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Reading Report 

Title: A “Royal” Waste of Time 

Author: Marva Dawn 

1. Did you read the entire book? 

Yes. 

2. Summarize in one paragraph the thesis or argument of the text. 

The world does not need the Church to be reformed into an image of itself.  Rather, what 

the world needs most is for the Church to be an alternative culture and society that stands in 

the midst of the world unashamedly proclaiming the message of the gospel of the Kingdom 

of God.  Christians best reach out and witness to the world by “wasting” their community 

time on Sunday in splendid worship of the triune God who created and redeemed a people for 

Himself. 

3. Summarize in one paragraph the author’s method of proving her or his thesis.  How does she 

or he “get there”? 

Dawn’s method of proving her thesis is playful.  She realizes that her message is 

controversial in a Christian culture prone to changing historic worship forms into modern 

seek-sensitive, inoffensive forms.  Therefore she belabors the point throughout the book that 

she has no interest in taking a side in the traditional/contemporary worship debate.  Instead, 

the author attempts to transcend the debate by encouraging local congregational leaders to 

ask each other probing questions that are meant to let the Church decide as a community of 

faith how best to worship and “be Church.”  Dawn begins and ends with sections on the 

Church relating to the world in terms of culture and specific challenges.  The heart of the 

book contains sections on being Church (building community, forming character, making 

Reformed Theological Seminary 1 11/7/2005 



Reading Report: A “Royal” Waste of Time Brian M. Sandifer 

purposeful choices) and centering our meetings in worshiping God.  Since many of the 

chapters are adapted from her sermons, conference addresses, and other books, the appeals 

seem directed mainly at pastors and church music leaders.  Therefore her strategy is to 

reform the Church’s worship and ministry from the “top down” rather than start a “grass 

roots” movement. 

4. What were some key points or passages that you think are relevant for a course on the church 

and the world in the 20th and 21st centuries? 

Chapter seven, The Church as a Colony of the Kingdom in a Consumer Culture, records 

that many sociologists have diagnosed our culture as being hopelessly therapeutic and 

consumeristic.  If these cultural traits are vices, as Dawn argues, then the Church should not 

cater to these tendencies of those in their pews and their neighborhood.  Regarding worship, 

churches that offer numerous worship services in different musical and liturgical styles, 

Dawn concludes, “this is exactly why I believe unremittingly that it is utterly dangerous for 

churches to offer choices of worship styles.  By doing so we reinforce the idolatrous way of 

life that worship is intended to expose, disarm, and conquer” (98, emphasis in original).  She 

concludes this important chapter with the words, “Above all, we must resist any inroads of 

the consumer culture into our life as a colony of the kingdom offering alternatives.  We dare 

not let worship be just another consumer item for which people shop” (103). 

Dawn caps the book with an interesting surprise by importing the subject of eschatology 

as relevant to our questions about worship, Christian community, and their relation to the 

world and the surrounding culture.  Perhaps because the mention of eschatology frequently 

evokes images of “end times” charts, the Antichrist, and hopelessness over all the 

disagreement of prophetic details, the subject of eschatology rarely intrudes on the 
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discussion.  But by highlighting the common agreement in the Christian eschatological 

positions, Dawn asks, “How would it form us if our worship imbued us with the 

eschatological sense that all of us carry the reign of God wherever we go?  This question is 

intended to call for a major paradigm shift in our churches.  I want every single person in our 

pews to know that when we leave this place, we all go out to be Church.  We don’t ‘go to 

church’; we are the Church.  How would it affect the society around us if all the people in 

our congregations knew that wherever they go they bring with them the presence of God in 

proleptic envisioning of the fulfillment in glory and power of all his promises” (366, 

emphasis in original)?  Approaching the question of “what is the Church” from the 

perspective of eschatology may finally convert the unconvinced reader to Dawn’s position.  

The holy future of the Church should excite the believer and intrigue the world.  This is a 

message that the Church and the world both need to hear again! 

5. Internal positive assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some strengths of 

the text.  To what extent did the author “pull it off” and accomplish a significant part of what 

she or he intended? 

The best decision Dawn made in compiling the materials for this book was to include a 

selection of sermons, one preceding each major content section.  While I did not find any 

highlights of academic value in any sermon, I enjoyed every one for its message and for the 

cumulative effect they all produced.  The sermons demonstrate that messages with real 

biblical content can indeed be accessible to the broader congregation.  Preachers do not have 

to “dumb down” sermons to preach to those in the pews.  A common complaint against 

“theological or biblical content” sermons is that they are not practical to the lives of the 
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everyman, but the sermon entitled “One Hundred B’rakhot” (217-223) proves this charge 

false and also gives the reader/listener an ancient tradition to incorporate into their family 

practice of praying and giving thanks to God. 

Similarly, the best pedagogical device Dawn employs is the probing question.  While 

some suggested questions may be biased toward the traditional pole, they generally are 

neutral enough to aid in discussion and improvement of both the contemporary and 

traditional worship forms.  While the book’s content is engaging and its research broad, the 

scores of questions, meant for various church leaders in a discussion/brainstorming 

environment, are the real take-away value of the book.  Teachers, preachers, and authors have 

always understood the necessity of giving the audience something to remember.  Good 

mnemonics are always catchy, action items produce guilt trips, but purposeful questions stir 

the imagination and latent faith of the hearers to greater obedience so that God rather than 

man gets the glory. 

6. Internal negative assessment:  Assuming the author’s point of view and being aware of what 

the author hoped and intended to do, write at least two paragraphs about some weaknesses 

of the text.  How many of your reservations about the text can be expressed from a point of 

view intrinsic to the text or assuming the author’s point of view? 

Despite Dawn’s desire to rise above the “worship wars” battle, she still sounds like she 

falls squarely in the traditionalist camp.  This has been a constant and nagging critique of her 

position, and she expends much effort denying it.  Whereas the “contemporary” worship 

camp tends to favor informality in worship, CCM-style music that has the ring of the Top 40 

radio lineup, and topical preaching that borders on (if not embraces) therapeutic forms, Dawn 

argues that she is not against contemporary worship in a definitional sense (that being 
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worship and media forms that are new and contemporaneous to our generation).  

Unfortunately, this way of talking seems a little disingenuous (although I do not think 

purposeful on the author’s part).  The word “contemporary” has become a label for a 

particular style of music and church liturgy, and no longer carries the original denotation.  

The fight over the word “contemporary” has already been fought and won by the opponents 

of traditional worship. 

Conversely, Dawn sometimes (but not always) sounds like she defines “traditional 

worship” in such a way that no advocate of traditional liturgy would embrace it.  This is not 

consistent, nor helpful to her purpose of transcending the worship genres.  Perhaps this 

critique is not fair, but I suspect that more contemporary worship advocates feel the brunt of 

Dawn’s arguments than do the traditionalists.  To illustrate, consider Dawn’s synopsis of a 

primary concern: “I was horrified by all the ‘dumbing down’ I experienced in congregations’ 

worship.  On the other side, I was dismayed that so many ‘traditionalists’ are stuck in ruts 

and frequently inhospitable and therefore not ‘reaching out” (151).  First, the verbs horrified 

and dismayed are separated by a chasm on the spectrum of emotional response.  One makes a 

person sad and concerned, while the other shocks and scandalizes.  Second, one camp must 

be more friendly and varied, while the other camp must change their form.  Dawn seems to 

be taking sides, even though she claims neutrality. 

7. External positive evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some strengths of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

I like to ask the question “why.”  Why does the Church sing songs?  Why do we preach 

sermons from an ancient book?  Why do some churches make music the center of the 
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worship service?  Why do other make the sermon or the Lord’s Supper the center?  Why do 

we meet congregationally once a week?  Why on Sunday?  Marva Dawn’s writing style 

greatly appeals to my sensibilities with her Socratic questions.  So often churches, both 

traditional and contemporary congregations, lose their compass and begin to do things a 

certain way without knowing why.  Dawn’s strength is opening the church’s collective eyes 

to ponder once again why we, as the Church in the world, do “church” the way we do.  

Although I have criticized her internal consistency and denied her transcendent access above 

the “worship wars,” I support her inquisitive and thoughtful position within the traditional 

camp as a vibrant leader open to the best of what is new. 

The importance she places on the catechumenal process in the midst of modern culture is 

also timely.  This ancient tradition that the Church adopted at its outset is being utilized much 

less frequently in the American evangelical church.  In chapter 20, Dawn proposes that the 

doctrinal instruction process for new converts (and also for seasoned believers) must include 

direct and reasonable challenges to the goals (idols) of our culture, namely 

Materialistic/Experiential/Information Consumerism, Ease, Autonomy and Power, and 

Intimacy.  She draws on C.S. Lewis’ concept of Sehnsucht, the unquenchable and 

indescribable yearning that all men experience yet cannot escape apart from God, to appeal 

to the postmodern generation to forsake its worldly idols and embrace the God who created 

us.  This strategy promises to be incredibly appealing to those who yearn for something real, 

transcendent, rooted, powerful, and lovely and have given up finding it anywhere else.  In 

this sense, Dawn’s proposal for reforming catechesis is a call to the American church to 

march on the offensive into our culture declaring the radical and life-altering gospel of Jesus 

Christ. 
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8. External negative evaluation:  From your perspective and evaluating things in terms of your 

own commitments and purposes, what are some weaknesses of the text?  Please write at least 

two paragraphs. 

One church experience that provoked a response from Dawn is ignorance of the time in 

the Church Year.  Dawn believes strongly that the traditional Church calendar sets the proper 

rhythm and theme for a congregation during each week and throughout the liturgical year.  I 

do not dispute that adherence to the Church Year can be a valuable and powerful tool for 

teaching us the meaning of the gospel.  But I think the author goes too far in judging 

congregations for choosing to abstain from using the Christian calendar.  Some objections 

that I sympathize with include its necessary stricture on expositional preaching, its extra-

biblical observance of Christian holy days which can lead to unspiritual judging of those who 

choose not to participate (see Rom. 14), and the encumbrance it places on preachers in 

choosing (under the guidance of the Holy Spirit) the sermon material for the congregation. 

Additionally, Dawn’s praise of the “harder way” seems a little elitist.  Her contention is 

that although there are advantages and disadvantages that result from choosing to use 

projection screens or hymnals, choosing the medium of print is more difficult yet better 

overall.  She devotes an entire chapter (25) to espousing the virtues of the physical book 

format and exposing the vices of the ephemeral projected word, but I sense that she really 

favors the hymnal for its content rather than its medium.  I doubt Dawn would be satisfied if 

churches threw out their screens and sang CCM-style praise and worship choruses from a 

book.  This is already practiced in small worship groups throughout the Church, but I suspect 

Dawn would still try to sell them hymnals!  Sometimes you lose when you win. 
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