
LITURGY AND RITUAL WITHOUT DEAD FORMALISM  
How Leaders and Churches Engage Rituals to Keep Them Meaningful 

Dead Formalism: Assigning Blame 
The most common objection to liturgical worship is that it leads to dead formalism. According to 
this argument, the ritualized repetition of words and actions almost unavoidably becomes 
empty and rote. 
Surely, this point has some merit. It is a clear fact that many liturgical expressions of the church 
have fallen into formalism. The question is not whether this is the case, but whether liturgy 
itself is to blame for this problem. Non-liturgical expressions of the church do not accept a form 
imposed from outside their local body, but patterns of form inevitably arise in worship. There is 
no such thing as formless worship. All worship must take a form, and any form can become a dead 
form. Hymns and praise choruses may be sung without heart (we even have praise choruses 
about singing our praise choruses from the heart!). Dramatic ‘charismatic’ effects may be 
imitated. Emotions may be manipulated. Every church fights the tendency to simply ‘go 
through the motions.’ Dead formalism is not fundamentally a matter of the forms, but a matter 
of the way in which we engage forms.  
I believe that blaming liturgy for dead formalism is misguided. The problem is not with the 
forms themselves; it is in our theology of the forms (what do we believe they actually 
accomplish) and in the administration of the forms (how do leaders engage them).  
A Theology of Form: What Does Liturgy Actually Accomplish? 
Our theology of form is fundamental to our use of liturgy. In many branches of the church, 
dead formalism is rooted in flawed ideas about forms. Liturgy can be treated like a magic spell 
for praising God. Worship then, fundamentally consists in saying all the right words in the right 
order with the right bodily posture. If everything is done properly and in order, God is 
somehow honored by this performance. This approach treats liturgy itself as if it were in fact 
the operative agent in worship. The people function as witnesses to the worship rather than 
participants in the worship. 
The great problem is that liturgy does not and cannot worship God. Only worshippers can 
worship God. A healthy biblical theology of form recognizes that while liturgy can provide 
substance and structure to worship, only worshippers can actually worship.  
Liturgy then exists to provide concrete expression to our abstract adoration of the Lord. It helps 
facilitate worship that is truthful in the fullest sense. It ensures that the church hears and sees 



the firm and sure foundation of the Biblical story every time she assembles for worship. It 
provides a visible and tangible expression for our spiritual unity in Christ. It also provides a 
reliable and learnable structure that can facilitate wide participation in the service of worship. 
The Administration of Form: Leaders Make It Live 
The way in which leaders administer forms is also fundamental to our use of liturgy. Half-
hearted attempts at doing liturgy are doomed to failure. In the wise words of Yoda, “Try not; 
do, or do not. There is no try.” If leaders administer liturgy in a way that is unsure and tepid, or 
that is rote and procedural, awkwardness and dead formalism will be the result.  
The success of any form in the church depends on a leader’s attitude toward and administration 
of the form. Very often, forms become dead and empty because leaders let them become dead and 
empty. Instead of an empowering and life-giving structure, liturgy becomes an excuse for 
uncreative, unthoughtful preparation and dry, stodgy delivery. 
Leaders must make liturgy live. Perform the actions and words with full conviction, not based 
on how you are feeling or ‘where you are at,’ but based on the worthiness of Christ and on the 
profound truth being displayed. Take every opportunity to explain the forms of worship. For 
example, if you happen to be preaching on the Exodus, you might refer in your sermon to the 
fire of the candles or the sacred act of communion, both of which reenact in some way the 
sacrifice of our own Passover lamb. None of the words or actions lack in biblical significance. We, as 
leaders, need to constantly remind ourselves and our people of their meaning and depth. We 
should also make a concerted effort to explain the forms to new people, not only in print but in 
person. People need to be incorporated into the rituals in order to experience them as 
meaningful. 
Conclusion: Why We Choose to Use Liturgy 
“Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3.17). We are not biblically bound to 
any specific form of worship. So then, we are free in Christ to make decisions about worship 
and the life of the church. CTV does not affirm a view of liturgy that invalidates non-liturgical 
worship. Instead, given both our commitment to the ancient faith and our intent to see an urban 
church planting movement, we choose a more liturgical approach to worship. There are many 
good reasons for this outlined in the CTV Guidebook (pp. 48–53) which I would urge you to 
consider. 


