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Hymn

Curating WorsHip, 
Culture, and tHe CHurCH

Timothy K. Snyder

It has become common to think about worship styles as 
merely a matter of  taste or preference, but I’m not sure 

that’s the best way to think about our worship. After all, 
most of  the language we use to describe worship styles 
invites more questions than it answers. For example, take the 
common designations “contemporary” and “traditional.” 
Traditional? Which tradition do you mean? The historic 
liturgy? Which one and whose history? Contemporary? 
Contemporary compared to what? What happens when 
“contemporary worship” is a thirty-year-old movement? A 
closer look at recent 
trends in worship 
practice reveals that 
there are actually 
whole families of  
responses to con-
temporary global 
culture. Some of  these families of  responses include liturgi-
cal renewal, Celtic spirituality (perhaps better described as 
neo-Celtic), contemporary Christian music, global music, 
and alternative worship in the United Kingdom, often 
referred to as “emerging worship” or “emerging church” 
in the United States. Each one of  these families can be 
explicated, in part, as attempts at faithful responses to the 
increasingly global culture of  late modernity or what some 
have termed postmodernity. The focus here will be on the 
creative wisdom of  one of  these responses: alternative, or 
emerging, worship.

I grew up in a unique Lutheran congregation: Hosanna 
Lutheran Church in Mandeville, Louisiana. Since the 
early 1990s, this congregation has been involved with the 
contemporary worship movement. Later, as a student at 
Texas Lutheran University, my roommate Jeff  and I cre-
ated Intermission, which we described then as a “worship 
experiment.” Through this experiment, Jeff  and I (and 
others later on) sought to create a space to explore some of  
our most pressing questions of  faith. The two of  us shared 
the common experience of  having led contemporary wor-
ship in our home congregations, but intuitively we knew 
that Intermission had to be different. It had to be a space 
for uncertainty, doubt, and risk but also creativity. We knew 

that we needed to create a space that we could engage as full 
participants and not find ourselves so fully absorbed with 
worship leadership that we ourselves never worshipped.

So we formed a “creative team” and committed to (1) a 
weekly pattern of  meeting together and (2) never repeat-
ing the same liturgy twice. It was an exercise in limiting 
ourselves to a pattern not so much for continuity as for dis-
continuity, creativity, and innovation. That limiting, to our 
surprise, led us into a renewed engagement with tradition, 
church history, and our Lutheran heritage. Since then, I and 

others have been 
exploring a frame-
work for thinking 
about and leading 
worship that is pat-
terned after Jesus’ 
words in Matthew 

13:52, comparing the kingdom to a treasure, with things 
both new and old to be found in it.1

“Worship imagines a world, nothing less,” writes Jonny 
Baker, a leading voice in the alternative worship move-
ment.2 The question is, however, what kind of  world is 
imagined? Is it a world that imagines faithfulness to a tra-
dition for tradition’s sake? Is it a world that leaves behind 
the richness of  the Christian faith and the durability of  
its forms? Is it a world that speaks to today’s cultural con-
text? These questions among others are the kinds that have 
framed a movement that began in the United Kingdom 
in the mid-1980s and is now active in the United States, 
New Zealand, and Australia. The movement began as an 
attempt at fresh thinking and practice at the intersection of  
worship, mission, and community.

Perhaps the most interesting innovation of  this move-
ment is a new way of  thinking about and practicing wor-
ship leadership. Called “curating worship,” it is a way of  
leading worship from behind the scenes. With its concep-
tual origins in the world of  art, curating worship attends 
to both the world that is imagined in worship and the par-
ticular environments, experiences. and events of  worship. 
Concretely, this often means careful attention to space, 
audience, and context. But it also means careful attention 
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to history, genres, language, and tra-
dition. At its best, curating worship is 
the creation of  a bridge between the 
historic liturgy and today’s cultural 
context.

What is really innovative about this 
way of  thinking about and practicing 
worship is that it is not simply a mat-
ter of  good worship planning. Good 
worship curation is felt but not seen. 
When there has been good curation in 
an art gallery or museum, it is unlikely 
that anyone will even think about the 
curator. We know of  famous artists, 
but who has ever heard of  a famous 
curator? This subverts two of  the 
most common images of  worship 
leadership: the presiding minister and 
the worship band leader. Baker calls 
these three very different approaches 
“genres.” As a genre, curating worship 
creates a context, an environment, 
and a way of  arranging the various 
parts of  worship into an experience, 
an event.3

Worship is an event, though it is 
a more peculiar and far more sub-
versive kind of  event than we often 
think. At times, thinking about wor-
ship as an “event” may evoke notions 
of  the entertainment industry, high 
production, and consumer culture. 
Yet worship in the Lutheran liturgical 

tradition is centered on word and sac-
rament. Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, 
and preaching are events that imagine 
a world.

One of  two recent books published 

on this idea of  “curating worship” con-
tributes poignant insights to a conver-
sation at the intersection of  worship, 
culture, and the church.4 In Curating 
Worship, Jonny Baker interviews wor-
ship curators in the United King-
dom to shed light on some important 
insights from the creative processes 
of  alternative worship communities. 
In an interview with Nic Hughes and 
Kester Brewin of  Vaux in London, 
one of  the most avant-garde collec-
tives, Brewin teases out the complex-
ity of  designing worship spaces when 
he says of  Vaux: “It was a space that 
accidentally produced design, rather 
than a space designed to produce 
accidents.”5 The Vaux collective, now 
retired, produced some of  the most 
visually stunning spaces for worship. 
Often, participants engaged the space 
as they would an art gallery. At times 
the worship stretched the liturgy to its 
limits.

In another interview, Sue Wallace 
of  Visions in York writes about creat-
ing an alternative worship in the his-
toric York Minster and digging deep 
into the Anglican tradition to find 
resources for liturgy. The result, called 
Transcendence, is a multimedia lit-
urgy using dance beats mixed by a live 
dj as the musical setting to Rite i of  
the Book of  Common Prayer.

These two interviews represent just 
a sampling of  the richness found in 
Curating Worship. However, they show a 
dynamic relationship with the historic 
liturgy, one that is engaged in a balanc-
ing act between worship, mission, and 
community. Vaux had no ordained 
leadership and yet understood itself  
to be a part of  the Anglican Com-
munion. Transcendence represents a 
unique blend of  something new and 
something old. Incense, traditional 
vestments, historic liturgies, and of  
course the cathedral itself  represent a 
strong relationship to tradition. Yet the 
musical setting borrowed from club 
culture is an effort to speak to people 
today in new ways.

As this new genre of  worship lead-

ership has developed, it has brought 
forth a much larger conversation con-
cerning what it means to be church 

today. Shifts in culture have demanded 
new strategies. For Lutherans, wor-
ship in the language (and not only 
the verbal language) of  the people 
has always been valued. At the center 
of  local Christian communities is the 
practice of  worship. Worship, culture, 
and church are in a constant impro-
visational dance. That may seem like 
a jump, yet perhaps if  worship does 
imagine a world, it should come as 
no surprise that it raises serious ques-
tions concerning what kind of  world 
is imagined. Curating worship, then, 
offers a new strategy, a new genre for 
worship planning and leadership. Its 
practice creates not only imaginative 
worship but also a more imaginative 
church. LF

timotHy K. snyder is a lay minister 
at Hope Lutheran Church in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, and managing editor of  
Generate.

Notes
1. Thanks to Jonny Baker of  Grace (Lon-

don) for this biblical image.
2. Jonny Baker, Curating Worship (New York: 

Seabury, 2011), 13.
3. For a deeper albeit complex under-

standing of  “event,” see Dirk G. Lange, Trauma 
Recalled: Liturgy, Disruption and Theology (Minne-
apolis: Fortress, 2009).

4. See Jonny Baker’s Curating Worship, and 
also Mark Pierson’s The Art of  Curating Worship: 
Reshaping the Role of  Worship Leader (Minneapo-
lis: Sparkhouse, 2010).

5. Baker, 91.
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This hymn, a meditation on passages in the Gospel 
of  Mark, is suitable for the Vigil of  Easter and for the 
Resurrection of  Our Lord in Year b, for the Second 
Sunday of  Easter in any lectionary year, and for gen-
eral use. The hymn is dedicated to Richard and Elaine 
Koenig, partners in ministry for sixty years, sustained 
and compelled by the gospel that they live to proclaim 
in word and service.

Richard Edwin Koenig is a Lutheran pastor, writer, 
editor, lecturer, and founder of  new missions: Christ 
Lutheran Church in Yonkers, New York; Immanuel 
Lutheran Church in Amherst, Massachusetts; Forum Let-
ter; Lutheran Partners; and In Season, to name a few. He 
received an honorary Doctor of  Divinity from Trinity 
Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, Ohio. He was once 
described as someone who leads by pushing the limits of  
conventional thinking and tradition while maintaining 
(in the words of  theologian and brother-in-law Martin 
E. Marty) an “unerring instinct for staying the course 
(referring to Pauline Lutheranism) and moving on the 
basis of  it.” Marty also said that he knew of  few peo-
ple who do better than Richard Koenig at combining 
confessional loyalty with ecumenical vision. Promoting 
interfaith and interdenominational dialogue continues 
as a hallmark of  Koenig’s ministry beyond the parish. 
Of  particular relevance to this hymn dedication is Rich-
ard’s service as editor of  Lutheran Forum from 1968 to 
1974.

Elaine Camille Garbe Koenig is an Associate in 
Ministry, professionally trained visual artist, Bible-class 
teacher, social-service program developer, writer, and 
lecturer. She has committed her life to using all that 

God had given her to further His work in the world, in 
partnership with Richard. She too has pushed the con-
ventional boundaries, especially those associated with 
being a pastor’s wife, by continually developing her own 
ministry path. The ways in which she continues to serve 
are varied and distinctly separate yet integral to the min-
istry partnership and intent on building community to 
nurture a deeper relationship with God. Their parallel 
ministries still resonate in the lives of  their many friends 
throughout the world.

Two of  their indebted friends are this hymn’s co-
authors, who met in the 1970s at Immanuel Lutheran 
Church in Amherst, when Richard was pastor there and 
both he and Elaine served in campus and community 
ministry in the Five College area. Bill Pasch is Profes-
sor Emeritus of  English at Clayton State University 
and serves as organist and choir director at Emman-
uel Lutheran Church, a multicultural congregation in 
Atlanta, Georgia. He is married to Katherine Pasch, 
whose decision to enter the Lutheran ministry owed 
much to the Koenigs’ influence. Bob Weaver (brother 
to organist John Weaver) is Professor Emeritus of  Math-
ematics and Computer Science at Mount Holyoke 
College. Bob’s wife, Anne Weaver, is a primary care 
physician in Amherst and directs the Immanuel church 
choir, in which Bob sings tenor. Bob and Bill would like 
to express their deep gratitude to Mary-Elaine Koenig 
Leake for her expert help in preparing this tribute to 
her parents, as well as to Sister Virginia Strahan of  the 
communication team of  the New England Synod for 
her assistance with biographical detail.

a b o u t  t H i s  i s s u e ’ s  H y m n

❦

Discipleship of Jesus Christ in the monastic way 
of St. Benedict and within the Evangelical Catho-
lic tradition. For information, please write to: 
S. A’ H, P.O. Box 125, Oxford, 
Michigan, 48371. www.StAugustinesHouse.org
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What Can It Mean, That Jesus Is Arisen?
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