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One principal way that people experience and express their Christian faith is 
through worship, and they want this worship to be powerful and meaningful. 
New times and new generations call for an authentic form of worship that 
can deliver the power of the Christian faith to those inside and those outside 
Christian communities.

The Re-Wilding of Worship: 
A Post-Contemporary Reception
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The church, corporately, in the United States is getting smaller. The 2014 Reli-
gious Landscape Study by Pew Research illustrated an overall decline in reli-

gious participation. The same study showed a decline in Christian identity with a 
growing minority of the population claiming no religious affiliation.1 The critique 
of those who are leaving the church is a perception of inauthenticity. Individu-
als leaving the church perceive Christian proclamation and Christian life to be 
incongruent and disintegrated.2 Writing on modern developments in worship, 
Aidan Kavanaugh states that worship has “discovered itself to be prone to fad-
dish conceptual orthodoxies in danger of being steadily denatured.”3 The dena-
turing of worship as a cohesive and proclamational whole has, I would argue, led 
to the disintegration of worship from the life of the Christian. In this article I 
will not claim a special place for any specific form of worship practice. Instead, 
I will suggest a perspective of receptivity that is, by its nature, confrontational 

1  Pew Research Center’s Religion Landscape Study, “Generational Cohort,” https://tinyurl.com/y9y2yxce.
2  Barna Group, “What Millennials Want When They Visit Church.” Barna Group, March 4, 2015, 

https://tinyurl.com/sgsamwe.
3  Aidan Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology: The Hale Memorial Lectures of Seabury-Western Theological 

Seminary, 1981 (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical, 1984), 118.
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and transformational. “Re-wilding” is the process by which a captive animal is 
retrained for life beyond the human community. A re-wilding of worship entails 
both a receptivity to the dangerousness of a wild God and a receptivity of worship 
that is in service to the neighbor. The parallel concepts of Martin Luther’s “happy 
exchange” and Robert Jauss’s “aesthetic experience” will thicken our understand-
ing of encounter and integration in the experience of worship. The integration of 
the Christian’s encounter with God in “re-wild worship” (worship that is “wild” 
once again) is the renaturing of worship and life.

The Taming of Worship

Already in the 1960s and coalescing in the 1990s, a movement within the church 
developed to modernize and secularize. This was not isolated to worship styles. It 
pervaded all aspects of the church. The point was to make church less “churchy.” 
It was thought that by being less churchy the church could finally break out and 
attract those who viewed church disciplines and terminology as stuffy and its 
polity as autocratic. Democratization and taming took hold. Reflecting on this 
movement, Kavanaugh draws the distinction between an urban and a subur-
ban church. The church’s philosophical shift toward a suburban perspective has 
transformed it from the less predictable, and at times unsafe, life in the city to 
the far more predictable suburban life. Kavanaugh writes, “The church then may 
begin to dissemble its nature and function, becoming a commune of friends 
whose main purpose is to get along with each other, a moral uplift society, a 
group dedicated to aesthetics or therapy, a sheepfold of the unsure, a home for 
the dull.”4 The lack of effectuality of the body of believers is a direct result of the 
cultural timidity embodied by the suburbanization it took part in. Hamstring-
ing its own ministry, “a palsied church finds itself sitting beside the City’s death-
bed, mumbling words of comfort in the eye of the storm.”5 The existential needs 
of the world do not need more of what the world has to offer. Not intending to 
curate a spiritual menagerie, the church must see the criticisms of the disen-
gaged as both valid and actionable. Absent the disquieting and discomforting 
language of wild worship, the church is no longer able to speak to the needs of 
the world.

The experience of the disengaged is of a world in need of help, and of a 
church fearfully shutting itself away, or so diminishing its voice through theo-
logical or linguistic capitulation that it has become a country club like any other. 
The activity and language of the church have been demystified to the extent that 
the church seems like any other segment of society. Kavanaugh writes, “That it 
never crosses our minds that a liturgy or an icon should cause us to shiver only 
shows how we have allowed ourselves to tame the Lion of Judah and put him 

4  Kavanagh, 63.
5  Kavanagh, 62.
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into a suburban zoo to entertain our children.”6 Kavanaugh is here critiquing the 
post-modern movement within the wider church body to focus on the affective 
impact of worship, as opposed to the existential conflict necessary in the human’s 
experience of the divine.

The experience of the disengaged is of a world in need 
of help, and of a church fearfully shutting itself away, or 
so diminishing its voice through theological or linguistic 
capitulation that it has become a country club like any 
other.

In its attempt to be seeker-sensitive, the church has denatured worship, de-
homogenizing it from the active life of the Christian in the world. In C.S. Lew-
is’s The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, young Susan and Lucy wonder at the 
thought of meeting the great lion Aslan. Their friends, the Beavers, explain why 
they ought to be nervous:

“If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees 
knocking they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”

“Then he isn’t safe?” said Lucy.
“Safe?” said Mr. Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? 

Who said anything about safe? ’Course he isn’t safe. But he’s good. He’s 
the King, I tell you.”7

While trying to avoid sentimentalizing the above quote, it does evoke the knee-
knocking danger of a divine encounter that current models, both explicit and 
implicit, of worship reception fail to account for. The housebreaking of the Lion of 
Judah is equally evocative as we try to imagine the re-wilding of the Lion.

The Re-Wilding of Worship

At the end of his book The Lord of the Rings, J. R. R. Tolkien gives us a glimpse of 
the wildness of the Christian faith. As Frodo, the bearer of the One Ring, turns to 
go with Gandalf and the others from the shore of Grey Havens to an eternity of 
bliss on the Western shore, Sam grows sad: “But Sam was now sorrowful at heart, 
and it seemed to him that if the parting would be bitter, more grievous still would 
be the long road home alone.”8 Changed by their quest to destroy the One Ring, 
Sam was beginning to understand that Frodo’s journey was ending. Going to Grey 
Havens was an act of vulnerability as Sam insisted upon being with Frodo. In this 

6  Kavanagh, 94.
7  C. S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, The Chronicles of Narnia (New York: HarperCol-

lins, 1978), 146.
8  J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings (New York: HarperCollins, 1994), 1007.
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act of love, Sam believed he would be left alone to grieve in his return home. Trav-
eling alone was not his fate. Gandalf, the wizard, had told their friends, Pippin and 
Merry, that Frodo would be leaving, “for it will be better to ride back three together 
than one alone.”9 After Frodo left for the West, Sam, Merry, and Pippin rode back 
home in silence and grief, not alone but as companions. The metaphorical flight 
from urbanized ministry has the consequence of fleeing vulnerability. Had Sam 
fled from the danger of that day at Grey Havens he would not have had the oppor-
tunity to say goodbye to Frodo, nor would he have been able to grieve with Merry 
and Pippin. The Lion of Judah—God, who comes in vulnerability—is dangerous, 
and God is good. The re-wilding of worship requires a turn toward an acknowl-
edgment of the knee-knocking dangerousness of worshiping this unsafe God. The 
dangerousness of worship is the promise of encounter and transformation. It is an 
act of vulnerability leading to a life of vulnerability. The two authors, the fifteenth-
century reformer Martin Luther and the twentieth-century communication theo-
rist Robert Jauss, will provide parallel insights on encounter and transformation 
in worship.

Luther’s sacramental theology provides a centralizing understanding of how 
Luther understands the Christian’s experience of the promises of God, and the life 
in service to the neighbor. Luther clearly reduces the number of sacraments to just 
three: baptism, communion, and penance.10 However, in the Smalcald Articles 
Luther shows a willingness for a more dynamic list of the means of grace. Here 
he lists three types of means by which grace is communicated to believers: the 
three sacraments, proclamation of the Word, and “the mutual conversation and 
consolation of the brothers.”11 Luther’s expansion of the means of grace into the 
realm of interpersonal relationships illustrates his willingness to see God’s grace 
encountered in worship and motivating for work in the world.

Luther’s soteriology, encapsulated by the happy exchange, suggests that 
the encounter of the believer and Christ is real and transformational. The happy 
exchange is the uniting of Christ to the believer in a saving union, and exchange of 
all the poverty and death of the believer for the richness and life of Christ.12 The 
happy exchange is accomplished by the believer’s grasping onto to the promises 
of Christ.13 It is the trustworthiness of God, that God commits to the benefit of 
the believer, that establishes the effectiveness of the encounter. Like the union of 
spouses in marriage, Christ unites himself to his bride, providing her with all his 
benefits in exchange for her nothingness. United in a real and actual union, the 
believer is active within the world as a little Christ.

9  Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings, 1007.
10  Babylonian Captivity (1520), in LW 36:18.
11  Robert Kolb and Timothy J. Wengert, The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church, (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2000), 319.
12  Martin Luther, “The Blessed Sacrament of the Holy and True Body of Christ, and the Brotherhoods,” 

trans. Dirk Lange, in The Annotated Luther vol. 1, ed. Timothy J. Wengert (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015).
13  Martin Luther, Christian Liberty, trans. W. A. Lambert, ed. Harold J. Grimm (Philadelphia: For-

tress, 1957).
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The activity of the Christian within the world hinges on the benefits she has 
experienced in Christ. Luther writes on activity motivated by the Sacrament of 
the Altar: “Here your heart must go out in love and learn that this is a sacrament 
of love. As you experience love and support, so in turn you give it to Christ in 
his needy ones.”14 The Christian’s encounter with Christ both creates faith and 
motivates toward work in the world. Freed of the harness of the law, the Christian 
is provided with the means to be vulnerable in the world. Luther writes: “[The 
believer] lives in Christ through faith, in his neighbor through love. By faith he is 
caught up beyond himself into God. By love he descends beneath himself into his 
neighbor. Yet he always remains in God and in his love.”15 The mystical union of 
the believer to Christ is not a simple psychological recognition of the importance 
of love and self-sacrifice. For Luther, the existential fear imparted by the law is 
only assuaged by the balm of Christ’s promise. The promise that Christ died for 
all is communicated by a real encounter with Christ in the means of grace—the 
encounter so powerful and impactful, so real and actual, it cannot help but trans-
form. It transforms the life of the believer out of the perceived safety of the self-
turned-inward and into the wild of a life lived in benefit of the neighbor.

Luther’s soteriology, encapsulated by the happy exchange, 
suggests that the encounter of the believer and Christ is 
real and transformational. The happy exchange is the 
uniting of Christ to the believer in a saving union.

Reception theory provides a helpful lens to understand the movement from 
encounter to a life transformed. A German literary professor, Robert Jauss was the 
primary developer of reception theory. In this theory he sought to understand how 
a reader internalizes meaning in a text. Jauss calls the encounter of a reader and 
a text the aesthetic experience. Having developed out of the work of philosopher 
Hans Georg Gadamer, Jauss’s concerns are with how an individual’s own expe-
riences and history impact how she reads a text. The aesthetic experience is the 
encounter of the interior world of the reader and the world of a given text.16 Jauss 
contends that the interpreting of a text occurs as a reader asks questions of the text. 
Her own worldview feels inadequate to understand her experience, and so she looks 
to the text for meaning. A quality text is engaging to the reader precisely because 
it has answers the reader finds helpful. Jauss describes this as the life-world of the 
text. This life-world is a curated space in which the reader’s interior world interacts 
with that of the text. These two worlds are in question-and-answer dialogue. The 

14  Luther, “The Blessed Sacrament,” 236.
15  Martin Luther, “Freedom of a Christian,” in Three Treatises, 2nd rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1970), 

309.
16  Hans Robert Jauss, Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics, trans. by Michael Shaw, (Min-

neapolis: University of Minnesota, 1982), 10.
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reader has incorporated the useful answers of the text that she believes make sense 
of her experience. The result for the reader is a new worldview.

Jauss suggests that a reader’s intention in understanding a text is the hope 
that the text can provide something helpful to understand the world. Jauss writes, 
“But a past text canon, of its own accord, across the ages, asks us or later genera-
tions a question that the interpreter would not first have to uncover or reformu-
late for us, proceeding from the answer that the text hands down or appears to 
contain.”17 Regardless of the meaning implied by the writer, in reception theory, it 
is the dialogue of text and reader that uncovers meaning in the text. A meaningful 
text can maintain a world in which the reader can inhabit and with which she can 
interact. The inhabiting of the world of the text, the aesthetic experience, ends with 
a transformed or changed reader. In Jauss’s theory the worldview of the reader is 
always changed in this encounter with the world of the text. This transformation 
is guaranteed because it is only the quality text that has the potential for useful 
answers to the reader’s questions, which curates the aesthetic experience.

The transformed worldview of the reader provides a preferred way to view 
the world. The very existence of questions to be asked by the reader implies that 
her current worldview is not sufficient to explain her experience. The insufficiency 
of her worldview leads the reader to find answers in the text, answers she hopes 
will clarify her understanding the world. Interpretation leads to integration of 
the text and affects the way the reader acts in the world. The parallel concepts of 
Luther’s happy exchange and Jauss’s aesthetic experience have the potential to help 
us better understand the encounter active in worship and the integration in the life 
of the Christian.

Jauss and Luther provide us with parallel tracks to understand how an 
individual integrates their experience of the “text” of worship. As we integrate 
Jauss’s aesthetic experience and Luther’s happy exchange we can better explore the 
encounter of a worshiper with the Word. Both Luther and Jauss describe an activ-
ity that occurs through encounter, dialogue, and transformation integration and 
leads to activity in the world. For both Jauss and Luther, this activity is recursive. 
The recrudescence of the world of the reader to the world of the text is necessary. 
Integration is never fully completed and requires the return of the reader to the 
text, or the return of the Christian to the promises of God. It is the desire for a 
greater clarity of worldview that brings the Christian to encounter the Word. The 
encounter, curated in worship, is God’s life opened to the Christian, which encour-
ages dialogue. The Christian dialogues with God in the interchange of question-
and-answer, and in the exchange of Christ’s benefits and the poverty and death 
of sin. The Christian leaves God’s life with a transformed worldview. The happy 
exchange leads to a clarity of understanding. The Christian sees how she stands 
with God and others. Luther suggests that this new worldview transforms the way 
in which the Christian relates to God and others. Luther writes, “Insofar as he is 

17  Hans Robert Jauss, Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, trans. Timothy Bahti (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1982), 65.
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free he does no works, but insofar as he is a servant he does all kinds of works.”18 
Encounter with God’s life leads the Christian to be active in the world, not as a 
new law, but as the compulsion of integration. The Christian active in the world 
logically follows the divine encounter, and always requires return to God’s life and 
the dialogue of worldviews.

A Post-Contemporary Worship

As we have placed Luther’s happy exchange and Jauss’s aesthetic experience in con-
versation with each other, we have a better understanding of the activity of inter-
pretation and integration of a participant in worship. The re-wilding of worship 
does not require a certain mode or method of worship. It is instead an acknowl-
edgment of, and participation in, an encounter with God’s life curated by God’s 
Word made available through proclamation, sacrament, and the mutual conversa-
tion and consolation of the brothers and sisters of Christ. A post-contemporary 
worship does not engage in the worship wars of the 1990s and 2000s. Eschew-
ing these false dichotomies, the focus of post-contemporary worship encourages 
engagement of the whole activity of the gathered community. Instead of the silo-
ing of ministry and life, post-contemporary worship retains the bright line from 
worship to life active in the world. Post-contemporary worship requires a post-
contemporary community in which vulnerability and authenticity are preserved 
and defended. The role of the pastor and leaders in the community is of great 
importance in both modeling and drawing the consciousness and awareness of 
participants to this encounter. This kind of metaphysical language is uncomfort-
able and disquieting to our modernist ears. The perennial challenge of the church 
is straddling the capacity to speak the language of the surrounding culture for 
the sake of accessibility and the acknowledgment that many Christian claims run 
counter to the language of the wider culture.

A post-contemporary worship does not engage in the 
worship wars of the 1990s and 2000s. Eschewing these 
false dichotomies, the focus of post-contemporary worship 
encourages engagement of the whole activity of the 
gathered community.

The role of pastors and leaders in raising the conscious awareness of worship 
participants should not be confused with making worship more effective or more 
beneficial. The onus of activity and the curation of God’s life is God’s work alone. 
Raising consciousness of the encounter encourages participants in the integration 
of the dialogue that is constantly moving before them. As with any church prac-
tice, the person’s greater awareness aids in elasticity of thinking and fluency in 

18  Luther, Christian Liberty, 21.
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her self-understanding. The capacity for elasticity and greater fluency makes the 
Christian more effective in her activity in the world. Rigidity in thinking and a 
lack of self-knowledge hamper the Christian’s capacity to connect in vulnerability. 
Vulnerability does not feel safe, but it is good.

Re-wild worship is norming and normative. As contradictory as the language 
of the mystical and a life of tension are, the life of God encountered in worship is 
the real life we are promised in Christ. God’s life, and therefore the encounter of it 
in worship, is normative as it identifies the bulwarks and boundaries of a flourish-
ing life in community. This requires that re-wild worship occurs within a Chris-
tian community that is both authentic and vulnerable. Re-wild worship is not safe, 
but it is good. It compels the Christian to be active in the world as a natural conse-
quence of the encounter with God’s life and the happy exchange. Re-wild worship 
does not act in the space of self-help therapy or that of the gratuitous country club 
with a short meal of stale bread and juice. Re-wild worship is a rhythm of encoun-
ter and return, the acknowledgment of broken bodies made whole again as those 
same bodies move out into a world that breaks and is broken.

In the language of re-wild worship, the curation of God’s life to be encoun-
tered by the worshiping community is the activity of a God who has promised 
to show up. The very fact that this encounter happens is the activity of a God 
who beckons broken persons into God’s own vulnerability. God’s vulnerability is 
accessible to us on the cross in the means by which God extends the promises of 
Christ. Re-wild worship is also in the business of re-wilding the world. The life of 
God curated in worship propels itself into the world in the lives of the Christians 
who have encountered it. The Lion of Judah breaks out of the walls and rhythms 
of the church to announce God’s arrival. God’s people bring the encounter of God 
into a world that is not expecting it, but deeply needs it. This dangerous God is re-
wilding the world through the mutual conversation and consolation of the broth-
ers and sisters of Christ.

Conclusion

Jauss and Luther each provide a view of the encounter and ensuing dialogue expe-
rienced by the person interpreting a worship experience. The aesthetic experience 
and happy exchange provide parallel descriptions of the movement from encoun-
ter to transformation. Using these two models I have developed a way of under-
standing worship that raises the consciousness of leaders and worshipers to the 
opening of God’s life in this encounter. The Christian places her own interior life 
and God’s life in dialogue in order to better understand herself and the world 
around her. With a new worldview the Christian is compelled into the world and 
brings with her God’s life. The re-wilding of worship raises the awareness of the 
mystified encounter of God and God’s act to benefit the world on the cross. Re-
wild worship re-integrates the encounter of God in worship with the life of the 
Christian in service of the neighbor.
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The post-contemporary community of re-wild worship is engaged in vul-
nerable and authentic life together. This life together exists only because of the 
transformative encounter with God’s life active through God’s promise to be 
present. Re-wilding worship is a statement about the dangerousness of God, but 
equally it is a statement about the dangerousness of the community of believers 
active within the world on behalf of their neighbors. It is dangerous to powers 
and principalities that would denature and destroy rather than see lost ones rein-
tegrated, and it is dangerous to sons and daughters of the Creator who are more 
engaged with themselves than they are engaged with those in pain around them. 
Re-wilding worship is the acknowledgment of God’s life made available to us by 
God’s own promises. 
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