The Six Worship Languages
There are six styles, languages or instincts of worship that people speak:

1. The Aesthetic Instinct – the Agenda is Majesty

Here worship should be accomplished in an environment of beauty, order, tradition and artistic integrity. The way things look, sound and connect are important to them. 

This person feels most comfortable in an environment architecturally designed for worship. The symbols of the sanctuary, the way it is built and decorated, it’s ambience, immensity, quietness and uniqueness in contrast to other buildings are all important!

An altar is usually present – it is here that the aesthetic finds it easiest to meet with God.

They want to employ words that connect with other generations of believers. They are drawn to prayer with subject matter that has stood the test of time. Theologically correct creeds, hymnology and anthems are important.

The person seeks to be overwhelmed and impressed but the majesty and infinitude of God and most experience it in the context of artistic and liturgical excellence.

They seek an experience that speaks to the mind as well as the spirit. They are most at ease when dignity, solemnity and nobility are present in all that happens.

They are slow to speak spontaneously or individually and are sceptical of “prayer from the heart” as opposed to prayer from the prayer book.

They do not enjoy familiar or sentimental references to God in song or in talks.
Example: David – he was artistically orientated, his psalms were written for liturgical worship. His dream was the erection of a temple. As a king he knew how the King of Kings was to be approached. Yet he did have powerful bursts of joyful enthusiasm.

Aesthetic people enter into the presence of God with great solemnity – they love to kneel in the presence of a God of majesty.

2. Experiential Instinct – The Agenda is Joy
They want to feel the presence of God when they meet Him and respond with the full range of emotions and physical expressions – clapping of hands, stomping of feet, dancing, singing and praying with enthusiasm, and weeping and laughing.

They use “street” language to connect with God. The experientialist is most responsive to the Holy Spirit and the energy He promises to give. A key word in their vocabulary is “power” – which is expressed in the healing of persons, giving of truth directly from heaven and bonding together of people in harmonious relationships.

While the experientialist and the aesthetic are opposites as they seek to meet God, they often cross lines and embrace something of the other – maybe this is because the heart needs the soul of the experientialist and the body of the aesthetic.

Example: Simon Peter. He was a physical and enthusiastic person who threw himself into things without thinking first. He spoke out to affirm Jesus as the son of God and he rebuked Jesus for speaking about the cross; he walked on water with Jesus and wanted to stay on the mountain top and build shelters, he made bold commitments to stand fast and he was the first to panic and make a fool of himself. Whatever he did, he did with feeling – whether it was right or wrong.

The experientialist is big hearted and generous. He seizes opportunities to meet with God.

3. The Activist Instinct – The Agenda is Achievement

The activist sees all of the Christian’s activity as service. When they meet God they expect the agenda to focus on achievement. They want to worship by communing with God about good things that need to get done.

They are driven by compassion for the disadvantaged or prophetic anger against oppression or urgency about unreached people. The word “vision” is often found in their speech.

They wonder when the aesthetic will leave the sanctuary and get busy and when the experientialist will realise that the Lord’s joy and power are not just to make us feel good but to help us get the work of the kingdom done.
They are most comfortable when they are making plans and projections and when they are mobilising people and seeing programs unfold.

When they meet with God in the heavenlies, they want to have achievement to give as their act of worship.

Example: Moses. Activism got Moses in trouble when he killed an Egyptian guard. God had to keep him in the wilderness for 40 years to get him to contemplate. Moses was everything – an administrator, adjudicator and negotiator between God and people.

The activist is likely to experience exhaustion.

4. The Contemplative Instinct – The Agenda is Listening

Their instinct is to meet God, not in the midst of a busy project but in the quiet of the inner life – that space of the soul where one meditates, listens and broods on the wordless wonders of a God who meets people in solitude and silence.

Comparison with the activist: 

* The activist likes to highlight the relentless involvement of Jesus among people while the contemplative points out the frequent withdrawals he made from the same people. 

* The activist focuses in on the needs of the crowd while the contemplative notes the Lord’s habit of returning to commune with the father.

The contemplative is not hostile to public corporate worship, but wishes there was more quiet than noise in the process. 

They emphasise the place of spiritual disciplines. They believe that prayer is a two way communication – and may even say that prayer is more about listening that talking.

When they meet God, they do not worry that thoughts are rational or fit together. They want to know that God is impressing on them His mysterious presence in whatever way he chooses.

Some enter monasteries and embrace a simple lifestyle. Some may choose the permanent or temporary life of the hermit.

The activist and the contemplative seem to be totally opposite – one moving internally and one externally.

Example: John the Baptist. He based his life on the writings of Isaiah (who was also a contemplative). He spent years in the desert reflecting on God’s challenge of repentance to Israel. He maintained strict control of physical matters (perhaps living in a cave) and his possessions (all he had was a camel’s hair coat and a leather belt) and his eating (locusts and wild honey). People listened when he spoke. 
When we weld these two instincts together – the desire to meet God in the depths of the soul (the contemplative) and the desire to meet God in the streets for the purpose of sacrificial service (activist) you have the combination of inner strength and outer resolve.

They love to withdrawal to meet with God.

5. The Student Instinct – The Agenda is Truth

Truth is their greatest quest – truth that is conveyed in carefully crafted words and doctrines.

If the contemplative searches out the presence of God deep within the spirit, the student believes that God is most profoundly discovered in Bible study. Their blind spot is a commitment to truth that may leave them arrogant or unloving. They often accuse others of being relativist or heretics.

They are suspicious when the contemplative whispers, “I sense God’s presence” or the experientialist says, “I feel God speaking to me” – because they are drawn to objective Biblical verification.

They are not impressed with the programs of the activist if they conclude that were done for the wrong reasons.

They believe that God is met and heard most powerfully by people who have put the truth first and foremost in their spiritual quest. They believe that those who believe rightly hear God best.

We can thank students for formulating doctrines and putting faith into practical definitions. They have produced creeds and defended the faith against its antagonists.

Example: Paul. His training helped develop him in this way. He was an activist who wanted to see the church expanded, but he felt it was more important to go from synagogue to synagogue telling the truth. His best side as a student was the study of the scriptures. His dark side as a student was his self-opinionated views – he risked losing the friendship of an old friend Barnabas over a dispute about John Mark’s values as a working companion.  He confronted Peter, in front of all his friends, on a matter of practical faith. 
Heaven for the student is an external Bible study with God as the discussion leader.

6. The Relational Instinct – The Agenda is Love

If the student speaks of a love for truth, the relationist speaks of a love for people.

The relationist is convinced that God is most present and intimate when people experience an unusual bonding together for fellowship, worship or mutual support.

They love meetings – small circles where people share intimately with each other.

If the student loves Paul, relationists love Barnabas – Paul’s first partner.

Example: Barnabas. He finally got fed up with Paul and separated from him over the John Mark matter. Barnabas took Paul and introduced him to a group of Jerusalem church leaders who found it difficult to lower their guard against him. He later visited a band of new Christians in the town of Antioch and realised that they needed teaching and then got Paul to help make it happen. He took John Mark under his wings and mentored him. So when Paul (the student) rejected John Mark because of a previous failure, Barnabas (the relationist) became adamant and dissolved the partnership.

Relationists are always looking out for the welfare and for relationships of people.

They have their own view of Jesus – they can accept the perspective of the activist – that Jesus was a busy man dealing with large crowds and opportunities); they can appreciate the contemplative observation that Jesus often disengaged for times of silence; but they say: “Have you noticed how people-conscious Jesus was – he always had time for the needs of individuals.”

People were Jesus’ business – those who were lost, despised, wounded or unappreciated – wherever he went he gave himself to people and introduced them to God and to each other.

The relationist believes God is most heard when people are engaged in good relationships with one another.

Summary

The aesthetic loves a litany

The experientialist loves a prophecy

The activist loves a strategy

The contemplative loves a meditation

The student loves a study

The relationist loves a fellowship

Jesus possessed all of the worship instincts:

* He was contemplative but also an activist

* He was a relationist but also a student

* He was an experimentalist but also an aesthetic
Most of us will possess a natural inclination for 2 or 3 or the 6, a curiosity about 1 or 2 more but will struggle to believe there is anything of value in what is left.

We become mature in faith as we get conversant in all six languages of worship as Christ was.

