The Alluring Power of Performance

I once dreamt I was walking down a path arm in arm with a woman ?a would-be mistress. As I observed myself in the dream I thought, What, no restraint? You dummy, what are you doing? What about your wife? I woke up and asked the Lord what the dream meant. He said the mistress represented the alluring power of musical performanceself-aggrandizing performance. I’ve never had a problem with running after other women, but I have found fame to be a tantalizing temptation. When I started leading worship in large conferences and my songs were appreciated, I found myself tempted to use the leverage of my position to extend my influence. I saw that I had an appetite for success that constantly had to be tempered and purified. Being careful not to use too many of my own worship songs is one way I’ve reined in my human ambition. 

In leading a worship set, people will know if I am driven by a spirit of self-promoting performance. Worship leaders impart not only the words of a song, but the spirit behind the performance of a song. I want to impart a spirit of worship when I lead. I hate the thought of stealing glory from Jesus. Musicians should pursue excellence in their performance. But here’s the trick: never let the musical presentation take precedence over the heart of worship. If I get too intent on being musically innovative, the essence of worship sometimes goes out the window. But if I jealously guard the jewel of worship, the music isn’t a distraction. 

This is a hard lesson to learn, especially for musicians. When we work hard at refining a skill, we want to be able to use it. Everybody likes to do what they can do well. Using my gifts brings great fulfillment since I really enjoy leading worship. But having a feel-good experience isn’t the main goal. These days I have a more profound sense of privilege in leading worship. 

But it is still a challenge for me to always remember that worship leading is all about making Jesus look good. It is all about his reputation, his name. So when I’m planning a set, I consider how I can serve the people and which songs will create an opening for God to come near and for the people to reach up to him. 

Serving others is at the heart of Jesus’s teaching. He redefined the path to greatness by saying, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant?(Mt 21:26). To worship is to serve. One of the most frequently used Greek words in the Bible, latreuein, meaning to worship. It also means to serve. Another Greek word, douleuein, which is often found in the New Testament, describes our bond-ser-vice to God. It conveys the notion of total dependence and obedience without any right of personal choice.? When I catch myself feeling unfairly treated, I stop short and remember that I really don’t have any rights. Servants exist for the benefit of others, not themselves. 

When we accept ourselves for what we are, we decrease our hunger for power or the acceptance of others because our self-intimacy rein-forces our inner sense of security. We are no longer preoccupied with being powerful or popular. We no longer fear criticism because we accept the reality of our human limitations. 

Most worship leaders will never write a song that is sung outside their own local church. Is that cause for dismay? Is that an earmark of failure? According to worldly values, yes. According to Jesus’s definition of success, absolutely not. 

Here are some better measurements of success: believing God loves you unconditionally, being thankful for Jesus’s sacrifice, being kind to your coworkers in the church, loving your children and giving to the poor. 

My friend, Graham Ord, is a gifted worship leader and songwriter. He told me a touching story of God speaking to him through his children. After a long day’s work he came home, walked in the front door and was tackled by his three young children who were excited that he was home. Amidst the love and kisses they poured on him, the Lord spoke to Graham, This is as famous as you and l ever need to be.



