prayer, which is dialogical communion—the heartbeat of Christian worship. The 

singular goal of formation in the gathering, which can be self-consciously planned with 

the congregation’s growth in mind, makes maintaining the prayerful dialogue of Christian 

worship challenging.  

Worship is a Holy Spirit-enabled response to God’s gracious self-revelation. 

But the character of that response, I have argued, holds an intrinsic good. However, 

worship can only a revelatory, intrinsic good if each worshiper’s anthropology is 

transcendent, not in spite of the particularities of their subjectivity, but because of it. 

God’s revelation is not generic, and neither is our response. Scripture warrants various 

responses such as adoration, confession, assurance, thanksgiving, commissioning, and 

hospitality, love, and compassion. But this conversation intersects with the essence of 

human dignity: Are we replaceable as worshipers in the kingdom of God? My answer is 

no. It is the bounded yet given subjectivity as a gift from God with innumerable 
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particulars that cannot exhaust the universal subject that testify to the extent and 

profundity of God’s grace and convince us of the gospel’s power. Creaturely dignity is 

not only a blanket category as one made in the generis imago Dei but as one who shines a 

light on a particular dimension of that image that cannot be substituted by another.  

Worship is not only instruction but a valuable means of spirituality. Félix-Jäger 

defines worship from a Pentecostal view as follows: “Before anything else, Christian 

worship is a devotional practice that unites the church toward intimacy with God.”81 

Worship is bound up in the spirituality of the tradition in a way that is self-conscious and 

fosters intimacy in relation to God. This is distinct from the BWM’s emphasis on 

formation and edification but illuminates the appeal of Pentecostal praxis; it effectuates a 

particular kind of spirituality that fosters an experiential and devotional attachment to 

God, which is the basis for Christian assurance. While there are issues with how 

Pentecostals see themselves to accomplish this, namely through sacramental worship, the 

conception of what worship is for is important to note. In his “theology of Pentecostal 

doxology,” Félix-Jäger highlights the aspects of Pentecostal worship that emphasize 

human participation in response to God’s self-revelation, which rejects human passivity 

and resists reduction to intellectual ascent.82 Again, I concur with most major theological 

critiques of Pentecostal theology of worship made from the BWM, but I am unwilling to 

write off their praxis when the movement is the most formidable force of the Pentecostal 

church, and this is unlikely to change in the following decades. Pentecostalism tends to 

embrace the dialogical nature of worship, though this often degrades into a 

sacramentality of the means of encounter of musical worship. Worship is primarily 

enchanted through interpersonal communion with God, facilitated by dialogical speech 

and acts. 
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Formation as Pragmatism?  

While the BWM began as a reaction against the pragmatism of the church-

growth movement, the culture and values of the movement can tend toward a new kind of 

pragmatism—though perhaps a more respectable (and more likely to go unnoticed) 

pragmatism of formation. The emphasis on intellectual formation is valuable and has 

resulted in some of the richest worship lyrics the church has ever been gifted. But the 

successes and the noble goals of the movement cannot insulate it from adopting a new 

kind of pragmatism.83 A noble goal, such as the goal to make worship more ‘biblical,’ 

does not protect against pragmatism; only a proper ontology can. The role of a proper 

ontology is to resist reductionism into some other thing. Ontology helps to resist 

pragmatism, even a pragmatism of formation. 

While James K. A. Smith’s Cultural Liturgies series has been at the center of 

this conversation, the reduction of his thesis to intellectual formation and lack of attention 

to his broad corpus and the wider context of his ideas in phenomenology has caused his 

anthropology of love to be reduced to intellect. Smith has been co-opted by some as an 

expert’s permission slip to pursue avenues of formation more akin to cognitivist control 

than robust affection and embodied religion. I wonder, most foundationally, if we have 

failed to see ourselves in Smith’s critiques.84 Smith’s work, taken together more broadly, 

reflects an opening of the self to embrace the miracle of creaturely life rather than a 

closing toward mastery and formulaic principles and a neglecting of the relational 

 
 

83 Charles Taylor describes “intellectualism” as the result of a “the human agent as primarily a 
subject of representations.” The human person is “a monological one. She or he is in contact with an 
‘outside’ world, including other agents, the objects she or he and they may deal with, her or his own and 
others’ bodies, but this contact is through the representations she or he has ‘within.’” Therefore, “what ‘I’ 
am, as a being capable of having such representations, the inner space itself, is definable independently of 
body or other.” Charles Taylor, “To Follow a Rule,” in Philosophical Investigations (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1995), 49. Later, in A Secular Age, Taylor develops the term “buffered” which 
seems to overlap with version of the subject he describes here. The idea of the outside world only being 
mediated by the interior world of the subject, rather than direct contact with the outside world.  

84 Smith’s critiques are often targeted at modernity as his larger projects seek to enlighten 
postmodernism(s) for the sake of understanding the current social imaginary and cultural liturgies of the 
church right now.  
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essence of worship through formation. Ultimately, if there is a poignant area of 

misapplication, it is in the neglect of contextual differences in worship in favor of a one-

size-fits-all formula of worship. Smith’s work in identifying counterformational 

“cultural” liturgies is predicated on the fact that culture is local, and therefore so is the 

counterformation. Smith’s anthropology of love and thesis that worship shapes our loves 

and habits shape desires is a sub-thesis of his Reformed view that worship is an everyday 

occurrence. So, I believe reducing his thesis to merely gathered liturgy and a prescription 

of particular practices fails to honor his broader goals. If formation is the highest goal of 

the liturgy, then its meaning is only created after worship ends in the life of the believer. 

While this is how the meaning of the liturgy is sustained, the phenomenon itself must 

have a present meaning if we really believe that worship is an end. I would argue that 

facilitating deep and structured dialogue to facilitate meaningful engagement with God 

himself is the primary goal of the liturgy.  

The fullness of the imago Dei is at risk of being diminished when worship 

prioritizes a controlling and flattening approach to formation over the dynamic, dialogical 

nature of liturgical worship. Liturgists can draft liturgical scripts aimed at flattened 

formation that is more like controlling and manipulating a congregation rather than the 

dialogical nature of worship, which is why it stands as the hub of Christian formation. 

The recovery of liturgical theology for evangelical worship is an extraordinary gift 

bequeathed and fostered by the BWM. However, when combined with a sub-tradition of 

evangelicalism represented by the BWM, which prioritizes intellectual formation and 

tends to flatten and distill Scripture into principles, there is a risk of disenchanting 

worship by losing the sense of dialogue. 

If intellectual formation is the goal of Christian worship, then the didactic 

emphasis of the gathering will marginalize the mysteries of creaturely life. A worship 

gathering with the primary goal of didactic, rather than expressive or experiential 

dimensions of worship, will only communicate certainty. The distaste for mystery, at 
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least in the gathering, is partially responsible for the marginalization of testimony; if it 

cannot be fully explained and verifiable, it gets tossed out for the opportunity cost of 

didacticism. Hans Boersma, exploring the sacramental ontology of the historical 

Christian faith, reminds that “the church fathers and medieval theologians were much less 

interested in comprehending the truth than participating in it; and participating in the 

truth meant to be mastered by it rather than mastering it. . . . Access to truth meant 

sacramental participation in the unfathomable mystery of Christ.”85 Consequently, a 

worship gathering informed by a proper phenomenology—one that acknowledges and 

embraces the immediate and mysterious essence of worship—resists the tendency to 

reduce worship to functional utility, fostering instead a deeper participation in the 

transformative mystery of Christ. 

A proper ontology of Trinitarian supernaturalism, as proposed by John 

Jefferson Davis, requires recognizing the subject as an agent endowed with an irreducible 

life that actively participates in intersubjective dialogue. My primary critique of Smith is 

that his work can center so heavily on formation through habit rather than a dialogical 

phenomenon, which is the essence of enchantment. He suggests, however, that his work 

would be generative in aesthetic experience, which would open up greater possibilities 

for a proper phenomenology of Christian worship.86 Essentially, the extension of my 

argument, and in concert with my critique of Smith, is that phenomena are as formational 

as the habits that comprise them. Habit formation is an extension of the usefulness of 

worship, but it is not responsible for worship’s primary meaning. Although Smith’s work 

on formation in worship is based on a philosophical anthropology and does not explicitly 

deal with liturgical meaning, the popularity of his ideas within the BWM warrants 
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response. Without a proper phenomenology of worship where its primary meaning is 

immediate, the emphasis on formation can result in a new kind of pragmatism.  

Locality and Diversity in Worship 

I am convinced that the only way toward multicultural, multigenerational 

worship and non-competitive harmony in the Christian life is an appreciation of 

subjectivity. A robust, biblical vision of subjectivity, rooted in a proper theological 

anthropology of embodiment, provides a foundation to discuss the value of diversity in 

worship, not as an end in itself, but as a vital means of intersubjective knowledge and 

expression of the corporate imago Dei. Diversity, in this sense, applies to gendered, 

cultural, and denominational perspectives. These actions are pertinent for worship 

scholarship, at least in the BWM, a movement that has tended toward rigidity and 

isolation from meaningful dialogue with other traditions deemed, by contrast, as 

“unbiblical.” 

As described in chapter 3, humans cannot transcend their own finitude, 

personality, and particularity to honor and glorify the universality of God. By nature of 

the praxis-oriented nature of Pentecostalism, individuality carries a distinct meaning. 

Being in the body of Christ is not, according to Félix-Jäger, being pigments mixed 

together to form a new homogenous and flattened hue. Instead,  

Inclusion in the body is more like a pointillist painting where each color is applied 
as a small, distinct dot. While the individual dots of color are distinguishable up 
close, viewed from a distance they form an image that’s more radiant than the sum 
of its parts. We do not lose our particular identity in the body of Christ, rather 
becoming like Christ means our individuality is incorporated into a body where 
Christ is the head, as we are emplotted (to borrow the term from Ricoeur) into 
God’s grand narrative.87  

The abundance of the gospel’s power is such that particularity does not have to be 

flattened to be transformed. The power of the gospel is not the eradication of creaturely 
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life; it is the dignifying of it: “We are individually members of the universal church in the 

world—a church so vast, so deep, so old, so multinational, so wonderfully catholic that 

only the Lord of the universe can be its head.”88 What unifies the body of Christ is not a 

homogenous particularity but a loyalty to God above all else. The identity of one in 

Christ supersedes all other identities, relegating them to second-class descriptors without 

flattening them.  

The postmodern “logic of determination” is too metaphysically rigid to 

account for unity in diversity or a non-competitive construal of universality and 

particularity or objectivity and subjectivity in Christian worship. In other words, unity is 

not a reductionistic concept or a least common denominator. “‘Unity’ does not apply to 

something of which there is just one, nor to identical things. The former is singularity, 

and the latter is uniformity; but neither singularity nor uniformity is unity.”89 A 

homogenized people is not evidence of a powerful gospel; it merely reflects the 

characteristics of a social club. The extensivity of creaturely particularity is itself 

evidence of the power of the gospel to create and sustain unity amongst natural enemies. 

Rather than violating the universal—all the signifiers of identity, testimony, 

and location—particularity in the Christian life provides a richer vocabulary for the 

universal. W. David O. Taylor highlights this dynamic through distinctions between 

“mother tongues” and “adjectival tongues.” In worship, worshipers come to see the image 

of God more clearly as they see themselves as conduits of God’s grace, but they are also 

faced with the image of God in others who are unlike them in ways that are not sinful. 

Taylor argues that “the Spirit deepens the particularity of liturgical identity; the Spirit 

opens up liturgical identity to the possibility of genuine newness; the Spirit opens out 
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liturgical identity to others (to God, to each other, to cultural context, and to the physical 

world.”90 Drawing on Taylor’s argument, Félix-Jäger argues, “The Spirit works to 

enliven and enrich the uniqueness of diverse people as worshipers open themselves up to 

the image of Christ in others.”91 Not only is the beauty of God and his gospel not violated 

through creaturely particularity, but no amount of particularity, as seen through creaturely 

life, can even approach the exhaustibility of the universally extensive, creative power of 

God. Every other subject in the family of God that I have known and loved becomes an 

adjectival tongue to my worship. While I can never know the other’s horizon as a native, 

every other subject and their world of I and the meaning and witness they bear in worship 

provide me more points of contact with fullness.92 “There is a tension between the 

particularity of a local culture and the universality of the global church and the 

universality of the global church that can only be relieved through hospitable, empathetic 

lovingkindness, which happens to the modus operandi of reconciliation.”93 Felix-Jager’s 

method is to “cultural particularity while fostering universality in the Spirit.” Universality 

in worship does not come through objective principles for worship. Instead, universality 

only comes through union with Christ—the same Spirit that initiates and sustains my 

worship is the same that empowers yours.  

Particularity recognizes that worship always has a certain context. It may 

originate in intra-Trinitarian worship and activity, but on earth, worship comes from fixed 

people in distinct places. Worship is unavoidably contextual: “One’s worshipful 

expressions will be shaped by one’s situation in life and may vary significantly from 
 

 
90 W. David O. Taylor, “Mother Tongues and Adjectival Tongues: Liturgical Identity and the 

Liturgical Arts in a Pneumatological Key,” Worship Journal 92 (2018): 55. 
91 Félix-Jäger, Renewal Worship, 190–92 (emphasis original). 
92 Charles Taylor uses the term “fullness” throughout The Secular Age to describe the feeling 

of a transcendently imbued life—the places of life where nothing feels lacking. This is often the dimension 
of religion. In a sacred age, this place of fullness outside oneself in God. In a secular age, “the power to 
reach fullness is within.” Taylor, A Secular Age, 8.  
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person to person. Within the worshiping body of Christ, there must be a recognition of 

diversity of human bodies and various manifestations of the conditions of that diversified 

embodiment . . . experienced by individual human beings.”94 Scripture provides volumes 

of patterns for normative responses to Christ that all count as faithful. While this seems 

obvious, the trend in the BWM to universal principles is challenged by the cultural 

particularity of the church.  

God’s glory through creaturely worship is not merely derived from quantity. 

To think so would be to believe that the more people who become Christians, the more 

God will be glorified. Although in one sense this is true, the thrust of this project is 

centered around how each subject contributes a quality or flavor to God’s glory more 

than just a quantity of worship. It is like a choir in which each voice is that of an 

individual, and more voices produce more volume. However, the greatness of group 

singing comes from the unique timbre and tone that each singer contributes. Just as a 

single voice can add a hauntingly beautiful note to the harmony, each believer’s distinct 

expression and fervor enrich the collective worship, deepening the colors of God’s glory. 

God’s glory is magnified not by the quantity of worship but by the depth, sincerity, 

individuality, and context of each worshiper’s praise that contributes to that worship’s 

meaning. Each worshiper’s praise is saturated with contextual meaning. Therefore, 

symphonic worship enables symphonic meaning. Subjectivity without reflecting the 

particularity of a local community or the specific dynamics of the Christian life does 

leave the worshiper feeling unmoored.  

Philosophy for Worship 

It is no accident that the decade’s most influential works in worship studies 

have been the works of philosophers. James K. A. Smith’s and Nicholas Wolterstorff’s 
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works have demonstrated that evangelical worship studies have a void. Worship studies 

is an interdisciplinary field, necessarily integrating musicology, ethnomusicology, 

theology, biblical studies, aesthetics, and liturgical studies. Embedded in the BWM are 

precommitments about culture and presuppositions about aesthetic taste that are 

subsumed under the label of “biblical,” though they are actually philosophical 

determinations masquerading as theological convictions. The lack of sustained 

conversation with philosophy explains the movement’s lack of meaningful engagement 

with philosophies of aesthetics, religion, and music. These lacunae constitute significant 

gaps. To genuinely fulfill the aspiration of biblical worship, which extends beyond the 

application of principles to the formation of a specific way of life, it is essential to engage 

deeply with these disciplines. What is “biblical” in worship is not only expressions that 

reflect doctrinal fidelity and scriptural principles, but expressions that honor the whole of 

God’s creation and humanity’s place in it.  

A Way Forward for the Biblical Worship Movement 

The BWM, known for its commitment to scripturally based and theologically 

rich liturgical practices, has an opportunity to deepen its theology, philosophy, and 

practice of worship and grow in maturity and depth. To fulfill the movement’s intention 

towards gospel-centrality and biblical fidelity, this dissertation calls for the movement to 

expand in two crucial ways: (1) an embrace of the experiential dimensions of worship, 

particularly personal testimony, and (2) meaningful engagement with other traditions in 

pursuit of becoming more biblical. 

Embracing the Experience of Worship  

First, the BWM must more fully embrace the Bible’s emphasis on subjective 

experience and personal testimony. The Scriptures contain many individual stories of 

God’s work, from the Psalms to Paul’s letters. This call deepens the movement’s 

commitment to biblical fidelity rather than departs from it.  
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Christian experience and life in the Spirit are admittedly challenging to engage. 

This is especially true in Reformed communities that emphasize Scripture as the primary 

means by which God is present and tend to under-acknowledge the presence of the Spirit. 

As Douglas Peterson explains, “Experience, in all cases, remains individual and 

subjective. It is sometimes difficult to identify the specifically ‘religious’ in the 

experience (e.g., ‘I saw an angel’) and impossible to verify. Experience can be faked or 

counterfeited.”95 Peterson’s concern is particularly true when individual spiritual 

experience is the means by which one gains power in a community. He goes on to 

encourage that “in spite of these substantial challenges . . . . we must find ways to take 

religious experience seriously or forfeit critical knowledge about the central power that 

can change a person’s destiny and around which people organize their lives into coherent 

wholes. Spiritual experience can change lives like no other power.”96 Religious 

experience is the realm of the subjective. To develop a biblical worship that is attentive to 

believers as well as beliefs, the subjective world must be reconsidered as a site of 

revelation through its capacity for witness.  

Recognizing the difficulty of studying Christian experience, Simeon Zahl 

argues that Christian experience is an irreducible and unavoidable dimension of Christian 

theology. Christian experience, as Zahl notes, is neglected because it has to do with life in 

the Spirit, an underdeveloped area of Reformed theology. Zahl’s criticism is that much of 

the prevalent theological method in contemporary Protestantism has been divorced from 

the Christian’s lived experience. Worship trains us to recognize the nature of the work of 

the Holy Spirit. Theology is not shaped in a vacuum, and it is not shaped by the 

propositional content of liturgical texts. Zahl explains that doctrines are not neutrally 

received; they are molded by the “affective texture and atmosphere in which we 
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encounter them, by our personal history and temperament, by our social context, even by 

our mood.”97 Yet, the BWM is largely concerned with liturgical scripts and intellectual 

formation with little consideration of aesthetic and experiential formation in the 

gathering.98 Sustained scholarly attention to this topic is necessary in light of 

Pentecostalism’s reliance on the aesthetic and experiential dimensions of worship. 

Because Pentecostalism is adept at utilizing aesthetic experience to sensorily manifest a 

culture of worship, Félix-Jäger admits that “the biggest snare of the Pentecostal principle 

is the idolization of experience.”99 The BWM is, self-consciously, a sustained reaction 

against this idolization. It instead presents worship as a refined discipline, ignoring the 

dimension of experience altogether rather than presenting a rival thesis of experience. 

Pentecostal idolization of experience is based on a particular pneumatology, so the 

replacement is a better pneumatology. Unfortunately, this is an underdeveloped area 

within the BWM, as well as the theological communities upholding it. 

Zahl argues that experience shapes one’s theology, and proper pneumatology is 

what redeems Christian experience as a meaningful category. Zahl is suspicious of vague 

language around the experience of God’s “presence.” He believes, however, that the Holy 

Spirit utilizes the subjective experiences of Christians to draw one to the Christian faith. 

Zahl argues that the nature of faith is an existential transformation:  

Faith thus represents a key moment, inspired by the Holy Spirit, in a practically 
recognizable affective sequence of moving from existential terror over sin and death 
to a new state of consolation, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. And as a set of 
affective experiences, and therefore something irreducibly dependent on human 

 
 

97 Simeon Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2022), 14. 

98 A notable exception to this neglect is Scott Aniol, who frequently writes on aesthetic 
formation. However, his arguments center around musical aesthetics’ ability to “embody” theology in a 
way that is fairly superstitious, mistakenly ascribing morality to pure music. However, the lack of discourse 
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embodiment, the sequence is not just conceptual or metaphorical: it is something 
that takes place in time, in the actual historical experience of a given individual.100  

Without attention to the doctrine of the Holy Spirit as it intersects with Christian 

experience—both general experience and distinctly religious experience—scholars 

remove themselves from the material dimension of worship, the area that is most intuitive 

and real to the Christian. However, the BWM has largely ignored the embodied 

dimensions of worship in favor of focusing on what is “biblical” in an intellectual sense, 

as though the lives and experiences of those indwelled by the Spirit are outside the 

category of biblical. If the same Spirit that inspired Scripture dwells in worshipers, then 

lives and bodies can also be “biblical” in the sense that they bear tangible witness to the 

text. The movement should not disregard the embodied aspects of worship, as these 

dimensions illuminate the meaning of the texts by demonstrating their application and 

purpose in the transformation of human life through salvation and sanctification. 

The BWM can simultaneously hold Scripture as the highest authority, believe 

worship must be guided by that which is warranted by Scripture, maintain that the human 

life lived in the Spirit also reveals something of the meaning of the texts, and posit that 

Christian experience, particularly in worship, is worth the movement’s best attention. The 

movement has served the church by caring for the beliefs of worshipers and spurring 

deeper convictions on worship across the evangelical church, but it must grow in its 

attention to believers themselves in the affective and perspectived worship, which is the 

basic intuition of the act. Principles are valuable, but a service of principles alone can 

lead to abstraction, leaving behind worshipers themselves and their intuitions of worship 

as affective, experiential, particular, and personal. However, the experiential and 

perspectived elements of worship can challenge principles. 

The experience of worship is part of its meaning. The result of cognitivism in 

the church is the idea that if the meaning is not verifiable, then it is not objectively 
 

 
100 Zahl, The Holy Spirit and Christian Experience, 127.  
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“there.” Even more, if formation is the primary goal of worship, then the meaning of 

worship only takes place later in the life of the worshiper. However, worship’s meaning 

is both immediate and prolonged. The more we lose tolerance for sentences that begin 

with I, the less room there is for aesthetic experience. Therefore, the marginalization of 

the subject has significantly contributed to the decline of aesthetic value in the Protestant 

church, as aesthetic experiences are inherently personal and take place within the realm 

of “I.”  If we are treating worship instrumentally and neglecting the given beauty of 

worship as a pre-reflective phenomenon, we are functionally denigrating the lived world. 

Formation is a goal down the road, meaning our worship does not mean much in the here 

and now. 

Interdenominational Engagement 

The BWM is known for its theological convictions but also its isolation from 

other traditions and principled rigidity. In her article on liturgical authority, Emily Snider 

Andrews rebukes the BWM for pursuing power by posturing themselves as arbiters of 

what is or is not biblical. Andrews notes that the worship scholarship produced by 

Southern Baptist scholars is “largely insular and generally situated within Baptist spheres 

of life” and out of dialogue from broader ecumenical contexts.101 Andrews observes how 

the idea of “biblical” worship is used authoritatively because ‘biblical’ connotes 

implicitly, and even explicitly in some cases, that there are certain practices and teachings 

rightfully understood as ‘not biblical.’ Although Andrews’s theological commitments 

substantially differ from those in the BWM, as an outsider, she helpfully identifies two 

poignant critiques for the BWM. First, what many consider the qualification of “biblical” 

worship revolves around content (primarily sermon content and song lyrics). She 

identifies this facet as the influence of the gospel-centered movement that “focuses on the 
 

 
101 Emily Snider Andrews, “We Practice ‘Biblical Worship’: A Southern Baptist Vision of 

Liturgical Authority,” in Worship and Power: Liturgical Authority in Free Church Traditions, ed. Sarah 
Kathleen Johnson and Andrew Wymer, Worship and Witness (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2023), 132. 
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message of worship”102 above other elements of the gathering. Second, she argues that 

“biblical worship” is an authoritative claim aimed at exercising power in the free church 

tradition that lacks ecclesial structure and oversight of worship. 

At its worst, the movement lives up to Andrews’s assessment that “biblical 

worship” is wielded as an authoritative term, functioning like a rubric by which one can 

measure worship’s acceptability, relegating other traditions and practices as unbiblical. 

At its best, the term “biblical worship” is aspirational, reflecting an ongoing commitment 

to Scripture as the highest authority, inspiration, and love at the center of creaturely 

worship. The idea of biblical worship cannot faithfully operate as a rubric because so 

much of it is built on philosophical and aesthetic commitments that are not prescribed in 

Scripture. Biblical worship as a movement only rewards singular and narrow practices 

and priorities. The treatment of the movement’s understanding of biblical worship as a 

black-and-white rubric and an overemphasis on the self-mastery brand of formation 

begets what Matthew Westerholm calls “liturgical scrupulosity.” By this, he refers to the 

anxiety that our worship is polluted and that poison is always creeping in to malform 

Christians. This results in our relegating groups with different practices and emphases as 

enemies who “fail” the rubric.103 

Reformed Dialogue with  
Pentecostal Worship 

I am grateful for Felix-Jager’s contributions in Renewal Worship, which strives 

to make Pentecostal praxis available to outsiders in a way that we can understand. The 

global dominance of Pentecostalism is here for the foreseeable future. The BWM has 

often treated Pentecostalism dismissively, given the serious and warranted theological 

 
 

102 Andrews, “We Practice ‘Biblical Worship,’” 138. 
103 Matthew D. Westerholm, “How Shall We Sing the Prosperity Gospel’s Song in an 

Evangelical Church?,” in Healthy and Wealthy: A Biblical-Theological Response to the Prosperity Gospel, 
ed. Robert L. Plummer (Dallas: Fontes Press, 2022). 
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disagreement, but has also neglected meaningful engagement with its philosophy and 

praxis. The enduring impact of this movement tends to be explained cynically rather than 

charitably; the assumption is that it is the predominant Christian praxis because it is 

“meaningful” in helping us understand the human condition.104 The enduring impact of 

this praxis can give us insight into what we understand as “fullness.” Charity in 

engagement with Pentecostals means assuming that the widespread appeal is rooted in 

some deeply human desire rooted in God’s good design. Pentecostalism, at its best, “is 

bound up with an expectation that the Spirit operates within the created order” and, 

therefore, affirms a nondualistic anthropology of embodiment and the material world. 

This means that the body is just as much in the streams of the Spirit’s grace as the mind 

(as exemplified by their emphasis on healing).105 Pentecostalism emphasizes the role of 

religious experience in a way different from mainstream evangelicalism, which tends 

toward rationalism.106 By hearing and celebrating the gospel testimonies of other 

movements, the BWM can gain new insights for its own worship contexts. Instead of 

focusing on pragmatic control or commodification, the movement should recognize 

God’s work more fully and love the people in their sphere more deeply. 

The rediscovery of liturgy and liturgical theology in the BWM has brought 

renewed attention to the power of narrative knowing and formation through story, 

particularly in structures of worship. Pentecostals in praxis have what Smith calls 

“affective, narrative epistemology.”107 The Pentecostal experiment proves the “narrative 

 
 

104 On this notes, Mark Johnson points to the arts as an exemplar of meaning-making because 
it necessitates aesthetic knowing that creates real meaning. Johnson, The Meaning of the Body, 209.  

105 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 41.  
106 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 43.  
107 Smith, Thinking in Tongues, 43. 
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animal” thesis through appeal.108 On this front alone, the BWM should find meaningful 

points of engagement with the tradition.  

The BWM must look beyond its own boundaries to recognize God’s work in 

other traditions. Rather than calling for a return to a twentieth-century structural 

ecumenism, this vision promotes an evangelical ecumenism that transcends political, 

national, and denominational lines. It aims to learn from born-again believers across 

various traditions, including Pentecostal liturgical scholars and practitioners. The 

argument of this dissertation that individuals’ subjectivity enriches others also extends to 

denominations and movements. Though this dissertation has focused on individual 

perspectives and drawn implications to cultural perspectives, my argument can extend, at 

least to some extent, to interdenominational cooperation, even though denominations are 

typically distinguished through doctrinal disagreement and the respective cultures, 

practices, and emphases on differing aspects of the Christian life.  

However, this dissertation does not call for the BWM to water down its 

commitments to nor aspiration toward biblical fidelity for “biblical worship,” but to 

accept the title as aspirational with a method of semper reformanda. Instead, the 

movement must bear witness to God’s greatness and goodness from its unique vantage 

point—to see the beauty that it is uniquely capable of seeing. The goal is not to adopt a 

generic view-from-nowhere approach, which is typical of the worst of structural 

ecumenism. It is rather to enrich its own perspective through genuine engagement with 

other Christians and traditions while maintaining its presuppositions of scriptural 

inerrancy and gospel-centrality.  

 
 

108 Smith draws a fascinating insight that “the affective, narrative epistemology” of 
Pentecostalism “yields a deep affinity between postmodernism and a pentecostal worldview.” Smith, 
Thinking in Tongues, 44. 
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Worshiping with All “I”s Open 

The goal of worship is, and has always been, God’s glory (Phil 2:9–11). Every 

act of worship is a particular testimony of God’s salvific glory on external display. The 

raised arms of a saint in worship are the same arms that could easily murder or steal; each 

voice ringing out in song is one that could be used to condescend or blaspheme; each 

oscillating wave of heartfelt love in the gathering could just as easily be stirred in 

adoration of an idol; each instrument offered as a testament to the goodness of God’s 

material world could be used for self-glorification. Each body engaged in worship is 

concomitantly a testimony to the possibility of life without Christ, an incandescent 

witness to the fact that God has surely broken in and cast out the night.  

The unique perspective of each worshiper is a manifestation of an 

inexhaustible gospel, a living illustration of the doctrine we profess. The gathered and 

corroborated testimonies of the saints themselves are the primary witness to the 

inexhaustibility of Christ’s gospel—in all the stories assembled of all the creatures to 

draw breath, there is still not enough. Yet, Christian worship is always a relational 

ecosystem, relying on the stories and perspectives of others to affirm and substantiate 

what the individual has experienced from their inside-out transformation of redemption. 

By bringing the full force of one’s I to worship, one is opening oneself up, through 

subjective expression or declaration, to the presence of others and emerging more 

capacious as a result. And the more capacity a worshiper has, the more fullness she can 

experience.  

Worship is, then, always a confrontation of the other. To find oneself 

captivated by the gaze of another is to receive the possibility of the unknown, the 

possibility of love or protection, of humor or consolation. Even more remarkable, when 

individuals offer up a subjective liturgical script, each one finds reciprocity in the 

sonorous, synchronized participation, a bond that cannot be equally facilitated by an 

abstract faith in which Christians find that they merely agree. In the subjective script, the 
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body finds that they are living the same kind of life that is meaningful, substantiated, and 

irretrievably connected to those around them. In this way, subjective worship, far from 

being self-absorbed, allows us to perceive what is really “out there,” what is true beyond 

one’s interior life. Therefore, subjective liturgical scripts, bearing the skeleton of one’s 

life, are normatively vulnerable, not self-serving; it is a call to reorder one’s life around 

the scripts we share, to expand each other’s horizon and points of contact with fullness. 

The feeling of the secular world, as described by Taylor, is to be buffered—to feel as 

though one is closed off to the outside world, which is only reinforced by abstraction in 

worship. Christian worship that welcomes the lives of creatures and takes their world and 

experience seriously demonstrates the radical specificity of what the gospel is capable of 

doing as divine power intersects with human life. Each member of Christ’s elect is a 

“living stone,” and in the symphonic witness of the redeemed displayed as a mosaic of 

particularity, we learn that the gospel left no stone unturned and no story unwritten. 

Worship is not a laboratory of controlled and determined reactions; it is a library of 

stories being revealed by ascribing them to their divine author.  

The BWM needs to reclaim the tradition of the Reformed faith that is eager to 

see the hand of God in all things. Rather than reducing each other to objects, it should 

encourage seeing the world and its creatures as teeming with revelatory capacity. This 

approach could benefit from learning from Pentecostal brothers and sisters, fostering a 

palpable sense of expectancy that creatures, through their God-given testimonies, reveal 

something of God to each other. This does not place creatures on the same plane as God’s 

perfect revelation through his Word or his final revelation through his Son. But creatures 

are nevertheless living illustrations of the gospel because, as poet Gerard Manley 

Hopkins writes, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God.”109 This is the idea that 

 
 

109 Gerard Manley Hopkins, “God’s Grandeur,” in Selected Poetry, ed. Catherine Phillips, 
Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 114. 
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Begbie urges artists to embrace, that life in the Spirit is that of a “surprising and 

proliferating novelty.”110 That transcendence is not a generic, shapeless concept but noted 

in the unending abundance of the divine life through “the ever fresh and ever multiplying 

richness generated by the Holy Spirit as the created order shares in the abundance of 

God’s own differentiated infinity (eternal life).”111 A liturgical text is not a dead end of 

meaning. While all liturgical texts have a semantic intention, the fulfillment of the text 

and the power of its content are illustrated in a life.  

The BWM itself offers one such distinct perspective needed in the church. In 

staying true to its identity, its situatedness, and its testimony of God’s work within its 

midst, the BWM can make a unique and valuable contribution to the larger conversation 

on Christian worship. This approach honors both the movement’s roots and the 

symphonic nature of God’s glory reflected in diverse perspectives of Christ’s working in 

varying communities, both geographical and creedal. What is biblical applies to 

localities. There is a distinct beauty that those who hold Scripture as inerrant are able to 

see, not to wield that perspective as power but to offer it up for the nourishment of others, 

receiving theirs in return.  

Our horizons shape our worship, unavoidably so. Each Christian can and 

should offer their own inner life and experiences of life in Christ available only to them, 

from the lens gifted to them. On my own, I worship with only one I, one perspective of 

the way things are, and one testimony, though glorious. For the fullest perception of the 

power of the gospel, Christians must worship with all “I”s open, allowing the testimonies 

of the community to shape the holy imagination of the worshipers, adding to their 

knowledge, understanding, and expression of an inexhaustible gospel. 

 
 

 
110 Jeremy Begbie, Redeeming Transcendence in the Arts: Bearing Witness to the Triune God, 

(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2018), 182. 
111 Begbie, Redeeming Transcendence in the Arts, 182. 
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Conclusion 

The broadest goal of this project is to resist the ongoing pragmatic drive of 

evangelical worship. What worship does is one of the most important questions to ask; 

some of the most important answers are things like community shaping, identity 

formation, discipleship, intellectual formation, entrainment, instruction, and expression. 

However, what worship is cannot be lost. While the emphasis on passages like Ephesians 

4 and other “one another” passages on the gathering’s purpose as edification is still a 

different conversation than the intrinsic good of worship. To hold an ontology of worship 

located in an external demonstration of the love of Christ is to live out creaturely 

contingency in the most important way. In Christ, we demonstrate the pinnacle of our 

humanity, not in perfect belief but in devotion to the source of our existence and life. 

Worship testifies to the particular God-given glories of humanity and, in doing so, 

glorifies God. Worship reveals the created capacity of humanity and the power of God 

and, through its content, conveys and retells his story of creation, salvation, and 

redemption. A faithful witness through Christian worship is not the diminishment of 

human activity, perspective, expression, or agency, but a proper view of it.  

The purpose of this dissertation has been to put forth a proper structure for the 

rule of the subject and the value of human subjectivity in Christian worship. Much of the 

“on the ground” conversation to date attempts to identify detractors, typically aimed at 

the Pentecostal movement, without a positive construction of a normative view of 

subjective participation in Christian worship practices—detraction can only be diagnosed 

from a proper norm. This project has aimed to provide a structure from which liturgical 

scholars, liturgists, and worship leaders can identify detractors from unfaithful human 

subjectivity. 

There is no “view from nowhere,” and the Christian does not worship apart 

from relational assurance. The Christian worships God through the perspective of a 

redeemed human who has received the righteousness of Christ and become a witness to 
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that reality. While we only know God as finite subjects from limited perspectives, the 

multiperspectival nature of heaven will be where testimonies converge to weave the 

tapestry of God’s gracious acts through redemptive history. In corporate worship, both 

here and in the new creation, individual testimonies get swept up into a larger story and 

verified in a kaleidoscopic panorama of God’s overwhelming, infiltrating grace. He has 

filled his world with the particularities of perspectives because his glory is too abundant 

and diverse to be exhausted by any singular lowest common denominator. Poythress 

explains that “for true worship and praise, we must know the God we worship and 

worship him according to who he is.”112 For the sake of our purest worship, God has 

graciously provided means for us to know a fuller truth to worship him fully through the 

intersubjectivity of the redeemed. Therefore, multiperspectival truth born through God-

given human subjectivity fuels the symphonic witness of multiperspectival worship. May 

we look forward to the day when we can fully receive the hymn writer’s exhortation to 

“join with all creatures in manifold witness / To Thy great faithfulness, mercy, and 

love.”113 

Epigraph 

Marilynne Robinson writes in Gilead, 

A great part of my work has been listening to people, in that particular intense 
privacy of confession, or at least unburdening, and it has been very interesting. Not 
that I thought of these conversations as if they were a contest, I don’t mean that. But 
as you might look at a game more abstractly—where is the strength, what is the 
strategy? As if you had no interest in it except in seeing how well the two sides 
bring each other along, how much they can require of each other, how the life that is 
the real subject of it all is manifest in it. By “life” I mean something like “energy” 
(as the scientists use the word) or “vitality,” and also something very 
different. When people come to speak to me, whatever they say, I am struck by a 
kind of incandescence in them, the “I” whose predicate can be “love” or “fear” or 
“want,” and whose object can be “someone” or “nothing” and it won’t really matter, 
because the loveliness is just in that presence, shaped around “I” like a flame on a 

 
 

112 Poythress, Knowing and the Trinity, 105.  
113 Thomas O. Chisholm, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” 1923, Public Domain. 
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wick, emanating itself in grief and guilt and joy and whatever else. . . . To see this 
aspect of life is a privilege of the ministry which is seldom mentioned.114

 
 

114 Marilynne Robinson, Gilead (New York: Picador, 2006), 44. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

WORSHIP AS WITNESS:  
THE SUBJECT AND THE GLORY OF GOD 

Chessa Wathen Williams, PhD 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2024 
Chair: Dr. Matthew D. Westerholm 

In recent years, worship leaders, scholars, and pastors alike have leveled 

concerns about increasing individualism in worship practices and song lyrics. The 

difficulty in reconciling the individual spirituality of each believer with the communal 

identity of ekklesia has become acute, and as a result, many have rejected subjectivity in 

worship in pursuit of a “pure” and objective view of God. Rather than being a debate 

about relativity and objectivity, this dilemma is symptomatic of an underdeveloped view 

of the finite subject in worship. This dissertation seeks to redirect the discussion by 

proposing the following questions: What does it mean to worship God as a subject, from 

a finite creaturely perspective? And, how does God receive glory through the finite 

perspectives of worshipers that are present now and into the new creation (Rev 21:24–

26)? This dissertation argues that the subjectivity (not relativity) in Christian worship is 

not a compromise of objective truth. Instead, a rich view of God’s glory through 

creaturely subjectivity is essential to cultivating robust Christian worship. Creaturely 

worship is both wonderfully restrained by the ontological finitude of the subject yet 

unleashed in the symphonic witness of multiperspectival truth borne by the gathered 

ekklesia.  

Chapter 1 outlines the scope of this debate around subjective worship as it 

currently stands, contextualized within the widespread appeal of both Pentecostal 

worship songs and practices.  



   

  
 

Chapter 2 explores the subjective application and experience of salvation in the 

ordo salutis before building a theology of human subjectivity through three biblical 

paradigms of God’s glory through subjectivity: creaturely finitude, progressive 

revelation, and heavenly capacities and rewards.  

Chapter 3 explores competitive construals transcendence that problematize 

human subjectivity and refutes the idea that an emphasis on God’s immanence through 

subjective worship is in competition with God’s transcendent otherness, suggesting 

James K. A. Smith’s “incarnational phenomenology” harmonizes human subjectivity and 

divine transcendence. Far from compromising God’s transcendent otherness, this chapter 

argues that human subjectivity creates the capacity for relational encounter and is the 

means by which humans access transcendence.  

Drawing on Roger Scruton’s The Face of God and The Soul of the World, 

chapter 4 establishes the subject as a transcendental concept and argues that 

multiperspectival worship, as it is related to a collectively held knowledge of God 

through consonant testimonies, functions as a means of intersubjective knowledge and 

meaning. 

Chapter 5 argues that subjectivity is the means by which the Church bears a 

symphonic witness to God’s glory through the corporate imago Dei. The perspective of 

each worshiper is a manifestation of an inexhaustible gospel. As the testimonies of saints 

even approach the inexhaustibility of God, he becomes more visible in the world and, 

therefore, more glorified. Corporate worship, both here and in the new creation, is the 

context where individual testimonies get swept up into a larger story and verified in a 

kaleidoscopic panorama of God’s overwhelming, infiltrating grace. Christ has filled his 

world with the particularities of perspectives because his glory is too abundant to be 

exhausted by any singular perspective or testimony.
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