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Why is a Contemplative Lent Worship?
Or better yet, what the heck is a Contemplative Lent Worship?
As you may know there is a ton of things going on during the season of Lent in the life of the church. We have special 
services, midday prayers, times of fasting, and then the culmination of the resurrection at Easter. Lent tends to be a time 
of introspection and preparation as Christ enters the desert to prepare himself for ministry and then we end the time of 
Lent with Holy Week & Easter. This worship outline is to help in claiming an hour or so of sacred space in this manner 
during a church gathering time is a great way to help people focus and refresh. It is my hope that this gives you some 
inspired ideas to provide such sacred space.

Contemplative Worship, in my view & shared in this outline, is a worship experience that give open space to its 
participants to encounter and actively engage God through prayerful active experiences. The critical key that I can give to 
you in putting this together is to consider it prayerfully. Control is something you do not have when giving open space. 
That we leave to God to fill & in my decade of doing worship services similar to this one, God hasn’t let me down showing 
up.

What You’ll Need & What is so great about Lent
The most awesome part about experiential worship this time of year.. It is practically spoon fed to us. There is so much 
rich imagery and experiential aspect to Lent that you can’t go wrong. Our aim here is to flip them a bit on the corner of 
their traditional usage. If you find yourself without one of the items in the materials list, no worries, find another item that 
could alternate. 

What do I do?
In my preparations, I do a lot of mediation and prayer over the scriptures and who our participants might be. To me, this is 
my worship experience. Beforehand the worship I gather all my materials ahead of time, then spend time setting up the 
prayer stations in areas of our worship space that allow for people to move freely without running into one another. Big 
rooms work really great, but you can use a series of rooms if needed. Sanctuaries can be cool spaces as well, just know 
you might have to ask forgiveness from those who protect the carpets. 

Have some prepared thoughts to share on why you are offering open space (especially if it’s the first time for something 
like this). Lead the liturgies and such, offer the sacred space, then let God take over from there. I’m giving you some ideas 
with some specifics, but not all. As I mentioned, the set up is part of your worship, so I’d hope you prayerfully consider the 
meditations specific for your group. But if it helps, I try to be descriptive enough where you can tell where I’d go normally.



Order of Worship
 gather everyone together in central spot
Call to Worship
 We welcome everyone to this sacred space and time of worship. We light this candle as a sign of Christ among us 
 during this night
 Response While Lighting the Candle: Christ be With Us
Opening Prayer
 Use a prayer from the Book of Worship for the Season, Lots of good stuff in there
Opening Song
 my suggestion “Sanctuary” (why not, it works)

Open Sacred Space
 Give permission to move about the room and engage in the prayer stations, or to just sit and be. This is a 
 chaotic time in life, here is some time with God for however you all see fit to use it.

Call Together
 Have mentioned some method for signifying that you are going to re-gather. Ending of music, start of 
 music, sound of bell chimes, etc.

Sharing
 It is always a good practice to have a time sharing what some experienced through the space.
Closing
 Close with a song (maybe “When I survey the Wondrous Cross”) then a simple prayer. Dismiss respecting the 
 silence of the space

The GBOD has good Worship Resources for Lent to ingrain in here as well: http://bit.ly/gajO3V

http://bit.ly/gajO3V
http://bit.ly/gajO3V


Into the Desert
Items Needed
• Plastic sheeting / Large Storage Bin / Baby Pool / Baking Pans (Depends on Your Size Preference)
• Sand, Lots of Sand (as I write it)
• Some fabric
• Candle - Note: Battery Operated ones work well without fear of burning down the church
• Apology Note to Facilities Staff Person

Into the Desert
As we walk with Christ we leave our baptism and go into the desert to spend 40 days of fasting and being tempted. Here 
is a space that we come to and etch into the sand who we see ourselves as we begin a journey into the desert. Maybe we 
are not sure who we are but we know we are there, place a hand print. Whatever mark we leave, our time of preparation 
begins here.

Set Up: Note: I’m writing this for a large version of this. You can downsize as you like/need.
Figure out where you want this to be in the worship space. If it is a large space I’d put in a center spot. Lay down on the 
ground a few layers of plastic sheeting, crossing the sheeting so it all does not go one direction (this will help you in 
cleaning up with less mess). Make sure the sheeting is about 8 inches wider than the desert space you want. Pour onto 
the sheeting a few bags of sand (I’ve used as many as 7 for a space). You want the sand to be about an inch and half in 
depth. Roll up the edges of the sheeting as bulbed edges. Tape down in random spots. Take fabric and cover over the 
edges.

Options 
We have done this in a range of looks: 1. as a group where we all started here first then branched out (it was really big 
then), 2. have done as an extension of the altar rails in the sanctuary for Ash Wednesday services (yes sand on the floor 
in the sanctuary), 3. as a prayer station part of a number of others where we just put into a storage bin or baking pans. 
Those all work just fine! Go with what you are comfortable with. I find the size factor really does drive home the 
experience of being in the desert.



Into the Desert
Christ begins his ministry by going into the desert for a time of 

preparation. 

Matthew 4 : Then Jesus was led into the desert by the Holy Spirit to be tempted

We begin this journey into the desert find out: 

Who are you?

What are you tempted by? What can you sacrifice? Who are you 
called to be? What do feel God wants you to be?

Pray over the questions before you. Read the Scriptures..
Etch some words or images into the sand as you begin this Lenten 

journey. Struggling with these questions? Leave your hand print as a mark 
of beginning the journey Into the Desert..



Desert Haiku
Items Needed
• Printed Haiku Sheets (I like to use card stock paper, something thicker than plain copy paper)
• Clothes Pins
• Strings or Cloth you can Hang or Drape
• NO String or Cloth Avail? Use some Painters Tape
• Markers or Crayons
• Bibles

Desert Haiku
A haiku is a reflective art form. The technical details of the Japanese to English forms can be argued for another day, so 
generally we are setting this up in a 5 - 7- 5 syllable writing. What I enjoy about the Haiku is the depth of thought in saying 
very little. I like to imagine being in the desert we would have little use for many words. As a piece of art we are also 
pulling people away from some the logical/rational precepts they have with the scriptures and their own journey. You 
shouldn’t see any, “I’m giving up... for Lent” haiku’s.

Set Up
Print out the haiku sheet provided, on a thicker paper because you will be having folks hanging them and it’s has a neat 
effect to be able to see them all. Depending on your space, you can either put some strings up ala a clothesline, or hang 
some fabric in a drape setting. Put the haiku sheets, the markers/crayons, bible, and clothespin at the base of the 
installation, or on a table if you have an older crowd. Make one for yourself and hang it up as a visual for instruction. If you 
want to put a reflection based off my haiku write up you can do that. You can put into a written instruction to read Matthew 
4.

Options
If you didn’t want to do the haiku form you can just do some blank pieces of paper. Sometimes it is good to use just half 
sheets as people are less intimidated by half sheets. Our human conditions many times lean towards “having” to fill up all 
the space provided, so participants might be more inclined to fully immerse into something smaller, that doesn’t seem so 
daunting. You can just leave it as an open reflection on the scriptures in this scenario.



Desert Haiku

_______________ _________________ _________________ _________________ _________________

_____________  _______________  _________________   _________________  ________________  ______________  _____________

_________________ _________________ _________________ _________________ _________________

a Haiku is a reflective art form of in poetry. it consists of a structure that has 5 - 7 - 5 syllables for each line. 
leaving out our wordiness. what is your experience this lenten season



I can Have Everything
Items Needed
• Video of “riches”
• TV or Projection
• Pillows / Comfy Chairs
• Bibles
• Journals, if want

I can Have Everything
The devil tempts Jesus by taking him high atop a mountain to show him the kingdom and offer it all to him & the riches 
and power it holds. Jesus rebukes him. Stemming from our preoccupation with riches and power, we want to acknowledge 
that we can have everything but at what sacrifice.. and maybe come to recognize that we are doing this already.. If you 
have video editing capabilities pull some “lifestyles of the rich and famous episodes” and mix in with some black space 
with text leading a meditation in a “lectio divina” spirit. “What are you after?” “What are you giving up?” “Is God a part of 
this?” type meditations in between the video selections. Or just make a YouTube “playlist” to play through the worship 
time. If you only have a tv for the space then you’d want to put on a dvd. If you don’t put the meditations into the video, put 
them onto some meditation sheets.

Set Up
If you have a state or something of that like in your space, place this prayer station at the top of that to give the ‘mountain 
effect’ as folks look over the kingdom. Set up a projector on a wall or sheet, a screen if you have one. We are not looking 
for great video quality and the sound isn’t an issue so making the visual a break from people’s normal framework will help 
them to not focus on the details of the video, but on the concept. Put some comfy chairs or pillows around the area as 
we’d want them to stay for awhile. If you have a disposable type screen you can allow people to write on it, i.e.. coroplast 
board.

Options
To download some YouTube videos you can do this easily by taking the url for the video, plug it into a site like http://
www.keepvid.com. It will give you a flv or mp4 file format to download, I’d choose mp4. You can plug into a movie program 
and edit or just burn it to a dvd for a looping video. The Work of the People, http://www.theworkofthepeople.com, has 
some good artistic videos that could help achieve a similar feel.

http://www.keepvid.com
http://www.keepvid.com
http://www.keepvid.com
http://www.keepvid.com
http://www.theworkofthepeople.com
http://www.theworkofthepeople.com


Bear My Cross
Materials Needed
• Cement Nails
• Some glue guns (way to plug in)
• Thin metal wire, the kind you might string a picture
• Bible
• Some written Instructions on this take away
• Meditation on Matthew 16: 24

Bear My Cross
You have probably done this at some point in your faith journey. If not, I’ll try and explain as best I can. We want 
participants to ponder what the cross is for them; those ultimate sacrifices the sacrifice of Christ, what it means to follow. 
So we will ask them to meditate on Matthew 16: 24 and surrounding verses and then create a cross for them to go with 
them.

Set Up
Have a large table with all the elements set up and prepared for participants to create their cross and take with them. Cut 
the wires to a tested size, about a foot and half. Have the nails dispersed around the table. Have as many glue guns as 
you can safely place on the table. You do not need a lot of glue for this, but once folks start populating the space they 
could get a bit anxious. Have instructions that say to sit with the scriptures and when they are feeling ready to ‘pick up 
their cross’ to place a dot of hot glue in the center of two nails that are positioned as a cross. When the glue starts to dry 
take the wire and wrap it around the center of the cross in crisscross pattern to hold them together. Use an extra drop or 
two of glue to hold its position if needed. Wait for drying while holding in hand and then put into pocket.

Options
You can pre-make these if you do not trust youth with a glue gun or you know you will be pressed for time. I like the action 
of making them while in the midst of a worship setting. You can do other cross crafts, like using popsicle sticks. If you want 
to do as a group project you can have some broken pottery available and a board with a cross outline, the participants can 
contribute to the creation in a mosaic form. You then can put some tile grout techniques to solidify and make a standing 
feature for your youth room/church.



Even More Ideas
Feet Washing
You can quickly set up a feet or hand washing station with some towels and participants who are willing to wash one 
another’s feet. This is a powerful image and action in our faith. Have a few youth leaders volunteer for this action or, even 
better, a few leaders from the youth.

Impose Ashes / Laying down of Palms
Using the imposition of Ashes or the laying down of palms is a huge visual. I know for Palm Sunday we many times have 
the children come into the sanctuary waving palms, but what does an actual trail of palm leaves laid down for someone to 
walk on look like. Maybe do that alongside a ‘red carpet’ (i bet you have one of these somewhere in the church that was 
probably used for a wedding). You could use red butcher paper alongside a path of palms on white paper and then have 
the youth write which procession they would attend. Note: they would probably need to know that there was a procession 
for pilot at a similar time before the Passover festival.

40 Days
I’m a fan of this artwork & then video that someone compiled into a video called 40 days : http://bit.ly/gajO3V. I’ve made 
watching this alone part of worship experiences before. You can follow the instructions I gave for ‘I can have everything’ 
for capturing video if you want to show that in a form other than youtube.

Easter Cross
Not sure what to do for an Easter Cross in a worship setting like this? Put together two 2x4’s in a cross form. Then take 
some Christmas lights and affix to the cross with a staple gun. Use that glue gun to then wrap and glue down some strips 
of white cloth over the lights. You should be able to get some good scraps from any fabric shop for cheap. Set up the 
cross and plug in the lights & you’ll have a pretty neat affect. If you wanting to do some real fun, you can put some black 
cloth over that first then take off by the end of the service. Maybe you even want to get some red fabric dye and place in 
wrists, feet, head, and side of the cross where Christ’s puncture wounds would be (that might be too catholic’y, haha!).

http://bit.ly/gajO3V
http://bit.ly/gajO3V


Make One on Your Own
Materials Needed
•   
•   
•   
•   
•

I’m calling this one?
My inspiration is?
My imagery is?
The active encounter is?
I want it to look something like?

Set Up
How will people best engage this?
How don’t I burn the building down?

Options
I believe that these types of experiences are very community specific. So making one with your community in mind and 
from your heartfelt meditations is going to make this so much better. We’ve got you started, now work with God to put a 
capsule on it.



Thanks for checking this out!

I’m a 16 year youth ministry veteran of short term mission camps, junior 
high volunteering, small church staffing, large church staffing, and even 
spent some time as a retreat worship leader (even though I can only play a 
few chords on the guitar and generally can’t sing in tune).

I started developing contemplative worship experiences 8 years ago when 
my pre-school teacher trained self got involved with my monastic 
tendencies. It was a strange mess. Not to long ago if you typed in ‘prayer 
stations’ in google you’d find a resourcing from my blog. I’m sure I’m 
somewhere around there still, but there are a lot more people trying this out 
these days.

You can find more ideas from me on the Worship Feast Prayer Stations 
CD-ROM (yes, that old) that I did for Abingdon Press. My friends Lilly & 
Dan have a cool book Sacred Spaces you should check out. But for you 
liturgical types, check out the UK’s “Alt Worship” scene.

You can find more of my thoughts on my blog http://www.gavoweb.com
or on twitter @gavoweb or facebook http://www.facebook.com/gavoweb

shalom
-gavin

http://www.gavoweb.com
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