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Glen O’Brien, Christian Worship: A Theological and Historical Introduction 
(Melbourne: Uniting Academic Press/Mosaic Press, 2014) pb, 174pp, ISBN 978-
1-74324-105-9 

Are you part of a congregation whose ‘contemporary’ style is starting to wear thin? Want to re-orient 

an evangelical / charismatic church away from entertainment towards deeper scriptural reflection? Or 

bored by a liturgical tradition where it all seems the same each week? O’Brien’s very readable book is 

for you – and I’d start with Chapter Nine, ‘Symbols and Sacraments in Worship’. 

The author says he has had no formal liturgical education, but he has 

digested a wide range of significant writers on Christian worship from a 

variety of traditions and places. More, he has found ways to get across 

what matters about ‘liturgy’ while appreciating the issues and 

opportunities arising from the shift towards the visual, surround-sound 

and music-saturated cultures in the postmodern West. 

The book is set out along the lines of a ‘traditional’ unit in Christian 

worship – not surprising, since it arises from his teaching in Churches of 

Christ, Uniting and now Salvation Army contexts. O’Brien shows deep 

awareness of the concerns by teachers encountered in contemporary 

students (notably evangelical/charismatic ones), as well as familiarity with 

the fruits of liturgical renewal in the Roman Catholic, mainstream 

Protestant and charismatic traditions. 

Three foundational chapters cover ‘What is worship?’ as well as data from the Old Testament and 

New Testament—good stuff, though I was surprised that there was little discussion of ‘sacrifice’. 

These are followed by five chapters covering the main Christian eras: patristic, medieval, 

Reformation, modern and contemporary—from ‘synagogue to ecclesia to temple to auditorium to tent 

to kaleidoscope’. O’Brien’s sense of the positive aspects of each period, alongside critical awareness, 

is welcome and wise, and encourages readers to draw from each of these wells rather than ‘cherry-

picking’ from favourite times. 

Music and song is given attention in each of these chapters – a distinctive feature of the book. In 

doing so, O’Brien interacts with the wide range of issues around these areas in many congregations 

today, including Pentecostal traditions. Throughout the book he contends for the centrality of hearing 

the scriptures within the classical ‘shape’ of a service – gathering, listening, responding, going. I 

would add ‘praying’ as a distinct aspect of responding, though O’Brien does not ignore this. 

‘Contemporary’ congregations may have left behind Protestant anxieties about symbols and ritual, but 

many lack awareness about what is merely swallowing today’s cultural trends. O’Brien offers sound 

input in these areas, drawing on Roman Catholic and Orthodox sources where appropriate. 

The book’s final chapters focus on symbols, baptism and eucharist, the Christian year, and planning a 

service, with an Appendix offering a basic ‘worship audit’. Though pitched at introductory level, and 

tending to assume the fruits of the Liturgical Movement a little too easily at points, these chapters 

would be an ideal starting-point for a worship planning team of any Christian tradition. 

O’Brien, a Minister of the Word in the Uniting Church, is an enthusiast for the Methodist tradition, but 

is not on about ‘converting’ readers: indeed, I was encouraged that the Anglican tradition in Australia 

has a lot going for it! His aim is properly ecumenical, to encourage all Christians to engage with God 

and serve the Lord Jesus in the power of the Spirit – together. 

I have no hesitation in commending this book. It is well-organised, readable, and scratches where 

many 21st century Christians are itching. It would make an excellent workbook for a congregation’s 

worship leaders, and as a pre-reading work for a degree unit in liturgy. 
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