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I. INTRODUCTION 

 The Nehemiah Christian Center is a part of the Church of God in Christ denomination 

(COGIC). This denomination was born out of the Holiness-Pentecostal revivals at the turn of the 

twentieth century. It was founded under the leadership of Charles Harrison Mason during its first 

general assembly in 1907.
1
 The denomination affirms three ordinances for the worshipping 

congregation: Baptism, the Lord’s Supper, and Foot Washing. Baptism is the rite through which 

one is admitted to the Lord’s Table. A Zwinglian, or memorial, view undergirds their 

understanding of the Lord’s Supper. Foot washing occurs as a rite of preparation for men and 

women before they approach the Lord’s Table.
2
 Worship in the COGIC tradition is held together 

and propelled by a vibrant musicality.  

II. THICK DESCRIPTION OF LITURGY 

 As I approached the glass doors of The Nehemiah Christian Center (NCC) I didn’t see 

many signs of life. There were a few people outside but I couldn’t tell if they were heading into 

the church or merely walking down the sidewalk. However, as the first person turned toward the 

church and opened the door, I was immediately hit with a wall of sound. Music came pouring out 

of the unassuming storefront. As I moved closer, the sound only intensified. I was welcomed in 

the door by a young gentleman who ushered me into the worship space. There was a team of four 
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women singing on a front platform – one leading and the others singing melodic responses. An 

all-male band sat on the right side of the platform with a bass guitarist, keyboard player, 

Hammond organ player, and drummer. The worship team sang a version of “Not to Us” by Chris 

Tomlin – a song based on Psalm 115.  

 The ceiling was noticeably low; the darkness of the worship space made it seem even 

lower. After the conclusion of the opening song and a brief word of welcome to guests, 

Evangelist Psiyina Davis spoke of how her daughter had been accepted to North Carolina State 

University with a full scholarship and stipend. Evangelist Psiyina expounded upon the long 

prayer-filled nights for her daughter and rejoiced in the fact that God had indeed answered her 

prayers. Her testimony continued with the instrumental interjections of the band until a shout 

broke out among the congregation. Several worshippers rushed to the front of the platform and 

joined the Evangelist in her act of praise.   

 During the shout, the band managed the energy of the people as the adjutant assisted the 

guest preacher onto the platform where she stood behind a glass pulpit.
3
 The preacher stood 

silently observing the shout, waiting for the Spirit in the room to settle. The scripture reading 

began with people still moving so that the Spirit of the ritualized dance led naturally into the 

ritualized word.
4
 The people returned to the seats but remained in motion like calming waves 

lapping against the platform as they swayed to the rhythm of the scriptural words. It is important 

to note that the scripture reading was the only time during the service that the musical 

instruments were completely silent. Before I knew it, the sermon started with energy that 
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matched the previous act of praise stride for stride. As the sermon gained steam, the 

congregation responded with interjections of gesture and voice. These “exuberant ejaculations” 

seemed to exist atemporally, simultaneously affirming the words of the past while also 

welcoming the words of the future.
5
 

 The sermon crescendoed as the vocal interjections were joined by instrumental 

interjections from the worship band as they “tuned” the preacher. A clear rhythm emerged, 

something like an impromptu antiphon with preacher and congregation responding to one 

another with word and gesture. Just as the sermon had no clear beginning, it also had no clear 

ending. The preacher – during the time at which the sacraments are usually celebrated – invited 

those in the congregation to stand and turn to the person next to them and join hands. I turned to 

a young girl, probably fourteen or fifteen, who I could tell immediately regretted sitting next to 

the lone stranger. Eventually social pressure prevailed and we joined hands. The preacher invited 

us to look into the eyes of one another, to feel the warmth of one another’s hands, and realize 

that we are holding the very presence of God. The preacher continued, “God made the creature 

whose hands you’re holding. Touch them, feel them, and look into their eyes.” Then, we were 

invited to testify to the person, affirming their intrinsic worth and identity as a child of Almighty 

God. This time of testifying led organically into the “altar call” – a time of prayer, confession, 

and healing, which concluded the service. The band played as people sang, prayed, and laid 

hands upon one another, petitioning the Spirit for anointing and healing. After about seven 

minutes, the pastor gave a final word of benediction and the people were dismissed.  
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 As I looked at the worship bulletin, I realized that the order of worship was not followed 

at all.
6
 Despite this, each element of worship found an organic home as it arose out of the needs 

and expressions of the people.
7
 As I gathered my things and proceeded to leave the worship 

space, a number of people greeted me with enthusiasm. I exited the darkened room onto the 

sidewalk outside, immediately confronted with the world I had left behind about an hour earlier. 

My eyes and ears struggled to adjust to the world outside but my spirit was energized and joyful.  

III. EVALUATION AND RESPONSE 

 It might sound strange to suggest that the worship experience I just described bears a 

strong family resemblance to sixth-century Byzantine worship in the Hagia Sophia. After all, the 

Nehemiah Christian Center (NCC) meets in a cramped, unadorned office space in downtown 

Durham, while the Hagia Sophia is arguably one of the most opulent monuments built for 

Christian worship in all of history. Moreover, both occupy very distinct liturgical traditions. The 

Nehemiah Christian Center comes from the rich liturgical heritage of African-American 

Holiness-Pentecostal worship while the Hagia Sophia was the epicenter of Eastern Orthodox 

worship during the late patristic period.
8
 At first glance, the two could not be more different. 

However, these two worshipping communities seem to sing a common primal chorus in their 

respective liturgical traditions. Both emphasize three distinctive characteristics of the primal 
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worldview: a sense of otherworldliness, physical expressiveness, and the use of music and 

melody.  

 This suggests that there is a primal element – a common chorus – that persists in 

Christian worship from its earliest conception. Here, it is important to highlight Melva Wilson 

Costen’s helpful distinction between “primal” and “primitive.” She writes, “‘Primal’ is 

understood as fundamental or ‘a priori’ rather than the usual concept of ‘primitive’ or 

undeveloped.”
9
  “Primal” elements are those that carry meaning-making power and communicate 

specific convictions about a community’s conception of reality.
10

 By comparing my worship 

experience at The Nehemiah Center with historic descriptions of worship in sixth-century 

Constantinople, I will show that the Holiness-Pentecostal African-American worship tradition 

stands in line with one of the most vibrant worshipping communities in Christian history. I do 

not do so as an apology for the African American worship tradition; indeed, many African 

Americans would argue (and have argued) that their worship tradition is faithful to the historic 

liturgical witness of the Christian church. Rather, this work is perhaps most beneficial for 

Western European Christians, who, stained with the biases of the Enlightenment and modern 

science, have historically viewed African-American Holiness-Pentecostal worship as overly 

emotional, non-rational, and disorderly.
11

 However, I will demonstrate through this case study 

that the worship at The Nehemiah Christian Center shares a primal connection with the worship 

at sixth-century Constantinople, and indeed many other Christian worship traditions throughout 

history.  
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 This study will focus primarily on three prevailing primal elements that are shared by 

sixth-century Constantinople and The Nehemiah Christian Center: a sense of otherworldliness, 

physical expressiveness, and the use of music and melody. Though not immediately apparent it 

should not be surprising that these elements are present in both ancient and postmodern 

worshipping congregations. After all, both of these cultures carry with them similar primal 

convictions about the world. Both believe that there is little distinction between the sacred and 

the secular and that these two worlds are inhabited simultaneously during worship.
12

 Both 

believe that the Divine is encountered through embodied physical expressions that connect 

physical and spiritual, and both use music and melody as a divine language, a catalyst for 

communicating and experiencing the Divine Mystery.
13

  Thus NCC and Constantinople share a 

primal connection – a common Christian chorus – that transcends both time and culture.
14

  

 Before I begin, it is important to note the type of connection that will be made. It is 

simply untenable that early African-American worshippers knew of and sought to emulate the 

Byzantine liturgical tradition of sixth-century Constantinople. I do not mean to suggest that there 

is a causal link between Byzantine worship and the worship at NCC. Instead, I will show that 

these two particular congregations share a primal connection that echoes throughout the history 

of Christian worship. Despite what many recent Western European theologies suggest, the primal 

elements evident in the African American worship tradition appear to be normative rather than 

the exception.
15

 Perhaps an indication of this normativity is the drastic decline of mainline 

congregations that by and large have distanced themselves from these primal elements. 
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Conversely, charismatic liturgical expressions that maintain these primal expressions have grown 

steadily in the United States. This could indicate that more and more post-modern Christians are 

seeking more ancient and primal liturgical expressions.
16

  

::  Sense of Otherworldliness :: 

 The worship space at NCC stood in obvious contrast to the world outside. As my eyes 

adjusted to the darkened room, I felt my soul adjusting as well. Even so, I did not feel as though I 

had to leave the particularities of my life behind. I was not escaping my reality; rather, my reality 

was being transformed, elevated to another plane.
17

 The space communicated otherworldliness.
18

  

 Jon Michael Spencer labels this transition to otherworldliness as “creative regression,” 

where the congregation is moved from “the structural world of experience and intradependence 

into the realm of worship and extradependence.”
19

 This draws from the primal belief that all 

things – both physical and spiritual – inhabit the same space. Thus, worship does not transport 

the worshipper to some other place; rather worship attends to the present reality, bringing to bear 

both good and evil, physical and spiritual. This is a core characteristic of primal African 

American worship. William Turner asserts that Africans taken to America made every effort “to 

preserve the primal connection with the spiritual world.”
20

 Thus, contemporary worshippers are 
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invited to bring their present reality with them in order that it might be transformed by an 

encounter with God. During worship, a holy dialectic begins where the needs of the people are 

met with the promises of the Divine. Here we see the transformative power of the congregation 

at worship. The failures and victories of life are brought to bear during holy worship not so that 

they may be disregarded, but so that they may be transformed by Almighty God.  

 This transformative power was most evident during Evangelist Psiyina’s testimony. This 

time served as the first rite of the worship service, where a sacrifice was offered in the form of a 

testimony and the congregation was invited to respond.
21

 The fullness of Evangelist Psiyina’s 

encounter with God in the everyday needs of life is brought before the congregation and the 

congregation, motivated by deep bonds of kinship, celebrates with her, offering up embodied 

praise that blurred the line between physical and spiritual activity.
22

 Surely this time also bears 

eschatological significance as tears are wiped from every eye (Is. 25:8), God’s blessings of 

freedom are poured out (Is. 44:3), and the people respond in joyous exuberant praise (Rev. 

15:4).
23

 

 The worship of sixth-century Constantinople bears similar marks of otherworldliness. In 

his description of worship in the Hagia Sophia, Maximus the Confessor describes the peoples’ 

entrance into the majestic worship space. The congregation gathers with clergy outside of the 

large doors of the church and chants the psalms in preparation for holy worship. The anticipation 

builds as the worshipping community prepares to enter the elevated realm of Christian reality. 

Maximus writes: “For entrance into the church signifies not only the conversion of infidels to the 
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true and only God but also the amendment of each one of us who believe but who yet violate the 

Lord’s commandments under the influence of a loose and indecent life.”
24

 The entrance is not 

only a time to encounter the distinctive reality of the Divine; the entire being of the person, warts 

and all, is converted and welcomed into the holiness of the space. In this act of entrance, 

Maximus writes, the worshipper chooses virtue over vice, welcoming the forgiveness of Christ 

and the ministry of the Holy Spirit.
25

 

 Byzantine worshippers did not simply walk into the worship space. They sang the divine 

chants – antiphonic psalms – as they entered. This closely mirrors the call and response singing 

of “Not to Us” (Ps. 115) that began the service at NCC. In both settings, there is a sense in which 

one joins worship rather than begins it. In entering their respective spaces, worshippers join the 

unending hymn of heavenly choirs who offer unceasing praise to God. By joining this heavenly 

hymn, worshippers are transported into the heavens. Maximus writes that “the spiritual 

enjoyment of the divine hymns signified the vivid delights of the divine blessings by moving 

souls toward the clear and blessed love of God and by arousing them further to the hatred of 

sin.”
26

  

 The Byzantine worship space – the Hagia Sophia – also communicates otherworldliness, 

albeit in a different manner than NCC. The Hagia Sophia provides a large voluminous space that 

draws the people inward and upward. The large space is illuminated from the outside by 

skylights, but the effect, as Procopius describes it, is just the opposite: “Indeed one might say 

that [the Hagia Sophia’s] interior is not illuminated from without by the sun, but that the radiance 

                                                           
 

24
 Ray, 54.  

 

 
25

 Ibid.  

 

 
26

 Ibid, 55.  



Lovell 10 

 

comes into being within it, such an abundance of light bathes this shrine.”
27

 The space seems to 

be an artifact from the heavenly realm itself. Procopius continues, “It seems not to rest upon 

solid masonry, but to cover the space with its golden dome [as if] suspended from Heaven.”
28

 

Thus, the Byzantine worship of sixth-century Constantinople and the worship of the NCC both 

affirm the primal element of West African cosmology that both the physical and spiritual inhabit 

the same reality and the liminal space separating heaven and earth is permeable and navigable.  

:: Physical Expressiveness :: 

 If the liminality between heaven and earth is traversed through the worship space, then 

the liminality between spiritual and physical reality is traversed through physical expressiveness. 

At NCC, this physical expressiveness had both an individual and communal element. As I 

entered the space, I was ushered to a center aisle surrounded by the remainder of the 

congregation. I noticed that the back and side rows of seats were roped off, forcing worshippers 

to sit close together, mostly shoulder to shoulder. The bulletin stated that this was to ensure 

worshippers could be seen on the video recorder. However, this proximity also caused the 

congregation to function as a unified whole, vocalizing and gesturing in concert. The 

spontaneous shout that occurred during the testimony of Evangelist Psiyina demonstrates this 

collective physical expressiveness. Those that rushed to the front to shout did so from among the 

tightly-seated crowd. Some of those who stayed in their seats were caught up in similar physical 

expressions. This shout was the physical manifestation of a special divine moment of happiness 

and joy resulting from a spontaneous encounter with and enabling by the Holy Spirit.
29

 The 
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entire congregation seemed to move as one body. Individual expressions contributed to a 

communal identity. This was a people at worship, a people dissolving the liminal space between 

physical and spiritual, individual and communal. In the dance of the people and the rhythm of the 

music the spiritual world became just as real as its physical counterpart.
30

 Singing the music was 

no longer enough; the dance allowed the worshipping community to realize the presence and 

power of the spiritual reality.
31

 Thus, this shout functioned as a rite, something Spencer calls a 

“rite of intensification.”
32

 As with any rite, what is being communicated to God and about God is 

not only the content of words spoken but the physical expressiveness of the rite itself.
33

 In other 

words, the dancing, gesturing, and vocalizing became to the content of the praise.
34

 The implicit 

claim of the shout is that this God not only causes us to think and speak; this God calls us to 

move and be moved. This is a God who chose to express himself physically in the incarnation of 

Jesus Christ. Therefore, physical expressiveness is not only a primal element of liturgy; it is a 

fundamental and foundational element of all Christian worship.  

 The physicality of sixth-century Byzantine worship had a similar unifying effect for the 

congregation. The people entered as a singular group, a corporate body united in movement and 

voice. One particular description of Byzantine worship in the Hagia Sophia illustrates the unity 

of the congregation quite well. Paul the Silentiary describes the movement of the congregation as 

the Gospel book is processed from the altar along the walkway (called the solea) to the lectern 
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(called the ambo). The solea is guarded on either side by a barrier so that the priest’s path 

remains unobstructed during the procession. Despite this, the worshippers struggle against the 

barriers hoping to touch and kiss the Gospel book. Paul describes the scene this way: “Here the 

priest who brings the good tidings passes along on his return from the ambo, holding aloft the 

golden book; and while the crowd strives in honor of the immaculate God to touch the sacred 

book with their lips and hands, the countless waves of the surging people break around.”
35

 The 

ambo and solea, he continues, are “like an isthmus beaten by waves on either side.”
36

 The image 

of the people as a wave is surely more than a baptismal image; it is also an image of unity, 

movement, and corporate cohesion. The people move as one body in a sacred dance with the 

Divine. 

 A key part of the physicality of Byzantine worship is its sacramental practice following 

the Gospel lesson. I initially struggled to see a correlation of Byzantine sacramental practice and 

my experience at NCC. Officially the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) only affirms three 

ordinances: footwashing, baptism, and the Lord’s Supper.
37

 However, the language used by the 

preacher following the sermon – a time historically reserved for sacramental practice – was 

replete with sacramental language. The pastor invited us to touch the hands of our neighbor and 

realize the real presence of God in the flesh and blood of another. This language echoes the 

ancient consecratory prayer of Constantinople in which the bread and wine is said to bear the full 
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presence of God for ministry to the congregation. The bread and wine are made flesh and blood 

in order to facilitate unity between the congregation and Christ. If the goal of the ancient 

sacrament is communion with God and one another, surely the bodies of the worshippers at NCC 

serve the same sacramental function. By the Holy Spirit, the body of each worshipper becomes a 

type of sacramental sign, an incarnation of the fullness of both humanity’s suffering and God’s 

promise in space and time. It is fitting that these bodies are subject to the indwelling of the Holy 

Spirit through worship, for the Spirit is the one who makes the bodies of worshipers the body and 

blood of Christ for the world.
38

 The physicality of these bodies communicates that which is 

incommunicable and articulates that which is beyond articulation. Thus, the physical 

expressiveness of worshipers at NCC becomes a “visible word,” a participatory pedagogy where 

bodies become the instruments of the Holy Spirit, the Divine Teacher.
39

  

:: Use of Music and Melody :: 

 Music and melody are powerful tools for impacting the hearts and minds of worshipers.
40

 

Both stir the worshiper to sing which helps to “create a mood of freedom, an openness to quicken 

an awareness of God’s presence, and the hearing and receiving of God’s grace.”
41

 The roots of 

this musical heritage can be found in the rich soil of African communities, which used music and 

melody in ritual ceremonies and festivals as well as a means of communication and 

                                                           
 

38
 The ancient epiclesis reads, “Pour out your Holy Spirit on us gathered here…that we may be for the 

world the body of Christ redeemed by his blood. By your Spirit make us one with Christ, one with each other, and 

one in ministry to all the world, until Christ comes again in final victory and we feast at his heavenly banquet.” 

 

 
39

 St. Augustine used the phrase “visible words” to refer to the sacraments. The phrase is applicable here 

because Holiness-Pentecostal worship seems to view the body as a “sacramental” means of grace.  

 

 
40

 This statement is taken from my interview with Dr. Herbert Davis. He continues: “We see music as a 

glue to hold various aspects of the service together.  The music department is free to lead as they feel led.  They hear 

about the sermon series we are preaching, they hear about the church theme for the year and I give them basic 

direction about types of music desired or needed.”   

 

 
41

 Costen, 33.  

 



Lovell 14 

 

encouragement during domestic work.
42

 These songs exist in the experience of the individual as 

well as in the life of the communitas.
43

  

 Music is an integrative practice that engages the entire self during the worship 

experience, thereby connecting the person with her or his Creator.
44

 In African American 

worship traditions, melody is often referred to as the whooping, intoning, chanting, and tuning.
45

 

The distinction between music and melody allows both to be present throughout the entire 

worship liturgy. For example, even elements that do not have a strong musical component, like 

the sermon, still have melodic qualities. The use of melody in black preaching is based on the 

primal assumption that preaching is an inspired “word from another world,” and therefore must 

rely on musicality to communicate that which is ineffable by word alone.
46

 William Turner 

writes, “The musicality of the African American sermon expresses what is beyond the literal 

word. It takes rational content and fires the imagination and stirs the heart.”
47

 Thus, like the 

black spirituals of old, black preachers use melody in sermons and prayers to create an 

overwhelming kratophany in the midst of the people.
48

 

 The sermon at NCC not only used music and melody, it also shared the characteristics of 

the talk-back religious heritage described by Evans Crawford. In this heritage, there is a fusion of 
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sonic and conceptual things that provides “resonance for life.”
49

 This resonance is derived from 

the African movement known as ntu.
50

 This movement refers to an inescapable ether – a “force, 

vitality, and motion that unites and pulses through all of reality” – that can be found in all of 

creation.
51

 The “talk-back” nature of the sermon transformed the congregation into much more 

than an audience; they became co-preachers. The verbal and physical feedback of the 

congregation enabled the preacher to “climb higher” until the preaching became a manifestation 

of power, a kratophany that is sacramental in nature.
52

 This time can be described as sacramental 

because through rhythm, music and melody the preacher and the people establish a pneumatic 

flow in which the Spirit is fully present to minister to the congregation.
53

 

 The melodic intonation of sermons and prayers by black preachers is historically 

normative for African cultures.
54

  African ancestors used chants to communicate and preserve 

their oral history and folk stories.
55

 This practice is maintained in African American Christian 

worship.
56

 But it is not only normative for African cultures; the use of music and melody was 

also evident in sixth-century Byzantine worship.   

 Romanos, a deacon in the Church of the Mother of God in northern district of 

Constantinople, recorded a number of sung sermons that were preached in Constantinople. These 
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kontakion were composed with meter and rhyme and were usually chanted with musical 

accompaniment. Most kontakion contained refrains to be sung by the congregation at certain 

times in the sermon, creating a “talk-back” feel between the priest and people. Admittedly, not 

all sermons in Constantinople were sung. However, the prevalence of sung sermons suggests that 

even patristic worshipers understood the primal power of music and melody for communicating 

the deep mysteries of the Divine. Antiphonic chants were also sung throughout the service and 

movement never occurred in silence.
57

 Thus, the ancient patristic worship of Constantinople with 

its use of music and melody shares a primal connection with NCC. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 The tendency of modern Western European Christians to dismiss African American 

worship expressions is unsubstantiated when observing the breadth of Christian liturgical 

tradition. No doubt this belief is largely the result of a long history of the European enslavement 

and displacement of African peoples. As a result of this history, African American worship 

practices were deemed “primitive” by those under the spell of Enlightenment and Modernist 

ideals. The worship practices of the Black Church seemed too barbaric, too unsophisticated, and 

too attuned with the flesh. However, this study has shown that, if anything, modern European 

modes of worship are the exception to historic Christian liturgical practice, not the rule. The 

African American worship tradition shares a strong primal connection with some of the great 

worshiping communities of Christian history. By highlighting the primal elements of 

otherworldliness, physical expressiveness, and music and melody in the worship at both the 

humble NCC and the magnificent Hagia Sophia, one is able to see that African American 

worship expressions like that of Holiness-Pentecostal churches are valid and vibrant expressions 

of the historic Christian commitment to the embodied worship of the Triune God.  

                                                           
 

57
 Ray, 16. 


