
"Offering Up Ourselves" 

Acts 4:23-34 

 

    20th century British preacher and writer, W.E. 

Sangster, once wrote of an old walled town called 

Conway in North Wales where he began his ministry in 

the Methodist church.  A famous suspension bridge there 

required pedestrians to pay a toll for crossing.  Except 

Sangster crossed it 4 times a Sunday for 3 years, never 

paying.  He crossed it on bicycle and by car, with the toll 

keeper taking one glance before waving him on.  When 

people asked why Sangster got a free pass, he told them 

he took refuge in an old Welsh law that said, "We cannot 

make people go to church, but if they want to go, we will 

see that no obstacle is put in their way." Sangster quoted 

the law as an exemption for payment.   

     The old Welsh law, "We will see that no obstacle is 

put in their way," might be a good law to recapture in our 

time, for superficiality, distraction, busyness, rampant 

consuming, and the need to be entertained, prompts many 

to simply forget or ignore the mysteries of the divine, 

even on Sundays.  When people do go to church, they 



often expect to get something rather than to give 

something.  But through it all, there still seems to be an 

innate desire to connect with something else, to worship, 

to declare the worthship of something beyond us and 

within us, something that calls us to give ourselves to the 

greater or deeper.  In the Hebrew language the word 

worship means "to bow or prostrate oneself."  In the 

Greek language it means "to kiss something or someone."  

In the English language it means "to grant worth." 

      When we go to the Bible, we glimpse the heart of 

worship as something more than being entertained, or 

receiving something from a divine being or others, but 

rather an offering up of ourselves and our experiences in 

awareness of God, an offering up through praise and 

commitment.  That's why we refer to worship as a service 

rather than a reception.  Still many go to church, only 

about 22% weekly anymore, and expect to consume 

something, and to be given special attention by others. 

     The author of the Part-Time Is Plenty book we are 

presently studying in SS, a journalist and small church 

pastor named G. Jeffry McDonald, wrote an earlier 2010 

book based on Jesus' cleansing of religious money 



changers from the temple.  In the book, McDonald points 

that in an attempt to make churches successful, leaders 

have often treated churches like companies, and 

congregations like customers.   

       This only illustrates the truth expressed by former 

US Senate chaplain, Richard Halverson, when he wrote.  

"In the beginning the church was a fellowship of men and 

women centering on the living Christ.  Then the church 

moved to Greece, and it became a philosophy.  Then it 

moved to Rome, where it became an institution.  Next, it 

moved to Europe, where it came a culture.  And, finally, 

it moved to America, where it became an enterprise." 

    But the church is to be more than a consuming, 

prospering business.  And that is one thing worship is to 

point us toward.  Famed preacher Henry Sloan Coffin put 

it this way, "Worship is adoration of God, appreciation of 

God, delight in God, glorifying God, enjoying God, 

communion with God, and offering up ourselves to God." 

     In my thinking, God is not a separate being beyond 

the universe, but the ground of all being, the whole 

shebang, the something else we sense and yearn for, the I 

Am Who I Am.  And worship is one of the core practices 



of our spirituality, a term that refers to being aware of 

God in every moment, in everything, in everyone, in ever 

part of our selves, in the cosmos at large, in the 

consciousness that envelops us, in the compassion that 

connects us. 

     Worship is one of the essential keys to the holy 

kinship we call the community of faith.  How are we to 

experience such worship?  There are at least 5 ways.  

First, we are to worship and offer up ourselves to God in 

a spirit of friendliness, connection, welcome, acceptance, 

inclusion, love, and service.  This spirit is to be expressed 

in simple to more complex ways, in a welcoming 

website, an attractive church sign, easy parking, 

handicapped access, greetings by established members, 

warmth by worship leaders, fellowship time, a sense of 

harmony beyond any conflicts, an embracing of 

opportunities to serve.   

     I think we here at West Richmond have captured a lot 

of that spirit of friendliness, especially in the willingness 

to serve.  With our present participants and our attempts 

envision our continuing life together, it is challenging.  

But in our best moments, we are like the old Native 



American man who went to a worship service for the first 

time.  When the offering plate was passed, he took it, sat 

it on the floor, and stood in it, so moved that he wanted to 

offer his entire person to God. 

    The Holy Spirit of friendliness and service was evident 

in the early church described in the Book of Acts.  As 

chapter 4:24 puts it, "The believers joined together in 

prayer to God.  And when they finished praying, the 

place where they were meeting was shaken.”   

 “They were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to 

proclaim God's message with boldness."  The spirit of 

togetherness and love enabled them to offer up prayers 

and worship.  It is to be the same for us. 

       Second, we are to offer up ourselves to God, not just 

in a spirit of friendliness, but in a spirit of sensitivity to 

others gathered.  In Acts, when Peter and John were 

released from prison, the early believers gathered around 

them with sensitivity to their ordeal.  They all prayed for 

boldness.  When we gather in worship, it is important to 

be sensitive to others, in joys and concerns, in speech and 

action.   

 



     We are to be like the Japanese tea master who showed 

sensitivity in the way he once built a tea house on the 

side of a hill overlooking the sea.  When the first guests 

came for a tea ceremony, they were expecting to find a 

structure that would give a wonderful view.  But they 

were taken aback at the garden gate to see a grove of 

trees planted in such a way to obstruct the panorama.  

But before entering the tea house they were asked to 

engage in the traditional practice of washing their hands 

and mouths at a stone basin near the entrance.  Stooping 

to draw water with a bamboo ladle, they noticed an 

opening in the trees that gave an awesome view of the 

sparkling sea.  In that humble position, they were able to 

see the connection between their individual lives and the 

life of the ocean. 

     Third, we are to offer up ourselves, not just in 

friendliness and sensitivity, but also in variety, or what 

might call diversity.  Diversity is not a bad word, as some 

today think. 

     Note in the Book of Acts how there was variety in the 

early worship, including prayers, coming together in 

fellowship, healing the sick, seeing wonders, having the 



place shaken, engaging in bold preaching, and sharing 

possessions.  There is to be a place for both quiet, 

peaceful reverence as well as for joyful, active 

celebration, a place for the still small voice like that to 

prophet Elijah, as well as a place for a thundering voice 

like that to Moses.  Worship, as exemplified by the OT 

psalms, can encompass quiet expressions, louder 

affirmations, songs, at times even hand clapping or 

movement like dancing, drums and cymbals, as well as 

quiet harps and silence.  In the later days of the early 

church, believers at Corinth were instructed by Paul to 

have preaching and teaching, to give order to their 

excitement in praising God. 

    In most churches today, worship order flows from 

ancient Jewish synagogues, as we gather people with a 

call to worship, acknowledge God's presence in an 

invocation, sing praises to God, share joys and concerns 

for prayer, confess mistakes, seek to listen to the good 

news of God's love through scriptures and a message, 

share our resources, and ask God's blessing on all.  In 

every song sung, every hand shaken, every interaction 

with others, every scripture read, every prayer offered, 



every message preached, we are invited to encounter 

God, not just wait for some special invitation, like the 

later practice of altar calls.  Variety can capture people in 

many different ways. 

     I think the old Jewish farmer who set out for the 

market one morning.  In the middle of the woods, a 

wheel came loose.  But with some ingenuity, he found a 

way to fix it.  He was so grateful he wanted to say a 

prayer to God.  But he discovered he had left his prayer 

book at home.  So this is what he prayed.  "Lord, I've 

done something very foolish.  I came away from home 

without my prayer book, and my memory is so poor I 

cannot recite a single prayer without it.  So this is what I 

am going to do.  I'm going to recite the alphabet 5 times 

slowly, and you, to whom all prayers are known, can put 

the letters together to form the prayers I can't remember."  

And God said to the angels, "Of all the prayers I've heard 

today, this one was undoubtedly the best because its 

came from a heart that was sincere and grateful." 

     Fourth, we are to offer up ourselves, not just in 

friendliness, sensitivity, and variety, but also in the free 

expression of feelings, which often comes through music.   



When it says the place where the early church in Acts 

gathered was shaken, I can only surmise that music was 

involved. Since the beginning of time, in every culture, in 

every age, music has expressed human emotion, sadness, 

and joy like no other phenomenon.  Studies have 

indicated that nearly half of worship service atmosphere 

is set by music.  As such, music needs to be varied, 

balanced to free the emotions and hearts of worshipers. 

     There is a story of a small Jewish town in Russia 

eagerly waiting for a rare visit from a rabbi.  The people 

spent a lot of time preparing questions to ask the holy 

man.   

    When the day arrived he saw the questing tension in 

their eyes, but strangely said nothing.  Then he began to 

hum a haunting song, and everyone began to hum with 

him.  Then he started to sing, and everyone joined the 

song.  Then he began sway in a solemn dance, and 

everyone began to dance with him.  They became so 

involved in the singing and the dancing, that each person 

within the crowd felt one to everyone else and to 

everything else on earth.  The people were healed from 

the inner and outer conflicts that kept them from the 



truth.  It was nearly an hour before the singing and 

dancing came to an end.  Then the rabbi spoke his only 

words of the evening.  "I trust I have answered all your 

questions." 

     Lastly, we are to offer up ourselves, not just in 

friendliness, sensitivity, variety, music, but also in  the 

affirmation of God's continuing presence and love.  This 

affirmation comes, not only through the acts of preaching 

and teaching, but also through the acts of service that 

flow out of our worship gatherings.  It could be that the 

news items of our activities are just as important as any 

of our prayers, songs, and sermons.  Perhaps that is why 

we describe our calling as "continuing the work of 

Jesus." 

     A visitor to a Quaker worship gathering once sat 

through an hour of total silence.  When everyone began 

to move to the door, he asked an older Quaker, "When 

does the service begin?"  "Brother, the service begins 

when you go out the door." 

     Affirmation of God's love and presence, whether 

through preaching, teaching, or even silence, should 

happen as good news for living, moving beyond fear, 



guilt, and limitation. Certainly there is a time to afflict the 

comfortable, but there is also a time to comfort the 

afflicted.   

Famed rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel put it like this, 

"Worship is a way of living, a way of seeing the world in 

the light of God.  To worship is to rise to a higher level of 

existence, to see the world from the point of view of God.  

In worship, we discover the ultimate way is not to have a 

symbol but to be a symbol, to stand for God.  The 

ultimate way is to sanctify thoughts, to sanctify time, to 

consecrate words, to hallow deeds." 

     Christian writer Frederick Buechner echoes Heschel's 

words. "To worship God means to serve God.  Basically 

there are two ways to do it.  One way is to do things for 

God, run errands for God, carry messages for God, fight 

on God's side, feed God's lambs.  The other way is to do 

the things for God that we need to do - - sing songs for 

God, create beautiful things for God, give up things for 

God, tell God what's on our mind and in our heart, in 

general to rejoice in God and make a fools of ourselves 

for God, the way lovers have always made fools of 

themselves for the one they love."   



    With Buechner's words in mind, let us discover and 

continue to find inspiration in worship in order to foster 

holy kinship.  May this key to the heart of church life 

continue to point us to friendliness, sensitivity, variety, 

music, and the affirmation of a God who is the ground of 

all being and the source of all love that calls us to offer 

up ourselves, even to work and to serve.    

 

 


