
Let Us Worship God 

Worship in the Life of the Gathered Community 
 
It is because Christian worship is inherently corporate that the community gathers. Part of the need to 
worship is the need to share the experience with others.  Meister Eckhart said, “There is no such thing as my 
bread, only our bread.”  Only in community can we become aware of Christ’s presence in the world; alone 
we will remain unaware and swallowed up by the culture. 
 

Although we commonly speak of the “weekend” as Saturday and Sunday, we need to remember that 
Sunday is the first day of the week.  Our culture places Monday at the beginning of the week and Sunday at 
the end. But the Sunday-is-the-end-of-the-week attitude compromises the importance of Sunday in the 
week’s rhythm.  Sunday then becomes part of the weekend, an extra day to do what we want, a day of 
relaxation and putting our feet up with the Sunday paper or televised sports.  Other things may seem more 
important, and worship may be perceived as only one of the many offerings of the weekend that we can 
take or leave. A quite different attitude is implied when we recognize Sunday as the first day of the week, a 
day of preparation and looking ahead. 
 

The impact of these two very different attitudes toward worship is that when the mindset of Sunday-is-the-
end-of-the-week prevails, we tend to be passive in worship, looking for comfort more than challenge, being 
spectator more than participant. When we understand Sunday to be the first day of the week, however, we 
come to worship with expectancy, looking for God to strengthen and empower us, to give us direction for 
our lives. This means that we come to worship, not really on our own initiative, but because we are 
answering God’s call for a people to respond in praise and obedience.  Worship is the “hub of the wheel” 
around which all of the activities of life revolve.   
 

Like music, worship should flow, that is, it should progress gracefully from one part to the next.  Although 
designing a good flow is to some extent an intuitive process that differs with every service, using the same 
good basic order every Sunday, with flexibility, is an excellent start.  Different denominations name the parts 
differently, and the order varies somewhat, but the structure is surprisingly similar: 
               

The community gathers in praise and thanksgiving to God, 
through such things as instrumental music, a greeting or call to 
worship, an opening hymn and prayer. A general act of confession 
and pardon may also come here.  

 

The community listens for the Word of God, through the prayer for 
illumination, the scripture readings, psalms sung, and preaching.  The 
children’s sermon, if any, should go here. 

 

The community responds to the Word of God. An invitation to 
discipleship or denominational creed, such as the Apostles’ Creed, 
may provide an opportunity to affirm the Christian faith. The Sacra-
ments of Baptism & the Lord’s Supper provide a similar opportunity. 
Marriage, ordination and installation of officers, commissioning for 
service, life's transitions, prayers for the people, and offering should 
follow such affirmations of faith.   

 

The community is sent into the world to live as God’s people.  
This may include a commission (or “charge”) and a blessing (or 
“benediction”), and usually an appropriate closing hymn.   

Who is responsible for worship in 
our church? 
 

In a local church of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA), the session shall make 
provision for the preaching of the Word, 
celebration of the Sacraments, prayers 
of the people, and praise in song. 
Session is responsible for occasions, 

days & times, places, furnishings and 
over-all program of music.  Minister is 

responsible for the selections of 
Scripture, preaching, prayers of the 
people, selection of hymns, and other 
creative art forms (e.g., drama or 
dance). Sequence and proportion of 
elements, hymnals and bibles and 
participation of its people in worship 

is the responsibility of the session with 
the minister. 
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The Community Gathers in Praise to God 
               

The beginning of worship is important. Instrumental music, the program and the worship space create 
expectations for worship before any words are spoken. The pulpit, table and baptismal font are arranged in 
a way that suggests the centrality of Word and Sacrament.  The table is always the Lord’s Table, so the table 
is set with chalice and plate to make its purpose clear. 
 

Oftentimes the first words of worship are the call to worship.  It includes a specific invitation to worship God 
together, for example, “Let us worship God.”  In the call to worship, a leader may address the people, or the 
leader and the people speak responsively.      
 

The opening prayer, also called the invocation, is used at the 
beginning of worship.  Except on special occasions, the opening 
prayer should be brief. A Disciples of Christ manual suggests, “The 
opening prayer acknowledges the presence of God with the 
worshipping community and asks that those gathered may be 
open to the Spirit, Word, and action of God in the service.” 
 
 

Words to Sing 
 

Hymns are essential to worship. The refrain of a hymn can run 
through our mind in the midst of our daily routines, serving as a 
reminder of God’s presence.   
 

The pastor has the responsibility for selecting the hymns.  The 
reason is obvious: the one responsible for proclaiming the word in 
a sermon will know the theme to be supported by the hymns.  It is 
helpful for the minister to do this with the musicians and the choir, 
if there is one.  Since it is the function of the choir to lead the 
congregation in singing, it can be inferred that “the congregation 
itself is the true choir.” 
 

The task of worship planners is not only for how a particular hymn 
fits into worship, but also for the congregation’s participation.  In 
general, the congregation will accept one less familiar hymn per 
service, if they can also sing familiar hymns. The issue is whether 
we must devote most of our attention to learning new things or 
whether we have the opportunity to forget ourselves and praise 
God. 
 

Days and Seasons 
 

The church calendar is concerned with worship.  The Church Year 
organizes the year around the biblical and historical experiences of 
God’s people.  The basic outline of the year is simple. There are two 
major holy days in the life of Christ: Christmas and Easter. Each is preceded by a period of preparation.  
Advent is the four Sundays before Christmas. Lent is the forty days (not counting Sundays) before Easter. 
Pentecost is forty days after Easter, celebrating the pouring out of God’s Spirit and the birth of the church.   
 

The experiences of the Church Year take us on a journey of sorts, although we always end where we begin 
again. The image for this journey is that of a tree, for we are like “a tree planted by streams of water” (Psalm 
1.3; 52.8; Jer 17.8). So each time we cycle through the Church Year, we add another ring of growth, as we 
mature into the like-ness of Christ (Ro 8.29).    

 

Advent: what do we do with the 
advent wreath? 

The advent wreath visually marks the 
tie leading up to Christmas and 
symbolizes the increasing light as 
Christ draws near to us. Over the 
years, some have attached particular 
meanings to individual candles, such 
as shepherds, angels, wise men or 
hope, faith, love and joy. More 
important than any direct correlation of 
candle to "meaning," however, is our 
growing anticipation of Jesus' birth. 

In particular, many folks worry about 
when it is appropriate to light the pink 
candle. Wreaths often come with three 
purple, one pink, and one white 
candle, generating untold anxiety 
about following the proper instructions. 
The tradition of the pink candle, 
however, is a recent introduction to 
Protestant practice, and it can obscure 
the regular progress of the four 
Sundays of Advent. The pink, or rose-
colored, candle is an imitation of a 
Roman Catholic practice that is only 
required of churches in Rome itself.  

So the answer is: if you have a pink 
candle, you may light it on the third 
Sunday. But it is just fine to have four 
purple candles, each marking a 
Sunday in Advent, with the white 
Christ candle in the center, to be lit on 
Christmas Eve. 
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Changing seasons in worship may be marked as are the changes of the seasons in nature.  Each of the 
seasons and many of the days have colors assigned to them that have symbolic value.  Paraments are often 
used to display the seasonal colors on the pulpit lectern.  The Presbyterian Church (USA) uses the following: 

 

SEASON        LITURGICAL COLOR               SYMBOLIZING 

 

ADVENT                   Purple             Repentance /Preparation 
 

CHRISTMAS                  White                    Work of Christ 
 

LENT                   Purple               Repentance/Suffering 
 

EASTER                   White                 Brightness of Christ 
 

PENTECOST                   Red           Fire of Holy Spirit 
 

DAYS after PENTECOST                Green                  A Time of Growth 

 

The Community Listens for the Word of God  
 

In the order of worship described earlier (see bottom of page 1), the service moves rapidly to the reading 
and interpretation of scripture.  Many churches have become accustomed to having the sermon come very 
near the end of a service, followed only by a closing hymn, blessing, and instrumental music.  Oddly enough, 
that pattern is a remnant of revival services that left their mark on worship in the United States.   
 

To some, recovering a response to the gospel (such as prayers of the people, hymn of worship, or offering) 
seems to make the sermon less important, since we may not leave with the words of the sermon echoing in 
our minds.  The reverse, however, is also true; by responding in some way to the sermon, we witness to the 
grace and the challenge of the gospel and move toward integrating that witness into our lives.  On the other 
hand, it is best to keep the responses simple than to multiply forms of response.   
 

Planning for worship begins with the Word.  The biblical text is the starting point.  Consulting a lectionary is 
often helpful. A lectionary is a calendar of Scripture readings for the entire year, which occurs in three year 
cycles using the Gospels—Matthew Year A, Mark Year B, and Luke Year C. The Common Lectionary provides 
for each Sunday readings from the Old Testament, Epistles, and Gospels, one or more of which will inspire 
the sermon.  Psalms are also provided, not as preaching texts, but as resources for worship.  The readings 
complement each other, focusing on common themes.   
 

The primary purpose of a lectionary is to assure that most of the major biblical themes will be considered 
over a three year period.  Another advantage is that it allows for advance planning. The disadvantage is that 
a lectionary can be followed too closely and without imagination. It is important for those who decide to 
follow a lectionary to feel free to ignore it from time to time in favor of passages that speak to immediate 
needs.  Preaching is a witness to God, who is present in all life, seeking us in love and calling us to live lives 
of love and justice.  Love often fails, and injustice is powerful; thus, preaching must name our human 
dilemmas honestly and bring both good news and challenge.   
 

 

What is Christening and how does it relate to baptism? 
 

The term "christening" comes from an Old English word meaning "to dedicate to Christ." It has the primary meaning now of 
baptism, with the secondary meaning of naming. In its oldest sense the term "christen" is in keeping with a Christian 
understanding of baptism: both of them refer to the act of welcoming a person into the new life of Christ. The impression 
often given is that this is the celebration of the birth of the child, rather than of its sacramental rebirth in Christ."  So one 
problem with the term "christening" is that it has come to have the sense of a private event of welcoming the child into a 
human family, rather than the church's engrafting that person into the body of Christ.  In sum, "christening" in its original 
sense is a suitable term to use as a synonym for baptism. Because of its more recent implications of a private family 
naming ceremony, however, it has become a problematic term. For that reason, Presbyterians are better off avoiding the 
word "christening" unless they are prepared to reinterpret it for the listener. 
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The Community Responds to the Word of God 
 

Worship is the unifying factor in the church’s life.  Consider this: Worship is the one thing that most people of 
a congregation do together.  Worship prompts us to care for all God’s creation.  Therefore, a vital aspect of 
the life of any congregation is the way in which the members care for one another.  ‘Hearing the Word’ means 
‘enacting that Word’ in all of life’s relationships.  Mutual caring is the responsibility of all members of the 
community. Even when special skills are needed, pastoral care is never the sole responsibility of the minister.   
 

Greeting one another prior to and after worship (“working your turf”) plays an important role in community.  
From the time members get out of their cars, anyone who gets within ten feet of them is on their turf—and 
the members are responsible for them.  Congregations work their turf best if their leaders are called ‘hosts’ 
instead of greeters and people are treated as ‘guests’ rather than visitors. Greeters simply greet; hosts, on 
the other hand, assume responsibility for their guests throughout the Sunday morning experience.  They 
may even invite their guests to lunch after worship.     
 

No one can read scripture without recognizing the ‘giving nature’ of God.  Since we are created by a God 
who gives, we have an inherent need to give.  Giving is as much a part of who we are as the need to be 
accepted and the need to find meaning in life.  We reach our potential by sharing life, not hoarding it.  The 
fulfillment of life comes through many forms of giving known as ‘stewardship.’ How we care for the worship 
space, for example, tells something of the quality of our stewardship.   

The Community is Sent into the World to Live as God’s People   

The words that end worship serve two purposes.  First, they charge the people to live faithfully as Christians 
in the world.  Members respond to God's call to discipleship through the ministries of God's people in and for 
the world.  Members express concern for one another and for their ministry in the world, as they greet and are 
greeted, as they welcome visitors, as they seek and offer forgiveness, as they exchange the peace, as they 
express concerns, etc., as they offer prayers, as they apply God's Word to daily life, interpret the mission of the 
church, give witness to faith and service, as they make and renew covenants, as they are commissioned for 
specific ministries.  
 

Second, the closing words of worship send people out with a blessing in God’s name. A commission (or 
“charge”) encourages people to live as Christians in the world.  It is a last-minute reminder of who we are, 
whose we are, and what we are to be and do.  It is coupled with the blessing (or “benediction,” a word that 
means blessing), reminding us of God’s love, grace, and saving power.   
 

 

Do Flags Belong in Church? 
 

The Church is universal, transcending any one nation, since people of every nation on earth are embodied in the church of 
Jesus Christ. We affirm this each time we sing "In Christ There Is No East or West . . . no South or North." The use of a 
flag of any one nation tends to conflict with this conviction of the universality of the Christian faith. For this reason, the 
display of a national flag in a place dedicated to the worship of God is discouraged by many church leaders.  It is 
important to note that the established code for placement of the American flag is basically a military rule, and is secular in 
nature. It is not binding for civilian use. The military rule designates the place of honor at the speaker’s right if the flag is on 
a platform or chancel. 
 
If a church intends to display flags, how should they be displayed in light of the Christian profession of supreme allegiance 
ascribed to God?  The General Assembly of the former United Presbyterian Church of North America in 1955 acted on an 
overture concerning flag display.  Since there is such a divergence in the use and placement of most symbols in the 
sanctuary, and since there is no rule or directive in The Book of Government and Worship on the matter of the placement 
of flags and symbols, we believe that it therefore becomes the matter of each Session to determine for itself the mode and 
manner of displaying flags within the sanctuary.  Since we profess God as sovereign, claiming our highest allegiance, and 
since God’s realm extends beyond the bounds of any one nation, embracing all nations, it is preferable that no national 
flag be displayed in a Christian place of worship. 
 

 


