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What Is Worship?                                                                    Philip Gulley 

 

 When I was seven years old and preparing for my first communion in the 

Catholic church, the nun told me the priest would ask me a question, “What is 

the purpose of life?” and I was to answer, “To glorify God and enjoy fellowship 

with him.” 

 This might have been the beginning of my theological curiosity, because I 

remember wondering about the word glorify and what it meant.  So I asked the 

nun. 

 “It means to worship God,” she said.   

 “What does that mean?” 

 “It means coming to church every week and loving God,” she said. 

 “What happens if you don’t love God?” I asked. 

 This conversation plays like a movie in my mind.  I see it in the faded 

colors of an old Polaroid. 

 “What happens if you don’t love God?  What happens if you hate God?”  

 I didn’t hate God, I was just curious to know how God treated his critics. 

 The nun said, “You will be struck dead and spend eternity in hell.” 

  

 Now you know when you are a kid, and you’ll remember this, and you 

are told something, you nevertheless must test it for yourself.   

 “Don’t touch the stove,” your mother told you.  “It’s hot.”   

So of course you had to touch it. 
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Do you know you can measure a child’s intelligence by looking at their 

index finger?  It’s true. If their fingertip is thick and blistered and scarred, 

you’re looking at a kid who didn’t listen to his parents.  And I was that kid. 

 

So that night I was lying in bed thinking about what the nun had said, 

that if you hated God, you would be struck dead and spend eternity in hell.  I 

realized that was a theological assertion that begged to be tested.  So I touched 

the stove, metaphorically speaking.  I said, “I hate God.”  Then I waited to be 

struck dead.  A minute passed, two minutes, five minutes.  Then I fell asleep, 

and woke up the next morning in perfect health. 

 

This was the first theological principle I learned: God doesn’t strike 

people dead.  And that’s a pretty good principle.  You can build an entire 

theology on that one premise.  God doesn’t strike people dead.  Of course, 

many of our spiritual ancestors didn’t believe that.  They believed God was 

angry and required our worship to be appeased, that God was this massive ego 

in the sky that had to be placated.  In fairness, they had lived under tyrannical 

rulers and kings who demanded constant praise, so it was understandable that 

they would believe the same thing about God.  You fear and worship God, or 

you die.  Some people still believe that.  I don’t believe it, because I tested it 48 

years ago and discovered it wasn’t true.  But not everyone has tested it, and 

still believes God demands our worship and adoration and will punish us if we 

don’t.   I suspect most of you don’t believe that either. 
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Which brings us to the question of worship.  Why do we worship?  When 

I wake up on Sunday morning, I don’t think to myself, “Oh, today is the day I 

get to worship God!”  When I was on my sabbatical, I never once thought, “I 

can’t wait to return to Fairfield and worship God.”   Though I often thought, “I 

can’t wait to see my friends at Fairfield again.  I can’t want to learn something 

new.  I can’t wait to feel connected and cared for.  I can’t wait to sing and sit in 

silence and think about what it means to be a fully engaged human being.” 

 

But I can’t ever remember chomping at the bit to worship God.   

Have I experienced deep wonder, mystery, and joy in buildings like this?  

Yes, almost every Sunday.   

Have I experienced profound gratitude in buildings like this?  Yes, almost 

every Sunday. 

Have I heard beautiful sounds and thought beautiful thoughts in 

buildings like this?  Yes, almost every Sunday. 

Have I experienced something indescribably lovely that not only 

surpasses my imagination but also surpasses my ability to describe it?  Yes, 

almost every Sunday. 

But I have never experienced a God who demands my worship.  Nor have 

I experienced a God who expects to be elevated or placed on a pedestal or 

exalted. 

I’ve never known an angry God, a jealous God, a God for some people 

and not for others, an American God, a Republican God, or a Democrat God. 
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I have only experienced a God who feels about you and me the way I feel 

when I am surrounded by people I love, who love me also.  The joy of that, the 

delight of that, the lovely promise of that.  

 

Think about it.  If you’re a parent, would you want your children to 

honor you out of fear?  Of course not, that would be sick. 

Would you want them to esteem you so highly, that in comparison they 

felt like a worm, unworthy and undeserving of your love?  Of course not, any 

love that elevates one while lowering another is bad for all concerned. 

 

We honor God not by bowing and scraping and bending the knee. 

We honor God when children are tended and cherished and loved. 

We honor God when the hungry are fed. 

We honor God when leaders are wise and caring and peaceable. 

We honor God when people can choose as their life’s partner whomever 

they wish without fear of contempt or condemnation. 

We honor God when we forgive, when we destroy our enemies by making 

them our friends. 

We honor God when the vulnerable are protected, when the broken are 

healed, when the tyrant repents. 
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We Friends meet for worship not when we gather on Sunday morning. 

We meet for worship whenever and wherever we love,  

whenever and wherever we give,  

whenever and wherever we stand for those who cannot stand for 

themselves. 

This is worship in the manner of Friends, and when we do it, God is 

glorified. 


