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RESPONSIBILITIES

Chapter 13 

The Worship Service


I was glad when they said unto me, "Let us go into the house of the Lord!"  (Psalm 122:1)

"Called from the world, we come together, deliberately seeking to approach reality at its deepest level by encountering God in and through Jesus Christ and by responding to this awareness."  (Common liturgical introduction.

"To worship is to quicken the conscience by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the beauty of God, to open the heart to the love of God, to devote the will to the purpose of God." (Graham Kendrick, Learning to Worship as a Way of Life.

A recent account describes the unique spiritual experience of attending a church service of unparalleled emotion and appeal.


    Frederick Buechner describes the church he discovered during his stint teaching one sabbatical year at Wheaton College in Illinois.  Such was the lure of that congregation that Buechner did not so much go there on his own volition as he was transported there by a magnetic power beyond himself.  His interest in Saint Barnabas' was piqued, first of all, out of "pure curiosity."  But he kept returning there because the congregation, like the words that were uttered in its midst, possessed "music and magic and power"(the power to proclaim the Gospel so that it could be heard, as he puts it, "in a new way."  That power, he says, "kept taking me back Sunday after Sunday."  He, he states, did not go to Saint Barnabas'.  Rather, he found himself going there.  "And I remember, too," he writes, "that the last time I attended a service there, there were real tears running down my cheeks at the realization that the chances were I would probably never find myself there again.  When I got home, I thought I could not rest until I found a church like that."

Oh, that our worship experiences everywhere elicited this response, to experience God's true presence. Through our heavenly Father this, and much more, is possible among all churches seeking his will.  We build upon a foundation of church traditions, many inspired by the Spirit and thus pleasing to our heavenly Father.  To this we need only add what God tells us to do.


This chapter on planning the worship service helps us in this discernment.  It is organized in three parts: "The Nature of Worship," "Design Topics and Procedure," and "Elements of Worship."  Contemporary worship requires a separate chapter.  "New Needs(New Responses," Chapter 14, describes the new alternatives employed, all designed to guide the faith journey of often young and questioning spiritual seekers.

The Nature of Worship   
It is misleading to describe Christian worship exclusively in human terms for it most importantly involves the divine sanctification and intercession of the Holy Spirit.  The Spirit brings us into the very presence of Christ our savior, whose death and resurrection establishes a transforming relationship with our heavenly Father.  Thus blessed and enabled, we respond through conscious commitment of our mind, body, and soul through praise and thanksgiving, allowing our heavenly Father to enter into and guide our lives. 

We gain initial understanding of the nature of worship from the New Testament, however brief its description.  Jesus said, "God is Spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth." (John 4:24)  Paul, in his most important letter sent to the Christian congregations in Rome, writes, Offer yourselves as a living sacrifice to God, dedicated to his service and pleasing to him.  This is the true worship that you should offer.  (Romans 12:1).  Hebrews, more sermon than letter, describes the first covenant rules for worship and its man-made place, and then replaces them with Christ himself as the holy tent, his sacrificial gift replacing the blood of goats and calves. (Hebrews 9:6-14)  From this brief scripture we know that the essence of Christian worship is inner commitment to our heavenly Father, truth in belief, and dedication through Christ, our lord and savior.  To this we add celebration and thanks for Christ's gift of forgiveness and life.  Thus, worship ascribes commitment and accountability for oneself, establishing a right relationship with God, and celebrating the risen Lord. 

These responses are fostered and made holy by coming into God's presence and hearing his Word. Worship, literally "ascribing worth" to God, is our encounter with him in response to his promised presence in Jesus Christ.  Worship is fervent love and devotion to God expressed through ceremony, prayer, and meditation.  It is a holy celebration, sanctioned by Christ.  His "Lord's day."  No human enterprise this, for worship is a community of saints!  It is coming together with the living God in his presence, in the pages of Scripture, in the sacrament of the Eucharist, and in Christian brotherhood and fellowship, all unified by the Holy Spirit.  Indeed, we are glad and rejoice when asked to go into the house of the Lord! 

Worship must always be recognized as participatory in nature, between God and man, demanding true personal involvement.  We do not attend worship; we join with others in conscious shared communion with God.  The essence of Christian worship is God's presence in our hearts and minds. 

In addition to its sacred nature, worship can also be described in certain practical terms, most notably its changing themes structuring the church calendar.  The chronology is organized into a spiritual pilgrimage through the Gospel events of Christ's birth, life, death, resurrection, and empowerment.  The story of our salvation and God's transforming power is celebrated through seven seasons outlined below.

Season

Gospel Story



     
Congregation's focus
Advent

Anticipation of the coming 
     
Time preparing for God to 

of the Messiah.


      
enter into our lives with 

transforming power.

Christmas
The birth of Christ.


Celebration, allowing Christ to 

be born within.

Epiphany
The manifestation of the divine
Let Christ shine in and through nature of Christ as portrayed by
me that I may witness to others.

the coming of the Magi.

Lent

The preaching and teachings 
Self-examination, repentance,

of Jesus.





and identification with Christ. 

Holy Week
Entrance into Jerusalem,

A time to feel the suffering
institution of communion,

and death of our Lord, a time 
betrayal and crucifixion.

of vigil. 
Easter

The resurrection.



A time to emphasize what it 

means to be born anew.

Pentecost
The coming of the Holy Spirit.
The gift of the Spirit as 

comforter and counsel.

Finally, the meaning of Christian worship can be further understood from various related descriptive terms:

Apostolic…remembering and practicing the traditions of the twelve Apostles.

Catholic…faith that is universal.

Celebrate…observances of respect and praise, festivities and rejoicing.

Christ centered…the Messiah, the "anointed one," Son of God who reveals

 God to us and saves us by his crucifixion.  

Epiphany…the gifted revealing of God omnipotent and the divine nature of 

Jesus Christ to those who believe.  God's actions and grace become 

manifest in the service, an indwelling spirit. Christ's true presence.

Evangelical…in accordance with the Christian Gospel, the "Good News" of

 Christ and his saving grace.

Sacraments…the visible forms of God's grace in the rites of baptism and the

Holy Eucharist, the sacramental meal which commemorates our 

redemption by Jesus, the Christ.

Sanctify…to make holy and pure. 

Trinity…three in one, God omnipotent and creator, God incarnate through 
Jesus, the Christ, and God the Holy Spirit, comforter and sustainer.  

Role of Traditions  
Man responds to God's omnipresence with our whole being, each sense played and interwoven to indicate his abiding presence(processions with banners and cross, sacred music, recited liturgy, candles, incense, colorful and historic vestments, sign of the cross, kneeling, and folded hands.  These rites have been handed down through generations as part of the living and holy culture and fabric of worship.  They are preserved in church liturgy, the fixed forms or rituals of our Christian ceremonies.  In a society committed to progress and accustomed to constant change, such traditions provide a unique continuity and welcome refuge. 

Rituals serve to preserve, express, and embolden belief among practitioners.  They are outward signs of spirituality and unity, establishing our identity.  Observing the Sabbath by not working creates an oasis in time that focuses attention on God rather than on worldly routine.  The practice of praying five times daily reminds Muslims of things eternal.  In describing these practices in a Washington Post article, Christopher Ringwald (journalist and author) cites the great teaching value of action and repetition.  At its least, not eating meat on Friday jogged people's memories that their faith asked something of them.  At its most, it recalls the day of the week on which Jesus is believed to have died and a response of self-denial and identification with one another in faith.  "Before we dismiss familiar practices, we should consider what we put in jeopardy."
 

Visible signs and symbols also identify and witness our belief.  They appeal to the senses and imaginationbeautiful stained glass windows, the cross, vestments, icons, and incense.  Even movement has its placekneeling as a sign of respect, for example, humbling oneself before the Almighty.  Processionals even have their distinctions.  Fifty years later, the author still recalls the vivid impression made in his youth by the Saint John's Lutheran Church (Minneapolis) choir as they proceeded down the sanctuary aisle, swaying first left then right as they slowly walked in unison.  God often works in mysterious ways, seek them out.   
Attributes for an Effective (God-Focused, People-Oriented) Service

"She say, Celie, tell the truth, have you ever found God in Church?  I never did.  I just found a bunch of folks hoping for him to show.  Any God I ever felt in church I brought in with me.  And I think all the other folks did too.  They come to church to share God, not find God."  (Alice Walker, The Color Purple, 1983. 

Few changes in the church are likely to create more controversy yet hold greater promise for membership growth than changes in the style of worship.  The divisiveness is usually over the fashion of worship rather than doctrine or theology.  Quite frankly, many observers suggest that if a congregation still worships through long liturgies, impersonal sermons, and stately hymns, the odds are membership is declining.  The substitution recommended is a revitalized audience-oriented service speaking directly to and intimately involving each member in a spiritual adventure.  Such services evoke joy, rededication, tears, commitment, understanding, and thankfulness, all components of spiritual growth. 

A people-oriented worship service is one that recognizes and adapts itself to the needs of the congregation and community to attract participation and ensure wholehearted enthusiastic learning and spiritual uplifting.  It is not as difficult to achieve as the goal might suggest.   The idea is simply to create a spiritual and educational environment in which the Holy Spirit works the miracle of God’s grace on all attending.  To this end, the style and format must be comfortable and appealing, and here the possible need for more than one type of service becomes apparent. 

It is hard to be all things to all people, even though all are faithful believers.  Congregations should endeavor to find out what they do best and discover their calling, then focus on these things.  Sometimes this will resolve into development of what is now being called a "contemporary service."  This important development receives special attention in the next chapter.  

Regardless of the outward manifestations of the worship service, traditional or contemporary, the worship character in Christ remains the same.  We are bold here to list eight essentials of responsible worship services, independent of outward design: 

( Spiritual   God is Spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and in truth. (John 4:24)  Jesus answered him, "I am the way, the truth, and the life; no one goes to the Father except by me."  (John 14:6)   

Christian worship is reverent love and devotion for our heavenly Father in spirit and truth with the whole mind and heart and soul, without reservation or restraints, and in all honesty and integrity.  Worship recognizes the true presence of God and the resulting holy veneration required.  "For where two or three come together in my name, I am there with them." (Matthew 18:20)   In spiritual worship, prayer and the sacraments receive the sanctity deserved for God's holy involvement.  Spiritual also means Christ-centered, worship that is about and for God as known through Jesus Christ.   

( Inviting/unifying  Worship invites and welcomes all into Christian fellowship in love and trust in Christ and for each other.  In worship we become one, united in our common discipleship.
  Worship is a gathered community, connected parts working together as the "body" of Christ. 

( Participatory  Worship services succeed only to the degree to which the congregation actively participates.  For the majority, this engagement is evident in deliberate and earnest response to the liturgy and music, recitation, prayer, and attentive listening to the spoken Word.  Such attention can only be achieved through making God's presence real.  And, of course, this is the central element of worship, coming into God's presence with thanksgiving and joy. 

( Inspirational  Worship should be uplifting, resolving all in a continuing endeavor to lead godly lives.  More pastors need to recognize that their congregations need to be stirred up, to be invigorated and enlivened to serve the Lord with enthusiasm and energy.  The ambience of the service should be one of profound, immediate, vital importance, evident in the enthusiasm and dedication of all involved. 

( Instructive  The worship service should lead us to the crucified and risen Lord, instructing us in living the Christian life and in obeying and serving God according to his intentions.  We come as his accepted, loved children.  In this humbleness we acknowledge our ignorance and need to be taught.  The spoken word presents the Good News responding to the problems of mankind with substantive answers and adequate explanation.  The requirements of good preaching and the means for its accomplishment are the subject of Chapter 15.  

( Joyful  May you always be joyful in your life in the Lord. I say it again: rejoice!  (Philippians 4:4)  "Joy is the ineffable sign of the presence of God." Our obedience and joy reflects our love of God and response to his reaching out to us. Worship is then a joyful celebration of God's rule and our salvation.  Should not our response to God's blessings be one of exuberance, enthusiasm, and unrestrained joy?

( Aesthetic  The worship service provides opportunity to heighten our awareness of the beauty of God's creation and mankind's response.  We marvel at and are awed by the architecture and splendor of the world's great cathedrals.  Edgar Jackson goes so far as to attribute to architectural creation an "atmosphere of inspiration."
  Yet even the most austere designs are made beautiful by God's presence.  So we honor him by all visible means, however modest(banners, vestments, candles, and for the more affluent, stained glass, works of art, and tapestries.  God is pleased by all, but perhaps no more than for the oiled colored paper designs of children. 

Music is the heart of the congregation’s vocal participation, the major vehicle for personal celebration and communication.  Edgar Jackson views music as church architecture, in the most magnanimous terms, "…a cementing force…which at once creates unity and intimacy, even in the most heterogeneous congregation."  With this great potential and the seemingly endless possibilities of score and instrumentation, the need for informed and careful planning is obvious.  This challenge is discussed in the "Music" section of the service elements, page 13-13 of this chapter. 

( Eclectic/renewing  The worship service must be like Saint Paul in becoming…all things to all men, that I may save some of them by any means possible.  (1 Corinthians 9:22)  This means we include and adapt all manner and cultures of worship into a composite superior whole, brimming over with the best discernable parts, always being refreshed with new elements.  This amalgamation is labeled by some a "blended" worship.  To accomplish such integration one must be a student of Christianity, familiar with and appreciating the old as well as the new, one denomination as well as another, for much good resides in each.    

I am about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?  I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.  (Isaiah 43:19)  We are called to respond anew to God's challenge, replacing the old with new as we are called.  Should not this mandate be clear?  The Good News must be placed in “new wineskins,” in new means of delivery, responsive and attractive to an ever-changing society (see Chapter 14, "New Needs(New Responses") 

Design Topics and Procedures 

Designing the worship service is the joint responsibility of the pastors, music director, and Worship and Music Committee representing the congregation.  (See Appendix C for the committee’s job description.)  A subdivision of the committee, the pulpit advisory group, also has a special role.  The common task is that of developing a worship service of reverent love and devotion to God through ceremonies, prayers, and spoken word.  The approach is eclectic, one that uses favored elements from a variety of sources in various combinations over time.  And in no endeavor is prayer more essential.  

The principal tasks of the above participants regarding the design of the worship service are as follows: 


(1) Service structure.  Recognize foremost that the worship service is the celebration of the living, dying, and risen Christ, and that through the Spirit, Word, and Sacraments we learn to live holy lives and receive everlasting life.  Within this Christocentric focus, we are guided in day-by-day service design by the construct imposed by the church calendar as previously described.  The first half of the Church Year, called the Liturgical Seasons, consists of Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, and Easter.  During the second half, Ordinary Time, we are taught how to carry out the ministry to which we are called, using Jesus’ teachings as a guide.  The weekly scripture lessons and collects, the basis of the Sunday theme, are organized by the Eucharistic Lectionary over a triennial cycle. 

The service responds to the church calendar through the scriptural readings, musical selections, spoken word, vestments, symbols, and colors.  The intent is to follow and reinforce the central theme.  There remains, however, considerable latitude in implementing the calendar.  Creativity here requires informed architects who are willing to listen to where God is leading the congregation.  The tools available are the ability to change and improve the mechanics of sound, visibility, and motion, that transmit understanding and emotion.  To this end, members of the Worship and Music Committee must be students of worship, reading guidance works and visiting other churches.  At the same time, they must be sensitive to the traditions and membership of the parish, and, of course, the calendar restraints.  Yet, ultimately, the committee should be continuously dissatisfied as it seeks God's perfection in his worship.


Of special value in service appraisal are member and visitor commentary.  Secured by survey (see Chapter 11, page 11-10) or informal discussion, such assessment, particularly those of anonymous respondents, are often especially observant and forthright. 

(2) Laity participation.  Cultivating lay ministry is a sign of strength and confidence in the congregation.  It marks our shared discipleship.  Worship provides four involvement opportunities: choir membership, lay ministry, ushering, and service support.  The congregational choir often represents, at once, the largest degree of participation and the strongest evidence of talent and calling.  Recruitment should be continuous, according all opportunity.  Lay ministers assist the presiding pastor in the conduct of worship by offering prayers, reading the scripture lessons, leading responsive psalms, serving the Holy Eucharist, and other designated duties.  Youth serve in bearing the processional cross, lighting the altar candles, and assisting in communion.  They may, on occasion, conduct the entire service.  Ushers traditionally "guide, protect, and honor," and it is well to think their role is the same today with the added duty of extending a cordial welcome.  Service support includes altar preparation, sanctuary decoration, communion preparation, and similar assignments.  All these things down to the least one are favorable in God's sight. 

(3) Pulpit guidance.  In the belief that none of us as individuals, including our pastors, can discern God's voice for humanity with complete clarity and wisdom, we recommend broadening the identifying base as an ongoing task of the whole congregation.  To this end a small "pulpit advisory group" should be established to assist the pastor(s) in planning sermons and occasionally offering constructive critiques.  The advisory group responsibilities include:  

1. Conduct an annual planning session with pastors to propose sermon themes relative to the church calendar.

2. Receive topic recommendations from congregation and transmit to pastors.

3. Hold periodic congregational seminars on homiletics, transmitting findings to pastors.

4. Periodically critique sermon subject matter and delivery with pastors.

5. Build and maintain a library of transcribed sermons and/or recordings for use by shut-ins, absentees, etc.  

6. Encourage periodic study of sermon topics by volunteering Sunday school classes. 

7. Assist in selecting and scheduling visiting pastors. 

(4) Administrative duties.  Administrative duties pertain to service scheduling, announcements, name tags, and other sundry responsibilities.  Multiple services are commonly scheduled at 8:30 a.m. and 11:00 a.m. with time between for Sunday school.  Three services may be scheduled 8:00, 9:30, and 11:00 with church school at 9:30 and 11:00.  By shortening the first two services to 45 minutes, it is possible to schedule services at 8:30, 9:45, and 11:00, and still maintain 30 minute "intermission" periods for coffee and fellowship.    

Summer months require alertness to the early service needs of worshipers intent on "early starts" for their Sunday excursions.  Single common services uniting the congregation in a festive spiritual bonding are also summer events.

Considering the preparation required, the most neglected announcement is likely that of church school offerings.  Both invitation and subject matter need affirmation in the Sunday bulletin and church newsletter. 

Wearing name tags has both its advocates and opponents ("tacky").  If we desire God to know our name, why not also among his disciples, our fellow parishioners?  Those in the military clearly recognize the value of being able to address by name those of all ranks, fellow comrades in arms.  Are we not an even closer brotherhood?  Lift up your eyes on high and see: Who created these?  He who brings out their host and numbers them, calling them all by name." (Isaiah 40:26)   Then Jacob asked him, "Please tell me your name."  But he said, "Why is it that you ask my name?"  And there he blessed him.  (Genesis 32:29)  Allow us then to seek God's blessings on each one by name. 

Elements of Worship 

This division outlines the setting and components of the worship service for purposes of study and development.

The Setting  

The worship context and environment consists of three elements planned and arranged well in advance of conducting the service itself: the Sunday service bulletin; symbols, color, and ministerial dress; and sanctuary design(lighting, sound, and seating.

Service Bulletin  
The Sunday worship bulletin guides worshipers in following the service.  Understandably, it is one of the most important church documents employed.  Its purpose is to list the service's order of events; present content for responsive readings, hymns, and prayers; and provide guidance on content sources and service procedures.  The bulletin, despite its mundane name, is a spiritual missive in structuring and guiding worship.

Secondarily, the bulletin provides service-related information on such matters as attendance registration, contacts for learning about and joining the congregation, child care, assisted listening devices, transportation assistance, invitation to refreshments, etc.  Other topics such as prayer requests, ministry opportunities, special events, calendar of activities, Sunday school offerings (when detailed), and the like are generally reported in separate inserts/flyers.  

Appropriate content for the Sunday service bulletin includes: 

( Attractive cover with art and scripture or other quotation. 

( Welcome message of joy and gladness to all present.

( Instructions regarding the entrance period of meditation and reflection, "Passing of the Peace," Holy Communion, signing the attendance register, and related participation guidance.

( Meditation prayer generally related to the church calendar's message. 
( Service order, preferably organized around major themes, e.g., "We Gather in Reflection and Meditation," "We Unite in Praise and Confession," "We Proclaim God's Word," "We Respond to God's Word," and "We Go Forth to Serve."  Service bulletins are increasingly being expanded to include a majority if not all congregational responses (generally printed in bold italics).  This coverage is a great aid to visitors and parishioners, encouraging participation. 

( Listing of service participants.  These credit lines acknowledge lay participants such as scripture readers, soloists, ushers, etc.  Occasionally church officers should also be cited. 

( Special descriptions and artistic designs.  The multiple elements of the service warrant occasional description.  In addition, the church calendar offers many opportunities for informative commentary and introduction of related art, liturgical colors, and symbols. 
( Sunday school offerings.  The church school's curriculum and instructors should be periodically reported.  Christian education is a vital supplement to Sunday worship and should receive all appropriate publicity and encouragement.  Train up a child in the way he should go; and when he is old, he will not depart from it.  (Proverbs 22:6) 

Renewal handout.  It is appropriate here, in association with the church bulletin, to encourage use of the Renewal handout illustrated in Appendix B.  The single sheet Renewal, distributed with the bulletin, presents scripture, sermonette, art, music, poetry, and other offerings related to a given Sunday in the church calendar.  Its content represents the best of mankind's literary and artistic response to God.  Renewal will eventually be freely available on-line, able to be downloaded and printed by congregations so disposed.  Space on the cover will be available for inserting the using church's name.  Development of Renewal is a work in progress and contributions and recommendations are encouraged.  Please write or contact the author.

Symbols, Art, Color, and Ministerial Dress 

 
Symbols, art, color, and ministerial dress are an exceptional means of communication, allowing us to see in addition to hearing and reading the Bible's message.  These and all visual means are, in a sense, enhancements of the spiritual message.  Indeed, the visible spectrum provides remarkable opportunities for interpretation and creativity.  And such signs are also one of the more readily prepared and altered elements of worship.  Be sure to observe copyrights. 
The number of Christian symbols, counting numerals, easily extends to well over fifty.  Symbols, in which "…the Infinite is made to blend itself with the Finite,"
 convey the essence of a greater, unseen reality.  We need not individually identify this wealth of material, although the temptation to do so is great for each stirs up much meaning.  For example, the presence of a single live dove
 may make a more lasting impression of the Holy Spirit’s descent at Christ’s baptism than any verbal or written description.  This is especially true among young people.  Let us see the nails of the cross, the crown of thorns, a money bag for the 30 pieces of silver, the lilies of Easter, the scepter or royal staff, as well as the more commonly displayed cross, chalice, and bread.  God works through such symbols to strengthen faith and understanding.   

In addition, the Renewal gives us opportunity to see the world's great Christian art, its paintings, icons, and frescoes, so we may also be awed by mankind's own interpretive response to our creator.  In such surroundings we are indeed in the heavenly company of saints.  Young impressionable minds especially are often more responsive to what they see than hear.  It is saddening to realize that most worshipers pass their entire lives without ever seeing such inspirational treasures, especially when all can be photo reproduced, screen projected, or otherwise made available, even distributed with the Sunday service bulletin. (See Renewal cited above, Appendix B.)  We are often remarkably provincial in this regard, evidently complacent with our immediate surroundings, however modest and mundane. 

The liturgical colors are commonly blue, suggesting purity and hopeAdvent; white, representing purity(Easter and Christmas; green, signifying spiritual growth(Epiphany and Trinity; purple, suggesting royalty(Lent; red of fire and blood(Pentecost; black of mourning(Good Friday; and less frequently gray, the color of ashes(Ash Wednesday. These colors are traditionally displayed on ecclesiastical stoles, and altar and pulpit paraments.  They may be shown in other ways such as on banners, flower colors, and selected printings, so long as their sacred meaning is honored.  Banners especially can be strikingly beautiful, dramatically depicting in symbols and words the Bible messages.  Possibly even more dramatic is the use of color in stained glass windows.  Where such works are beyond budget, window inserts of designed oiled colored paper of surprisingly high quality can be inexpensively substituted. 

 Ministerial dress
 appropriately distinguishes and sets apart the clergy, acolytes, choir members, and others assisting in the service.  It is refreshing here to see the addition of monastery robes and brightly colored stoles to the clothing attire of many clergy.  Choir gowns are less frequently varied because of cost. 

Sanctuary Design(Lighting, Sound, and Seating
Karen Lebacqz in her book, Word, Worship, World, and Wonder (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1997) tells the wonderful story of a little girl living next door who was invited to attend the wedding of the author’s friend. 

    This child was about four years old, and she had never been taken to church before.  When we walked in the door, she beheld for the first time in her life the stained-glass windows, the rich, dark wood of the pews, the white flowers decorating the altar, the gold cross, the red carpet, the high beamed ceiling, the sheer size and beauty of it all.  She stopped dead in her tracks, her little mouth formed a perfect circle, and she whispered, "Wow."  Lebacqz goes on to say that this "wow" reaction is what churches need today, awe and wonder in response to the presence and mystery of God. 

The sanctuary, God's sacred place, is seemingly the most stable element of worship.  Yet some remarkable opportunities for modifications and accents are possible, extraordinary because of their exceptional transforming power.  Just as incense pervades an entire enclosure, so also does light and sound.  These media thus have great power, often seemingly exceeding their source.  The darkened shroud of Good Friday becomes the brilliant light of Easter.  Somber quiet is replaced by jubilant praise!  This is the alpha and omega of Christian light and sound. 

Light may be dimmed or brightened according to the mood sought.  It may be focused to draw attention to the scripture reading and pulpit delivery.  When employing such dynamics, care should be exercised to avoid any impression of "theatrics."  However, the author has always found a light on the preacher in a dimmed sanctuary a strong means of focussing attention. 

Less subject to adjustment are sanctuary acoustics.  Obviously, speech should be clear and audible. There should be no "back seats" as far as hearing is concerned.  Sanctuaries "in-the-round" or in the shape of the symmetrical Greek cross allow the closest audience contact.  Long sanctuaries are best served by locating the pulpit in the middle of one side.  Barring that, delivering the sermon while striding up and down the aisle can be remarkably effective. 

Least understood and appreciated are the acoustical requirements of music.  Few realize the necessity and returns of such investment.  The interior of many modern day sanctuaries simply ruins transmission and desired reverberation by an excess of carpeting, cushions, acoustical tile, and other sound absorbent materials.  A reverberation time approaching two seconds is optimal; however, perfection in this regard escapes rigorous definition, remaining primarily a matter best judged by the ear of the beholder.  Longer reverberation times are, in fact, simply impossible in many modern structures.  What can be said is that most congregations have little understanding or regard for acoustics other than they be able to hear the pastor.  Unfortunately, there is far more to it than that, as experienced by all who have heard the wonders of music in a great cathedral. 

Congregations typically sit in long pews facing the front.  That's usually the end of it. But pews can be unanchored and realigned at a slight inward cant for a more common central focus.  Interlocking or regular chairs may be substituted for greater flexibility, even arranged in arching configurations so that attendees are more aware of each other's presence.  We know of sanctuaries where the altar has been moved from the front to the center with half the pews turned around!  Occasionally, seating may even be arranged in stadium fashion around a central altar.  The objective in each instance is to eliminate, in so far as possible, "rear" seats, subject to all the distractions that such separation entails.  We should all want to be in the front row in Jesus' presence.  Designing the best possible unifying seating arrangement is a legitimate planning responsibility. 

The Service  

The worship service brings us together in love and devotion and in praise and prayer, seeking our heavenly Father's blessings and message.  Today's service contains some very old parts, certain psalms in their original form date from possibly as early as the tenth century BC.  And some parts are quite new; for example, Amazing Grace, probably the most popular hymn in the English language, was authored by John Newton in 1779 and set to music by James Carrell and David Clayton in 1831.  And we are continuing to keep pace today, evident in Dave Brubeck's stunningly beautiful "To Hope! A Celebration" mass composed in 1979 and featured in a 2002 film.  This is all by way of saying that the worship service is a living, evolving testimony of collaboration between God and man needing continual development and refinement. 

Today's service is a composite of inter-related historical and modern parts, unified by a common allegiance and heritage.  From many orderings we identify here 15 elements warranting individual attention by service planners.  The task in every instance is to review existing practice in light of God's present guidance.  (For discussion of the special nature of contemporary service design, see Chapter 14, "New Needs, New Responses.") 

Entering 
"Called from the world, we come together."  Entrance to the sanctuary is entry into the presence of the Holy Spirit and should be conducted accordingly in reverence.  Ushers need only indicate their welcome with a nod and smile as they pass the bulletin and perhaps assist in seating.  Previous conversation and greeting should end upon entrance. 

In contrast to the sanctuary's quiet solemnity, initial greeting upon entering the church should be one of enthusiasm and joy, including a proffered handshake.  Everyone should be greeted by name.
   (The importance of name tags becomes apparent to everyone serving in this capacity.)  Visitors especially should be made to feel welcome and encouraged to remain for "coffee."  If possible they should receive a special nametag distinguishing them as a visitor. 

Reflection and Meditation 
Entering God's house one leaves the outside world behind.  The sanctuary invites people to prepare for worship in silence and meditation.  One enters into prayer seeking to draw near to God's presence in mind and spirit.  A prayer theme printed in the bulletin may well guide this personal quest.  Preparation may also be a period for self-examination.  Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts.  See if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.  (Psalms 139:23-24) 

Prelude and Postlude 
The prelude voluntary is typically a short piece of solo organ music played as an initial part of the church service, also called an introductory voluntary.  The prelude helps the congregation, seated in reflection, to turn their attention from self-examination to the community service.  

At the close of the service many congregants remain seated during the organ postlude voluntary in appreciation of the music and performing musician, to offer a closing prayer, and to gradually transform from the peace of the sanctuary to the cares of the world. 

Words of Welcome 

Following the prelude the pastor begins the service with a spiritual greeting, for example, "In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit," followed by opening words of welcome, and possibly a brief description of the present day in the church calendar.  

Music and Processionals 

"….the art of music, one of the most elevating, innocent and refining of human tastes, whose influence on the habits and morals of a people is of the most beneficial tendency."  (James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851) first major American novelist.  

Music is the heart of the congregation’s audible sensibilities and participation.  It is the major vehicle for listening pleasure and for personal celebration and communication.  Its repertoire is endless for those sufficiently skilled and more than adequate in its lesser complexities.  We list our favorites in Appendix A.  

Some may argue for culturally relevant music, others classical compositions, still others contemporary and modern designs.  A variety is perhaps most appreciated, the choice of individual selections more critical than the genre itself.  The main advice is to recognize the great range and massive amount of Christian music available, then extensively review and carefully select, striving for quality and representation.  The Worship Committee should assist the Music Director in this responsibility for it is understandably an extended task.  Selections should, of course, support the scripture lesson when possible. 
Voice and instrumentation, as with musical selections, can also be remarkably varied as skill and talent permit.  The congregational choir and organ accompaniments are, of course, the mainstay of service music.  And, for our listening pleasure, flute, trumpet, violin, and all manner of instruments increasingly grace our worship, including electric guitar and keyboard of this generation.  Also, some of the choruses of newer musical compositions can often be effectively blended into traditional settings.  What remarkable and inspiring combinations are possible!   


 We are frequently graced by an abundance of vocal talent.  We offer only these caveats.  Soloists should be instructed on diction and clarity.  Balance should be encouraged although the apparent natural abundance of sopranos suggests a major role.  However, attention should be given to cultivating all manner of voice parts and grouping.  Some intermediate ground between the dominance of soprano solos and the essential absence of, for example, male quartets should be encouraged.  The lesson here is not so much catering to our preferences, but rather building as eclectic voicing as possible.  Finally, too little advantage is taken of securing guest performers.  Many such choral groups, soloists, and musicians are honored by an invitation.  Seek them out. 


In conclusion, processions are a time for pomp and pageantry(banners, cross, candles, incense and colorful and historic vestments.   

Liturgy 
Church liturgy, the "work of the people," is a prescribed set of forms for Christian ceremonies.  The more commonly practiced liturgical elements of today's Christian services include: short pieces of music (Introit and Canticle); petitions and responses (Kyrie and Litany); spoken praises (Acclamation); praises usually sung (Gloria, Gradual, and Doxology); brief prayers (Collect); lessons (Old Testament, Epistle, and Gospel); recitation of creeds (Apostle's and Nicene); sermon meditation (Exhortation); and communion (Holy Eucharist).     

The church liturgy is a living heritage of our relationship to God, a corporate memory, if you will, that maintains and teaches the traditions of people with whom God has covenanted.  It allows us at once to both honor and derive strength from God's relationship to his people.  

Prayer 

Prayer is reaching out to God in love and faith and in his presence receiving his grace and healing power in boundless measure.  Prayer "renews a right spirit within us."  This redeeming communion with our heavenly Father is best done alone in private as Jesus advises "…go to your room and close the door, and pray to your Father, who is unseen.  And your Father, who sees what you do in private, will reward you."  (Matthew 6:6)  …and done without distractions.  "I throw myself down in my chamber, and I call in, and invite God, and his Angels thither, and when they are there, I neglect God and his Angels, for the noise of a fly, for the rattling of a coach, for the whining of a door."(John Donne, English cleric, preached in 1626.  …and with our soul on bended knee.  Come, let us bow down in worship, let us kneel before the Lord our maker.  (Psalm 95:6)  "There are thoughts which are prayers.  There are moments when, whatever the posture of the body, the soul is on its knees."  (Victor Hugo (1802-1885) French novelist, poet, and dramatist.  Silent personal prayer, humbly beseeching our heavenly Father for forgiveness and grace and quietly listening for his response, should be an essential element of all worship. 

 The need for solitude with God makes public prayer more difficult.  Matters are made even worse by long "instructional" prayers, spelling out ostensibly for God but more likely for the participants, more detail than necessary.  "Long prayers, superstition, and creeds clip the strong pinions of love, and clothe religion in human forms."  (Mary Baker Eddy (1821-1910) founder of Christian Science.  "Prayer is not asking.  It is a longing of the soul.  It is daily admission of one's weakness…It is better in prayer to have a heart without words than words without a heart."  (Mohandas K. Gandhi, Young India (January 23, 1930). 

Public prayer is susceptible to becoming simply fanciful recitation, noble to a degree, but not of oneself, expressive but without reality.  To engage in true prayer is exceedingly difficult, easier to illustrate than explain.  Only once have I have been totally taken with public prayer.  The pastor, an elderly gentleman, mounted the pulpit, leaned forward on the lectern clasping his hands tightly together.  And, with eyes tightly closed and upturned face, he prayed aloud as if his very soul was dependent, beseeching God in great earnestness and passion, seeking mercy and forgiveness, straining to reach out with all his faculties to discern God's will.  No one present could ever be convinced other than at this moment and in this place, this disciple was talking with our Lord, and through him we also.  What does this tell us?  That public prayer must be prayed with all earnestness and conviction.  That it must be stated boldly and with heart, slowly and with meaning.  And prayer must be relatively short for true meditation and intercession is emotional and draining.
 Public prayer should have the same honesty and sense of privacy as personal prayer, man alone with God.  Supporting elements include kneeling with hands clasped together eyes closed, a period of quiet preparation, simple petitions,
 heartfelt sincerity in his presence, and brief common responses.  No other conduct can so bind a congregation together as this simple act of united prayer.  Finally, and most importantly, we take responsibility and comfort in the words of Saint Paul.

Rejoice in the Lord always, and again I say Rejoice!  Let your gentleness be known to all people.  The Lord is at hand.  Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, let your requests be made known to God and the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  (Philippians 4:4-7)
Scripture Lesson 

"Let us be attentive to God's Word."  The lessons of both testaments must be accorded all sanctity and reverence.  They must however be studied rigorously so as to fully understanding their meaning.  In this way we show our love for the Scriptures.  No rote recitation here!  

Churches should be cautious about dispensing with two lessons (Epistle and Gospel, or Old Testament and New Testament).  The Old Testament is becoming almost completely unknown in too many congregations.  

Readers should be advised to consult a Bible commentary or companion volume to ensure understanding of the assigned text.  A brief parenthetical word of explanation from the reader may be called for during the actual delivery.  New readers should be rehearsed to check volume and clarity.  

Meditation 

Saint Paul writes, If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!  (1 Corinthians 9:16)

The "Spoken Word" invites belief, strengthens faith, and encourages earthly lives of love and service in our Savior's example.  It is God's gift through Christ, brought to us through his ordained messengers.  How blessed we are to have them!  We therefore approach this subject with utmost reverence, knowing we are dealing with God's true disciples.  A whole chapter, number 15, "The Spoken Word," is necessary for this task.  Here we briefly discuss the mechanical aspects of homiletics as it relates to the entirety of the worship service. 

The purpose of the sermon component of worship is to establish in our hearts and minds the true meaning of the Gospel(the saving grace of redemption, the exemplary life of Jesus Christ, and the commission of love for one another and discipleship.  So entrusted, God blesses all those preaching this message.  We can only provide human instruction, minimal in comparison to that of the Spirit.  In this context we are bold to suggest the following guidelines for effectively integrating the sermon into the body of worship: 

(1) The sermon topic should be consistent with the Lectionary lesson or otherwise properly distinguished.

(2) Sermon length should be 12 to 15 minutes as a consistent design element of the service.

(3) The sermon text and delivery should observe the principles of sound homiletics relating to substance, interest, clarity, delivery, and brevity (see Chapter 15).

(4) Preaching pastors should be responsive to congregational observations and recommendations as presented by an established pulpit advisory group.  See this chapter's "Pulpit guidance," page 13-8. 

Holy Eucharist 

Regarding this most sacred rite, we respectfully express only the need to support the very real presence of the risen Christ at his table, and to gladly welcome the participation of all.  It is a table of true transformation in which we become one with Jesus, changed through God’s grace into new persons with joyful hearts.  In the silence of partaking of the bread and wine we take comfort in his forgiving and healing power.

Announcements/Offering Collection 
Brief announcements and the offering collection are appropriately conducted immediately after the sermon delivery.  Announcements should be for emphasis rather than full delineation.  Choir renditions are commonly provided during the collection.

Passing of the Peace 


The passing of the Peace has its origins in the New Testament.  In several letters, Saint Paul urges the faithful to "greet one another with a brotherly kiss."  In the early church this affection took on a specific function in the liturgy, to visibly demonstrate that all present were one in faith and that no sin stood in the way of this unity.  Today it verifies again that we are all members of Christ's body.  In this meaning, passing the Peace is a sacred symbolism and should be so respected.  It is performed graciously and kindly with a handclasp or embrace with the words, "Peace be with you," "God's blessing," or similar spiritual favoring.   Passing of the Peace should be no mere secular greeting but a real expression of God's love for one another. 

Personal Intercessions and Laying On of Hands 

At some juncture, usually in a separate location during communion, individuals may be encouraged to kneel in prayer and supplication to receive brief words of encouragement and the physical touch of the pastor's hand.  God works through his disciples this way, through healing contact.  All the people tried to touch him, for power was going out from him and healing them all.  (Luke 6:19)  We need such contacts as a personal blessing.  Touching strengthens the Holy Spirit's presence in our lives and encourages rededication.  We need to both hear and be personally united for this assurance.  It reminds us that God is working through his disciples.  Many parishioners go their entire church lives without ever receiving personal words of gratitude, encouragement, affection, and love.  We all need such support, yet congregations and pastors seem hesitant to bestow such individual affection.  Corporate love, however abundant, is no substitute.  Oh, that Christ's love for us all would be manifest through our own kindness and love for one another.  

Personal Testimony 


One of the least employed but most moving worship elements is the public declaration of religious experience.  The congregation may be asked to respond to such questions as  "What is God saying to this church?"  "How is God speaking to you?  "What has God done for you?"  "How has God made himself known to you?"  "How do you wish to thank God?"  Individuals may be asked to stand and respond in place.  Such sharing strengthens all.  The church bulletin generally advises speakers to be succinct.     

Benediction and Closure 
"Depart in peace in love for God and one another." "Now to him who by the power at work within us, is able to do far more abundantly than all we ask or think; to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever."  "Now may our Lord Jesus Christ himself, and God our Father, who loved us and gave us eternal comfort and good hope through grace, comfort your hearts and establish them in every good word and work."  These examples typify the numerous benedictions that may close the worship service.  All may be found in pastoral texts and on the world-wide web.
For some parishioners the after-service greeting is their only personal contact with the pastor.  It should be as warm and friendly as possible, fashioning ties upon which greater involvement can be built.  Additional conversation can take place during after-service coffee, although too few pastors take advantage of this informal opportunity.

Post-service coffee is a time for Christian fellowship and bonding.  It is a time for coming together, friendship, sharing, and fraternity in Christ.  It is a time for welcoming visitors, offering congratulations, extending invitations, and expressing sympathy and gratitude.  It is a time to invite members to attend Sunday school.  Assigned greeters may also serve in promoting these interactions, being especially attentive to ensure that all are made to feel welcome.  Warm greetings should be extended in particular to visitors and those appearing to be neglected.  Appointed "hosts" can assure this hospitality. 

    � Frederick Buechner, Telling Secrets (San Francisco: Harper, San Francisco, 1991), pp. 82-86.  Quoted from Charles E. Bennison, Jr., et. al., In Praise of Congregations, Leadership in the Local Church Today (Cambridge: Cowley Publication, 1998), p. 1.


    � Adapted from Robert E. Webber's excellent chapter, "Enacting Christ in the Services of the Christian Year."  See Webber, Blended Worship: Achieving Substance and Relevance in Worship (Peabody, MA, Hendrickson Publishers, 1996), pages 118-136.


    � These examples are cited by Christopher D. Ringwald, Washington Post, December 7, 1997, in which he also recounts "…the good old days of discipline and fear, when many Catholics spent more time making sure they did not chew the communion wafer than contemplating God's presence in the Sacrament."  


    � Many of the attributes of people-oriented services described here have previously been identified and encouraged by a number of authors.  The content of this section is largely adapted from one of the strongest voices in this regard, William Easum.  See William Easum, Dancing with Dinosaurs: Ministry in a Hostile & Hurting World (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 128 pages.


    � In contrast to this strength in unity, Alexis de Tocqueville noted more than 150 years ago that American individualism not only makes "every man forget his ancestors" but also "hides his descendants and separates his contemporaries from him; it throws him back forever upon himself alone and threatens in the end to confine him entirely within the solitude of his own heart." 


    � The author has always welcomed and enjoyed the outward signs of response and enthusiasm expressed by congregational members, particularly evident in our brethren African American congregations.  What comfort and support to hear a fellow member, a brother or sister in Christ, spontaneously speak out as the Spirit encourages, not interruptive but supportive and affirming.


    � "In his religious architecture, man has always tried to bring inspiration to his spirit through an art form.  The temples, the churches, the cathedrals are designed to create a response, emotional and spiritual, that draws up from within the individual some innate need and capacity to reach upward.  Who can deny the response of the 'organism as a whole' when he walks into a Gothic cathedral with its lofty arches, its rich color and its mood of ageless and vibrant stillness?  There is the atmosphere of inspiration."  Edgar Jackson, A Psychology for Preaching (Cambridge, Harper and Row, 1961), p. 89.


    � Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) Scottish-born British historian and essayist.


    � As an aside, it is interesting to note the contrast between the abundance of living things throughout the world and in almost every human habitat, with the near total exception of such living evidence of God's creation in his own house.  It may take greater resourcefulness than I expect to maintain such living testimony


    � With regard to ministerial dress, one is reminded of the 1776 episode of Pastor/Pfarrer Henry Melchoir Muhlenberg of New Hampshire.  One Sunday morning he concluded his sermon with this unique challenge("There is a time for all things, a time to preach and a time to pray, but those times have passed away.  There is a time to fight, and that time has now come."  He then dramatically removed his clerical robe to reveal a soldier's uniform beneath.  Muhlenberg led 300 men from his congregation that day to form the "Muhlenberg Brigade" in the War of Independence.  He retired from the military in 1783 as a Major General and returned to preaching sans uniform.


    � The importance of such a gregarious remembering of names is even emphasized in our society, as, for example, "Where everybody knows your name" at the Cheers bar in Boston (NBC TV situation comedy of the same name, 1982-93).


    � Our Lord's prayer is thirty-eight words (Luke 11:2-4).  Saint Thomas Aquinas' all encompassing prayer, "Grant me, O Lord my God, a mind to know you, a heart to seek you, wisdom to find you, conduct pleasing to you, faithful perseverance in waiting for you, and a hope of finally embracing you," is equally short, 37 words.  Some great prayers are but a single sentence. "Give us the mind of Christ."  "Give us courage to live the gospel without reservation."  "Renew a right spirit within us."


    � Great prayers are always seemingly simply.  Here are some favorites.


Have you not known?  Have you not heard?  The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth.  He does not faint or grow weary; his understanding is unsearchable.  He gives power to the faint, and strengthens the powerless.  Even youths will faint and be weary, and the young will fall exhausted; but those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint.  (Isaiah 40:28-31)   


Search me oh God and know my heart; try me and know my thoughts; see if there is any wicked way in me.  Lead me in Thy way everlasting.  (Psalm 139:23-24)


"I have no idea where I am going.  I do not see the road ahead of me.  I cannot know for certain where it will end.  Nor do I really know myself, and the fact that I think I am following your will does not mean that I am actually doing so.  But I believe that the desire to please you does in fact please you.  And I hope that I have that desire in all that I am doing.  I hope that I will never do anything apart from that desire.  And I know that if I do this, you will lead me by the right road, though I may know nothing about it.  Therefore, I will trust you always, though I may seem to be lost and in the shadow of death.  I will not fear, for you are ever with me and you will never leave me to face my perils alone."  (Father Thomas Merton (1915-1968), American writer and Trappist monk.


"Lord, make me an instrument of thy peace.  Where there is hatred, let me sow love; where there is injury, pardon; where there is doubt, faith; where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy.  O Divine Master, grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console; to be understood, as to understand; to be loved, as to love.  For it is in giving that we receive; it is in pardoning that we are pardoned; and it is in dying that we are born to eternal life."  (Saint Francis of Assisi (1182-1226), founder of the Franciscans.


"Teach us, good Lord, to serve thee as thou deservest; to give and not to count the cost."  (Ignatius Loyola (1491-1556), Jesuits founder.
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