THE PORTRAYAL OF PASTORAL
AUTHORITY IN WORSHIP

Deborah |. Kapp

Every Sunday morning, in less than an hour, the chancel at Southminster
Presbyterian Church is transformed. As the traditional worship service draws
to a close around ten o’clock, the leaders end worship with restrained, digni-
fied moves that are similar to those with which they opened worship an hour
earlier. The congregation sings the final hymn, the robed minister pronounces a
benediction, the choir in the balcony sings a response, the formally dressed lay
assistant closes the large Bible on the communion table and gathers it in her
arms, the robed acolyte extinguishes the candles with her taper, and together
the assistant, acolyte, and pastor walk down the center aisle, the organist play-
ing a postlude as they leave.

The minute the worship leaders are out the door at the conclusion of the
traditional worship service, the leaders for contemporary worship, who are
gathered in the narthex, move down the side aisles and begin to rearrange the
chancel for eleven o’clock worship. They are dressed in slacks and sweaters
and carry insulated coffee mugs with them. They bring out music stands and
amplifiers, plug in microphones, and set up a sound board, take guitars out of
their cases, lift the lid on the grand piano, and mount an enormous screen on
the wall, just to the side of the equally enormous cross that hangs permanently
at the front of the church. They scramble to get everything in place quickly, in
order to have enough time to rehearse their music before worship. They re-
hearse until 10:50, when they meet with the pastor, visit with worshipers who
have come forward to talk, and light the candles on the communion table with-
out ceremony. The scene is busy and informal.

Contemporary worship begins with a brief piano prelude and a greeting
from the pastor, who for this service wears slacks, a sport coat, shirt, and tie.
Then the praise team takes over, composed of a guitarist, pianist, lead singer,
and four other singers. The five singers each hold a microphone. The team leads
the congregation in singing three songs. Between the songs the pastor or praise
team leader chats informally with the congregation.

What is going on here? Students of American Protestantism or liturgy might
say that history is repeating itself, and that once again we witness a struggle
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between traditionalists who cling to older ways and iconoclasts who desire to
let the Holy Spirit move more freely. They would be right, for in one respect this
is an old story and the issues surrounding it are not new.

One of the issues embedded in historic and contemporary fights about
worship is authority. In the current worship wars, proponents of contemporary
worship claim that they are dismantling pastoral authority, and that compared
to traditional worship, contemporary worship is nonhierarchical and partici-
patory.! This paper investigates those claims, with a comparison of how pasto-
ral authority is constructed in traditional and contemporary worship.?

My findings contradict the claims that contemporary worship is compara-
tively nonhierarchical and participatory. Although a shift from traditional to
contemporary worship heightens informality, counters rationalization,® and
undermines the authority of both traditional church musicians and denomina-
tional voices, it tends to enhance the authority of pastors by its emphasis on the
preaching and teaching office of the pastor and its elimination of liturgical checks
on a pastor’s voice. Contemporary worship reshapes and reorients the author-
ity of worship leaders; it does not dismantle it.

Theoretical Approach

Authority, the negotiated privilege that allows someone to exercise power
legitimately due to the personal qualities and expertise that she has or others
think she has, is essential for pastoral leadership.* Pastors acquire authority not
only through the status of their office, but also through other interactions. In
settings like hospital rooms, committee meetings, counseling sessions, chance
encounters, and worship, pastors use their ministerial gifts and build the rela-
tionships and trust on which authority is based.

Carroll argues that pastoral authority is grounded in four bases: represen-
tation of the sacred, certified competence, demonstrated expertise, and demon-
strated piety.” He further contends that in the United States pastoral authority is
shifting from its official bases (representation of the sacred and certified com-
petence) to its personal bases (demonstrated expertise and demonstrated pi-
ety). More recently Ellingson has made a similar argument that expertise, as
opposed to religious tradition or the Bible, is a growing base of authority that
can be trumped only by personal experience.® My findings support these argu-
ments. What we see in this examination of worship as a site for the construction
of authority is precisely the shift toward the expert and the experiential that
Carroll and Ellingson describe. Traditional worship shapes an authority built
on the four bases Carroll identifies, and contemporary worship constructs au-
thority that is grounded almost exclusively on personal bases.

A status, a position, a social place is not a material thing, to be possessed and
then displayed; it is a pattern of appropriate conduct, coherent, embellished,
and well articulated. Performed with ease or clumsiness, awareness or not,
guile or good faith, it is none the less something that must be enacted and
portrayed, something that must be realized.”

I examine the construction of authority in worship by analyzing the action
of worship and how authority is enacted and portrayed. What people do to-
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gether as they worship is the text I examine. Guided primarily by the work of
Goffman, Ducey, and Carroll, I use four lenses to examine how this occurs®:

1.

Displays of knowledge and expertise, such as preaching, highlight the educa-
tion and skill of a worship leader, and set her apart. Preaching distinguishes
the pastor from other worshipers by virtue of her knowledge and speaking
ability, and results in the religious stratification that establishes pastoral
and professional authority.’

The role of focal worshipers, leaders who act as role models for worshipers,
affects the construction of authority in worship."” As focal worshipers, leaders
are responsible for modeling good churchmanship' and they define the
worshiping situation by displaying and encouraging the emotion appro-
priate to it."> Because the emotional norms of worship can vary dramati-
cally across denominations, styles, and contexts, the role of focal worship-
ers is often misunderstood and contested.

Framing is the ordering of worship that sets worship apart from daily life,
establishes its formality, and constructs social distance between worshipers
and leaders."” Worship leaders arrange the elements of worship to mark the
boundaries of the service and help people make the transition into a space
that can seem foreign to someone not acquainted with its vocabulary and
rhythms.* Worship leaders frame the worship experience in both the tradi-
tional and contemporary styles. The biggest differences in the two styles
result from their frames, a concept that includes approaches to music, in-
strumentation, formality, dress, symbols, and other elements of worship.

The use of subtraction devices also shapes the construction of authority in
worship.” Both traditional and contemporary worship employ resources
and practices that divert attention away from worship leaders and focus
instead on the congregation or the historic voices that have authored hymns
and prayers, composed music, or shaped other liturgical resources and prac-
tices. Day calls this “the ancient and honorable art of subtraction.”’® The
presence or absence of subtraction devices in worship works in conjunc-
tion with other factors to shape leaders” authority.

The data on which this analysis is based come from my study of Sunday wor-

ship in three mid-sized, suburban Presbyterian congregations, each of which uses
a different approach to worship.”” These congregations are not anomalies. They
exemplify other mainline Protestant congregations that wrestle with how to wor-
ship faithfully in a mobile and increasingly diverse context. Because my research
focus has been on Presbyterians, my discussion focuses on them, but I believe
that the theory and findings have parallels in other religious traditions as well.

Analysis and Findings

The construction of authority is more complicated than whether or not

worship leaders wear robes or preach from the pulpit. In addition to decisions
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about dress and the use of traditional furnishings, authority is also enacted as
pastors and other leaders share specialized knowledge, model piety, shape the
emotional tenor of worship, and make decisions about equipment and liturgi-
cal resources that enhance or reduce the leaders’ visibility. Both traditional and
contemporary worship practice multiple strategies that portray their pastors
and other leaders as authoritative.

Displays of Knowledge and Expertise

In the two styles of worship, the most powerful enactment of pastoral au-
thority occurs through preaching. The centrality of preaching is common to
several traditions in North American Protestantism, including African Ameri-
can churches, traditions shaped by revivalist movements, and churches from
the Reformed and Lutheran traditions. The Presbyterians whom I studied share
this respect for preaching. In theory, the high point of Presbyterian worship is
the reading and interpretation of the Bible in preaching. Good preaching teaches
people about the Scriptures and connects those teachings with people’s every-
day lives. It requires and displays solid biblical scholarship, faithful reflection,
cultural insight and sensitivity, and the capacity to connect these coherently.'®
The act of preaching displays a pastor’s intellectual and rhetorical expertise,
and positions her as well-educated, wise, faithful, and articulate—in short, au-
thoritative.

All the worship services that I observed in either style devoted up to a third
of the service to the sermon, and spotlighted the preaching role and skill of the
pastor.” During the sermon all eyes were on the pastor, who held forth with
thoughtful and reasoned reflection on the scriptures, faith, and life. In coffee
hour conversations and structured interviews, many worshipers reported a deep
respect for their pastor’s wisdom and learning. Preaching is a central location
for the portrayal of pastoral authority.

Traditional and contemporary worship differ sharply, however, in other
approaches to the enactment of authority. Focal worshipers shape the diver-
gent emotional norms that characterize the two styles. Each employs distinct
framing strategies. Finally, the use or abandonment of subtraction devices in
the two styles affects the degree to which pastoral performance is diluted or
emphasized during worship.

The Role of Focal Worshipers

The praise band is the first thing that most people notice in a contemporary
worship service. Loud, active, joyful, and inviting, the group of singers begins
worship with energy and excitement. A member of a praise team described her
work to me:

[We are] physically there to remind you of the joy of what you're doing, to see
the emotion. We always laugh because we're always crying. But I think the
second any of us feels it, it’s just an instantaneous connection to see that, to see
someone feeling the Spirit. It just spreads. It spreads among everyone. And so
I think that’s the benefit of having someone up front. It’s to help spread the
feeling of the Spirit.
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This focal worshiper understands her role well. Her job is to engender the
happiness and openness that characterize contemporary worship. As a visible
leader responsible for modeling and constructing appropriate worship de-
meanor, her responsibility is to help the congregation see and catch the emo-
tion she displays.

Praise and worship team leaders are not alone in their responsibility to be
focal worshipers who model the emotion and piety appropriate for worship. In
both styles of worship, all leaders are responsible for this. Contemporary wor-
ship pastors are keenly aware of this dynamic. The pastors I interviewed told
me that people respond to the pastor as more of a peer in contemporary wor-
ship. The theological transition then is to make the pastor a person, and to real-
ize that the spiritual process can be a normative process for everybody, in that
we are not different, but we’re the same.

Leaders in traditional worship are also focal worshipers, but they work
with understandings of piety and emotional norms that are different from those
of their contemporary counterparts. With its formal frame and dramatic pro-
duction of a sense of sacred presence, the emotional norms for traditional wor-
ship are sobriety, awe, and respect. Worship leaders model and evoke appro-
priate emotion through their dress, dignified carriage, self-restraint, and seri-
ous demeanor. Pastors, choir members, and lay leaders are expected to com-
port themselves with the respect and restraint that the occasion demands. Lead-
ers of traditional worship are no less responsible for displaying and modeling
pious emotion in worship than are contemporary worship leaders.

The attention that leaders receive as focal worshipers and the significant
role they play in shaping the ethos of worship provide space in which worship
leaders construct authority. In traditional worship settings, leaders both repre-
sent the sacred and demonstrate piety as they conduct worship. In contempo-
rary worship, leaders act even more self-consciously as role models, and enact
authority based on demonstrated piety—their openness to the leading of the
Holy Spirit, obvious delight in their faith, and willingness to share this with
others.

Framing

The responsibilities of focal worshipers are components of the larger frames
that characterize the two styles. All the moves, which set worship apart from
everyday life and help worshipers to move physically and emotionally into a
worship space, comprise worship frames. At the heart of these framing strate-
gies is the construction and interpretation of social distance, which creates
mystery and awe, produces a sense of the sacred,” and imputes sacred integ-
rity* to worship leaders.

Traditional worship relies on the construction of explicit social distance and
formality for much of its effect. Framed by powerful organ music, majestic
hymns, dignified processions, and formal symbols of light and word, tradi-
tional worship highlights much that separates it from everyday experience. Its
sounds are strange to everyday ears, its rhythms slow and plodding. Its choir
and ministers wear special clothing. The action of the service takes place in the
chancel, and dedicated leaders conduct the entire service.”? All these strategies
intentionally distance worship from the everyday and leaders from the congre-
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gation. If they want authority, pastors benefit from this social distance, because
it constructs authority for them as representatives of the sacred. Such authority
is enhanced as leaders perform priestly duties.”

Contemporary worship, on the other hand, is deliberately designed to avoid
the construction of the type of social distance that worshipers and leaders ex-
perience in traditional worship. All the changes that I described earlier in this
paper—the elimination of a procession, the decision to wear casual dress, the
downplaying of symbols, the choice to move leaders from the chancel to the
floor, and the use of music that sounds familiar—combine to lessen the type of
social distance established by traditional worship. These efforts are mostly suc-
cessful. Contemporary worship is informal and comfortable.

It would be inaccurate, however, to contend that contemporary worship
eliminates social distance between worshipers and leaders. Quite the contrary—
it constructs a different type of social distance that sets leaders apart from wor-
shipers, through the front to back configuration of leaders and worshipers,*
the loss of eye contact when leaders move out of the chancel,” and the restricted
use of microphones and amplification by worship leaders. Contemporary wor-
ship adds visible layers to a congregation’s sound system with its large ampli-
fiers and hand held microphones. The use of this additional amplification dis-
tances praise and worship leaders from worshipers by placing them in the role
of pop concert stars and giving them restricted access to an extra set of micro-
phones, which are powerful instruments.?

The Use of Subtraction Devices

We have more opportunity for Scripture; we have one additional Scripture slot
for sure. There’s more desire to have interpretation given prior to Scripture.
There’s more liturgy where people have to read and think about what they’re
reading. So there’s more opportunity to communicate the story directly. (A pastor
characterizing traditional worship.)

A good worship service is one with actually a lot of good music, without a lot
of extraneous things, just the nuts and bolts of it.

What kinds of things are extraneous?

Actually all the things that are recognizable as normal Presbyterian things, I
guess, standard things. Because it just becomes so rote, you know, just kind of
go through the motions. Really, you could just boil it down. You could just
have good music, Scripture, and a good sermon. That would be fine for me. (A
praise and worship team member discussing good worship with the researcher.)

One of the biggest differences between traditional and contemporary wor-
ship lies in how the two styles use and arrange subtraction devices, the ele-
ments of worship that rein in the power of preaching, piety, and framing by
“putting liturgical brakes” ¥ on worship leaders, especially pastors. The use of
subtraction devices counters pastoral authority by deflecting attention away
from ministers. Some liturgy focuses attention instead on worshipers, and em-
powers them to speak for themselves, without the pastor’s mediation.?® The
use of historical liturgical resources also draws attention to the religious wis-
dom and authority in tradition, beyond the wisdom of the pastor or other leaders.

% 50 <



Traditional worship services are rich with subtraction devices. Many of the
additional resources used in this style have intellectual weight; they articulate
doctrine or give voice to thoughtful declarations of faith. Litanies, hymns, creeds,
unison prayers and readings, and a time for sharing prayer concerns allow
worshipers themselves to make these declarations, and promote independence
from worship leaders. Vestments, prescribed texts and movements, and chan-
cel furnishings shift attention away from the individuality of the pastor toward
the office she holds.”

Contemporary worship depends primarily on congregational singing and
the work of praise and worship teams to draw attention away from the pastor.
For fully the first third of a contemporary worship service the pastor is rela-
tively invisible, the praise team draws the congregation into worship, and the
entire body participates in the subtraction device of song. Miller characterizes
this as democratized access to the sacred.” It is also democratized access to
authority, and is the grounds on which people claim that contemporary wor-
ship is less hierarchical than the traditional style.

If contemporary worship continued its assault on pastoral authority after
the conclusion of the praise set, it would significantly realign authority in wor-
ship and consequently in congregations. But it does not; instead, contemporary
worship orders the service in a way that both clears a path for and spotlights
individual pastoral authority.

Contemporary worship is lean. Many of the song texts it employs are, by
intention, simple. The logic of sound is often more salient than the logic of
text®; and, although it often expresses deep faith, equally often praise and wor-
ship music lacks intellectual depth.? In addition, in its efforts to avoid distract-
ing worshipers with what some regard as tedious liturgical practices, contem-
porary worship prevents worshipers from intellectually substantive participa-
tion by eliminating many of the subtraction devices employed in traditional
worship.®

This clears the way for the pastor to demonstrate the depth of her knowl-
edge, wisdom, and oratorical skills in the sermon. Here she is spotlighted, not
only because the sermon is the only site in contemporary worship for logical
and sustained reflection on the content of faith and its meaning, but also be-
cause, in the concert format and logic of this style of worship, the praise set
serves as a warm-up act for the encounter with God in scripture and sermon.*
With little left in the service to draw attention to worshipers or the wider Chris-
tian tradition, and with attention focused on her at center stage, the pastor is
free to display the full range of her expertise, thus establishing herself with
unique authority in the congregation.

Pastoral Authority in Worship

I have argued that contemporary worship does not deconstruct authority
for its leaders, but that it instead reshapes authority. Instead of enacting author-
ity through a balance of the four bases of authority and the use of multiple
subtraction devices, as occurs in traditional worship, contemporary worship
leaders portray authority through displays of piety, and pastors especially por-
tray authority through their display of knowledge in preaching. Because of the
removal of meaningful and varied subtraction devices, pastors in contempo-
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rary worship may actually construct more authority for themselves than their
counterparts in traditional worship.

The contrasting ways that authority is constructed, which I examine in this
paper, illustrate the claims of Carroll and Ellingson that religious authority for
pastors and their congregations is increasingly based in expertise and experi-
ence. Carroll believes that this shift can place a pastor in a precarious position,
because it increases her vulnerability and temptation to play to her
congregation’s demands rather than to the demands of her larger vocation.* If
heis right, and I think he is, then a pastor needs to be particularly aware of how
such vulnerability might affect her work, for good or ill.

The portrayal of pastoral authority in worship has an impact beyond the
individual pastor. Tied to the question of authority are issues such as the inter-
pretation of the transcendence and immanence of the sacred, emotional norms
for worship and the demeanor appropriate to them, the religious networks built
by the use of particular resources, relationships between worship leaders and
worshipers, and congregational identity. It is no wonder that people fight about
worship. There is much at stake. How people worship shapes how they relate
to each other, and how they think about themselves, their congregations, and
their God.

Deborah Kapp is an associate professor of ministry at McCormick Theological
Seminary in Chicago, Illinois. She is a minister of Word and Sacrament in the
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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