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OVERVIEW 
Liturgy and Life: A Reformed Understanding of Worship presents an un-
derstanding of worship in the Reformed tradition. Reformed worship 
is both biblical and contextual. The Word of God is the final authority 
in determining the shape of our worship, but worship also rises out 
of the life of real congregations who live within particular cultures, 
times, and places. Each congregation brings its own unique gifts to 
the worship of God. The video provides background information and 
theological reflection on the important elements of worship. It also 
demonstrates some of the variety of ways in which those elements 
"come to life" in worshiping congregations. The video and study 
guide can help viewers come to a deeper understanding and appre-
ciation of the basic structure of worship as well as a wider awareness 
of the variety of cultural expressions, styles, and musical forms in 
which that structure comes to life. 

Suggestions for use 
The video can be shown in a single session or in four sessions with 
adults and older youth in small group settings. It can be used with 
new members.with those preparing to make profession of faith, as 
the basis for a study group, or in a one- or two-day retreat setting. 
Consistories, worship committees, and other small groups interested 
in learning about worship from a Reformed perspective will also find 
it helpful. 

You can also use Liturgy and Life in conjunction with the video and 
study guide, The Meaning of Mystery: Baptism and Communion, for a 
more extensive study series on worship. 

Notes to the leader 
The leader should view the video and read the appropriate sections 
of Understanding Worship in the RCA and this study guide prior to lead-
ing each session. (Understanding Worship in the RCA is available from 
the RCA Distribution Center for $2.25US or $3.0SCDN.) 

You may also wish to have available copies of some of your church's 
recent Sunday bulletins, including examples of the orders of worship 
for some of the festival days (Easter, Pentecost, Christmas, etc.) and 
from celebrations of baptism and the Lord's Supper. Other helpful 
resources are Bibles, hymnbooks, newsprint, and markers. 
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You may want to encourage participants to record their reflections on 
worship throughout these study sessions. Participants can share some 
of their weekly reflections at the beginning of each session. 

It may also be appropriate for the group to spend some time in wor-
ship together near the beginning or end of each session. Participants 
can join in reading a psalm, singing a verse of a hymn or chorus, and 
offering prayers. 

Each session follows a similar format: 1) a brief period of introduction 
to help participants begin to think together about some aspects of 
worship; 2) viewing a portion of the video (each section is approxi-
mately six or seven minutes in length); and 3) questions for discus-
sion and reflection. There are probably more questions than can be 
adequately covered in the length of a typical session. You should be 
familiar with the questions and decide ahead of time which ones you 
want to be sure to discuss. Some of the discussion questions are based 
on excerpts from other writings, which you will need to photocopy 
and distribute to the participants. 

Worship often engenders strong feelings and strong opinions. It is 
natural for us to develop emotional attachments to particular aspects 
or styles of worship. In your role as leader it will be important to 
foster an atmosphere of openness and acceptance. You will probably 
not agree with everything that is said, but you can communicate that 
every person is valued and that each person has an important contri-
bution to make to the discussion. It may also be important to guide 
the discussion so that it does not become simply a listing of "what I 
like or don't like" about worship. Instead, help participants explore 
the deeper meanings behind their feelings. ou can also help the group 
recognize and celebrate the diversity of gifts which is our duty and 
delight to offer to God in worship. 

Background information 
The word "worship" comes from the word "worthship," which means 
worthiness. Worship is the act of acknowledging God's worth. 

God alone is worthy of our worship (Rev. 4:8, 11 ), and Scripture at-
tests to God's worthiness. In Genesis 14 we are reminded that God is 
the Most High, maker of heaven and earth. In Exodus 15 Moses and 
the people sing a song of praise after God has liberated them from 
the Egyptians: "I will sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed 
gloriously .... Who is like you?" (vss. 1, 11 ). In Exodus 19 God's majesty 
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and power are recorded in the story of Moses' experience at Mount 
Sinai. God comes in fire, smoke, and earthquake in preparation for 
giving the Ten Commandments. 

The Psalms also remind us of God's greatness. "Let all the earth fear 
the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him" (Ps. 
33:8). "O come, let us worship and bow down, let us kneel before the 
Lord, our Maker!" (Ps. 95:6). The prophet Isaiah echoes, "Holy, holy, 
holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory" (Isa. 6:3). 

In response to God's greatness, we worship. Worship is at the heart 
of the church's life. We worship because God has called us to wor-
ship. We worship because it is our deep desire to give God thanks 
and praise. In worship we lose ourselves in God's presence; and in 
losing ourselves, we find life. 

God's people of Old Testament times, Christians of the early church, 
and people today of all Christian traditions gather regularly to hear 
the Word, to share a meal, and to be sent forth with a blessing. "They 
devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers" (Acts 2:42). This basic form of 
gathering, hearing the Word, sharing a meal, and sending forth is the 
common pattern for worship in Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Prot-
estant traditions. 

Reformed liturgies trace their histories back to the early 1500s, from 
Zurich, Switzerland, and Strasbourg, France. When the reformer Ulrich 
Zwingli came to the city of Zurich there was already a preaching ser-
vice in the vernacular, as opposed to the Latin celebration of the Ro-
man Catholic Mass. Zwingli challenged the idea of the Mass as a sac-
rifice. Furthermore, for Zwingli the Lord's Supper was a memorial, a 
service of remembrance, and not a means of grace. Zwingli believed 
that preaching was the only means of grace, so the sermon became 
the focal point of the Sunday worship. The Lord's Supper was cel-
ebrated only four times a year. 

When john Calvin came to Geneva in 1536 he found an adaptation of 
the Zwinglian liturgy in use there, but he was very unhappy about the 
separation of the Word from the sacrament of the Lord's Supper. For 
Calvin the supper was not only a service of remembrance but a means 
by which God communicates his grace to us. When Calvin was exiled 
from Geneva in Strasbourg, he found the liturgy in use there more to 
his liking. By then this liturgy included a common prayer of confes-
sion (as opposed to confession heard individually by the priest), con-
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gregational singing (especially of the Psalms), a sermon, and more 
frequent celebrations of the Lord's Supper. In the Strasbourg cathe-
dral communion was celebrated weekly. 

When Calvin returned to Geneva in 1541, he replaced the Zwinglian 
liturgy with an adaptation of the Strasbourg liturgy. Although he con-
tinued to argue for weekly celebrations of the Lord's Supper he was 
unsuccessful in convincing the city fathers, and the Lord's Supper re-
mained a quarterly celebration-a practice which until recently was 
common in many congregations of the Reformed Church in America. 
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SESSION ONE: 
INTRODUCTION 

Preparation for the leader 
Preview the video. You may wish to review more closely the introduc-
tory part of the video (up to "The Approach to God"). Read pages 1 
through 4 in Understanding Worship in the RCA. Make photocopies of 
the quotes which are used as the basis for some of the discussion 
questions and of the closing reflection if you choose to use that as 
well. 

Introduction 
Choose one or more of the following questions to help people intro-
duce themselves to each other and to begin to build a sense of com-
munity among the group. It is helpful for the leader to respond first in 
order to model how to answer and to give participants time to form 
their own responses.You may also want to record answers to some of 
the questions on newsprint. 

What have been your primary experiences of worship (such as 
Reformed, Lutheran, Roman Catholic; urban, suburban, or rural con-
gregation; formal or informal) before coming to this congregation? 

Invite participants to share an experience of worship that was espe-
cially meaningful. 

What do you appreciate about worship in this congregation? 

How would you define the word "worship"? 

Video 
Show the first part of the video (approximately seven minutes). 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
1. Several people in the video said, "Worship is something that the 

people do." What does that mean to you? How is liturgy "the 
work of the people" in this congregation? 

2. What is the purpose of worship? Does worship need to "accom-
plish" something? If so, what? 
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3. Many of the biblical examples cited in the video portray a wide 
variety of expressions of emotions in worship-joy, exuberance, 
awe, lament, sorrow, anger. Read what Marva Dawn (Reaching Out 
Without Dumbing Down: A Theology of Worship for the Turn of the 
Century Culture) says about her concerns about the contemporary 
tendency to confuse praise with happiness and to limit worship 
to that which is "upbeat" and "positive" (page 8). 

What opportunities are there for expressions of other than "up-
beat" emotions in worship? Can you think of particular Scripture 
passages, prayers, hymns, or songs that help believers give ex-
pression to such feelings? 

4. What is the purpose of music in worship? What parts of the ser-
vice are more appropriately sung rather than spoken? Should 
music express a range of mood and emotion? What are some of 
your favorite hymns? What do you like best in church music? 

5. Read what Don Saliers (Worship As Theology, page 8) says about 
how the current cultural climate makes it difficult to distinguish 
between immediacy of feeling and depth of emotion over time. 

Most of us have experienced powerful emotions in worship from 
time to time, but how does worship shape our affections, atti-
tudes, beliefs, and behaviors over time? 

6. Read the quote from C.S. Lewis (page 8) about the value of repeti-
tion in worship. Do you agree with Lewis? When is repetition 
helpful? Not helpful? How can innovation in worship be helpful? 
When is innovation a hindrance to worship? 

7. Invite three people to read the following scripture passages: Isaiah 
6:1-6; Luke 24:13-35; Acts 2:37-42. What are some of the impor-
tant elements of worship described in these passages? How is 
the worship described in these passages similar to worship in 
your own congregation? How is it different? 

8. Read one or more of the four descriptions of the worship of the 
church (fromjustin Martyr, john Calvin, the RCA Companion to the 
Liturgy, and the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship, pages 9-
11 ). How do the patterns of worship described here compare with 
the pattern described in the video? How do they compare with 
the pattern of worship followed in your congregation? 
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9. Why is it important to worship in community? Can we truly wor-
ship alone? How is worshiping with an unfamiliar congregation 
different from worshiping with people you know? Does this mat-
ter? 

10. Review some of the definitions of worship which were offered by 
participants at the beinning of the session. After viewing the first 
part of the video and discussing it together, are there things you 
want to add? 

For next week 
Invite participants to record reflections about worship during the 
weeks ahead. For next week pay particular attention to the "Approach" 
part of the service. 

Closing 
To conclude the session you may want to read the closing reflection 
by Barabra Brown Taylor (page 12) and/or make photocopies for par-
ticipants and close with prayer. 
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Quotes for discussion and closing reflection 
" 'Praise' that uses only 'upbeat' songs can be extremely destructive 
to worshipers because it denies the reality of doubts concerning God, 
the hiddenness of God, and the feelings of abandonment by God that 
cloud believers going through difficult times .... !CJhurches actually do 
worship participants a disservice if their praise of God ignores life's 
harsh realities and God's presence in the midst of them. To be only 
upbeat is to be unbiblical." 

Marva Dawn, Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down: A Theology of 
Worship for the Turn of the Century Culture (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1995), pp. 88-89. 

"We live in a culture that finds it difficult to distinguish between 
immediacies offeeling and depth of emotion over time .... Thus to speak 
of how modes of prayer form in us deep emotions such as thankfulness 
and trust in God, does not mean simply 'feeling thankful' from time to 
time. Vital liturgy may certainly produce feeling states, but that is not 
the criterion for praise and thanksgiving to God .... Christian gratitude 
is not so much 'felt' or 'produced' as it is elicited in season and out of 
season. joy in the midst of tribulation, or speaking the truth in love, 
or coming to love as God loves takes time to unfold." 

Don E. Saliers, Worship As Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1994), p. 37. 

"Novelty, as such, can only have entertainment value. And !believersJ 
don't go to church to be entertained. They go to use the service, or, if 
you prefer, to enact it. Every service is a structure of acts and words 
through which we receive a sacrament, or repent, or supplicate, or 
adore. And it enables us to do these things best-if you like, it "works" 
best-when, through long familiarity, we don't have to think about it. 
As long as you notice, and have to count the steps, you are not yet 
dancing but only learning to dance. A good shoe is a shoe you don't 
notice. Good reading becomes possible when you need not consciously 
think about eyes, or light, or print, or spelling. The perfect church 
service would be one we were almost unaware of; our attention would 
have been on God. 

"But every novelty prevents this. It fixes our attention on the service 
itself; and thinking about worship is a different thing from 
worshipping .... A still worse thing may happen. Novelty may fix our 
attention no.t even on the service but on the celebrant ... .lt lays one's 
devotion waste .... pJf each form is snatched away just when I am 
beginning to feel at home in it, then I can never make any progress in 
the art of worship. 

C.S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm: Chiefly on Prayer (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace and World, 1963), pp. 4-5. 
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"On Sunday all are gathered together in unity. The records of the 
apostles or the writings of the prophets are read for as long as time 
allows. The presider exhorts and invites us into the pattern of these 
good things. Then we all stand arid offer prayer. 

"When we have concluded the prayer, bread is set out together with 
wine .... The presider then offers prayer and thanksgiving and the people 
sing out their assent, saying the "Amen." There is a distribution of the 
things over which thanks has been said and each person participates, 
and these things are sent to those who are not present. 

"Those who are prosperous give what they wish according to each 
one's own choice, and the collection is deposited with the presider, 
who aids orphans and widows, those in want because of disease, those 
in prison, and foreigners who are staying here. 

"We hold this meeting on Sunday since it is the first day, on which 
God, having transformed darkness and matter, created the world. On 
the same day Jesus Christ our Savior rose from the dead. On Sunday 
he appeared to his apostles and disciples and taught them these things 
which we present to you." 

From the Apology ofjustin Martyr, c. 150 A.O. 

"Now as far as the Lord's Supper is concerned, it could have been 
administered most becomingly if it were offered to the church quite 
often, and at least once a week. First then, it should commence with 
common prayers, after which a sermon should be delivered. Then the 
bread and wine, having been placed on the table, the minister should 
recite the institution of the Supper, after which he should expound 
the promises that are left to us in it; at the same time he should 
excommunicate all those who are excluded from it by the Lord's 
prohibition. Afterward, prayer should be offered that the Lord, with 
the kindness wherewith he has given us this sacred food, would also 
teach and prepare us to receive it with faith and thankfulness of heart, 
and in his mercy make us worthy of such a feast, inasmuch as we are 
not so of ourselves. At this time, either psalms should be sung or 

., something should be read; and in becoming order the faithful should 
partake of the most holy banquet, the ministers breaking the bread 
and giving the cup. When the Supper is finished, here should be an 
exhortation to sincere faith and the witness of the same, to love, and 
to a manner oflife worthy of Christians. At the last, thanks should be 
given and praises sung to God. When these things are ended, the 
church should be dismissed in peace. 

john Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, bk. 4, chp. 17, para. 43, 
1536 edition. 
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"The outline or order of worship is given under three headings: The 
Approach to God, The Word of God, and the Response to the Word ... .ln 
a way, the Approach is an attempt to find a liturgical answer to the 
question of Micah: "With what shall I come before the Lord and bow 
myself before God on high?" (Micah 6:6). This question, together with 
its answer, "He has told you, 0 mortal, what is good; and what does 
the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to 
walk humbly with your God?" (Micah 6:8) should play a prominent 
part in all our worship. It points us beyond our liturgy, and beyond 
the four walls within which we worship to the continuation of the 
service of God in the world. justice, mercy, and a humble walk with 
God must find their real expression in the home, in the marketplace 
and everywhere our workaday lives may take us. The liturgy seeks to 
begin this service, but its culmination must come in the establishment 
of a rhythm of worship and work as the people of God serve him in 
the world. In a very real sense, the liturgy is a rehearsal for life. It is 
the celebration of every meaningful phase of life-birth, marriage, 
work, death-all permeated by the love of God in Christ. We make 
our approach to God in order to learn God's ways so that we may 
serve God in the world. 

Garrett C. Roorda, A Companion to the Liturgy: A Guide to Worship in 
the Reformed Church in America (Half-Moon Press, 1971 ), p. 13. 
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Basic Movement of the Service for the Lord's Day 

With its focus upon scripture and sacrament, the main body of the 
service moves broadly from hearing to doing, from proclamation to 
thanksgiving, and from Word to table. 

Gathering 
The people gather in response to God's call, offering praise in words 
of scripture, prayer and song. The people acknowledge their sinfulness 
and receive the declaration of God's forgiveness. 

The Word 
Scriptures are read and their message is proclaimed. Psalms, hymns, 
spirituals, or anthems, may be sung between the readings. Responses 
to the proclamation of God's Word include expressions of faith and 
commitment, and the offering of prayers for worldwide and local 
needs. 

The Eucharist 
As hearing becomes doing, the tithes and offerings of the people are 
gathered, and the table is s.et with bread and wine. The people are 
invited to the table of the Lord. Prayer is offered in which God is 
praised for creation and providence, Christ's work of redemption is 
remembered with thanksgiving, and the Holy Spirit is invoked upon 
and in the church. The bread is broken, and the bread and wine are 
served to the people. 

Sending 
The people are sent forth with God's blessing to serve. 

Book of Common Worship for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) and 
the Cumberland Presbyterian Church (Louisville: Westminster/ john 
Knox Press, 1993). 
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Closing reflection 
"Worship is the ongoing practice of faith, and not only the practice 
but the actual experience ofit. Whether it takes place around a kitchen 
table or the carved marble altar of a great cathedral, worship is how 
the people of God practice their reliance on their Lord. Through 
liturgies of word and table-"liturgy" meaning "the work of the 
people"-we do what we were created to do. We pray, we listen to 
God's word, we confess, we make peace, we lift up our hearts, we 
hold out our hands, we are fed, we give thanks, we go forth. We 
practice the patterns of our life together before God, rehearsing them 
until they become second nature to us ... 

"We bring all of who we are to worship. It is a bodily experience and 
not one for our spirits alone. There are faces to be looked at, voices 
to be heard, hands to be touched, bread to be tasted, and wine to be 
smelled. We sing things we could just as easily say and bow when we 
say other things, some of us touching ourselves gently on forehead, 
chest, and shoulders as if we were tracing a cross. Sometimes we 
kneel, assuming a posture that is all but gone from our world- like 
troubadours, like lovers, like servants, we kneel before the Lord our 
maker and our hearts follow suit. Then we stand to sing and sit to 
listen, dancing the peculiar ballet of the people of God." 

Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life (Boston: Cowley Publications, 
1993), p. 64-65. 
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SESSION TWO: 
THE APPROACH TO GOD 

Preparation for the leader 
Review the second section of the video ("The Approach to God"). 
Read pages 5 through 9 in Understanding Worship in the RCA. Make 
photocopies of the closing reflection for participants. 

Introduction 
Begin the session by having participants introduce themselves again 
and by inviting them to respond to one or more of the following 
questions: 

What did you notice at last Sunday's worship service in the approach 
to God? What did you find meaningful in this part of the service? 
What did you especially like? 

How did the worship service begin? Is there a consistent pattern from 
week to week? 

What helps you to begin worshiping? 

Video 
Show the second part of the video, "The Approach to God" 
(approxiately seven minutes). 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
1. Near the beginning of this section of the video the narrator states: 

"Worship begins with God. We gather at God's gracious invita-
tion. We come to meet God." Do you have a sense that God has 
called you to worship? How is that expressed in the service? What 
do you feel you must do to get ready to meet God? 

2. What do you do to prepare yourself for worship? 

3. Do the worship services in your congregation usually include 
periods of silence? Is the silence helpful? How can worship pro-
vide space for us to "wait for the Lord" or to "rest in God's pres-
ence?" 
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4. Author Don Saliers observes that "much of our worship in con-
temporary American churches, Protestant and Roman Catholic 
alike, is domesticated. It is pleasant, even user-friendly, but some-
thing is missing at the heart of our practices as well as our theol-
ogy: awe in 'the presence of God." (Worship Come to . Its Senses, 
p. 20). Do you agree? How can worship better nurture a sense of 
awe in God's presence? Does a sense of awe in the presence of 
God mean that we do not experience God as a loving God? (Saliers 
says that "We move between 'It is a fearful thing to fall into the 
hands of the living God' and 'Come, my beloved'. ... Christian lit- J 
urgy flourishes when the contrast between reverence and love is 
kept alive" pp. 25-26). 

5. How does your congregation pray the prayer of confession? Is it 
spoken by all the people for the whole community? Is it silent 
and individual? Do you sometimes sing a prayer of confession? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of each? 

6. How is confession important for us both as individuals and as a 
congregation? In what sense can we offer confession to God "on 
behalf of the whole world"? 

7. Can you recall a time when the prayer of confession and the as-
surance of forgiveness were especially meaningful to you? What 
made them so? 

8. Following the confession of sin and receiving the assurance of 
God's pardon we hear the law as a guide to life lived in gratitude 
for God's grace. How can we hear God's commands as a freeing 
gift rather than as a set of constricting rules? 

9. Does your congregation include the "passing of the peace" in 
worship? ("The peace of the Lord be with you." "And also with 
you.") How does this biblical practice differ from a "good morn-
ing" welcome? Where is it placed in the order of the service? 
Why? 

For next week 
During the worship service pay particular attention to those places in 
the service where you are being addressed by God. In what ways is 
God addressing the congregation? 

If your pastor has not been a part of these sessions it may be helpful 
to invite him or her to participate next week and to talk briefly about 
the process of preparing a sermon. 

I 
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Closing 
To conclude the session you may want to read the closing reflection 
by Annie Dillard (page 16), and/or make photocopies for participants, 
and close with prayer. 
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Closing Reflection 
Author Annie Dillard writes about how we often blithely come into 
the presence of God: 

"I do not find Christians, outside of the catacombs, sufficiently sensible, 
aware of conditions. Does anyone have the foggiest idea what sort of 
power we so blindly invoke? Or, as I suspect, does no one believe a 
word of it? The churches are children, playing on the floor with their 
chemistry sets, mixing up a batch ofTNT to kill a Sunday morning .... lt's 
madness to wear ladies' straw hats and velvet hats to church; we should 
all be wearing crash helmets. Ushers should issue life preservers and 
signal flares; they should lash us to our pews. For the sleeping God 
may awake someday and take offense, or the waking God may draw 
us out to where we can never return." 

Annie Dillard, Teaching A Stone to Talk (New York: Harper & Row, 
1982), pp. 40-41. 
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SESSION THREE: 
THE WORD OF GOD 

Preparation for the leader 
Review the third section of the video ("The Word of God"). Read pages 
10 through 15 in Understanding Worship in the RCA. Make photocopies 
of the communion prayer (on pp. 14 and 15 of Understanding Worship 
in the RCA) and of the closing reflection. 

Introduction 
Invite participants to respond to one or more of the following ques-
tions. (Remember that it is helpful for the leader to go first.) 

What is your earliest memory of the Lord's Supper? 

When were you baptized and where? What do you know about 
baptism? 

What do you remember about sermons you have heard? Which ones 
stand out in your mind? What was special or unusual about them? 

Video 
Show the third section of the video (approximately seven minutes). 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
1. At what points in the worship service and in what ways are you 

addressed by God? Do we hear God's word in ways other than 
through Scripture and sermon? 

2. What does it mean to "listen for the Word of God"? Is it helpful 
for you to follow the Scripture reading in the pew Bible? Or do 
you prefer to concentrate on listening to the words? How is lis-
tening different from reading? 

3. Do you agree with the statement, "When Scripture is read very 
well, the sermon itself is nearly finished?" Why, or why not? 

4. What does it mean to say that the Word of God is a "living Word"? 
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5. The prayer for illumination is a prayer asking for the blessing of 
the Holy Spirit. Is it important to pray for the gift of the Spirit? 
How does the Holy Spirit help us as we listen to Scripture and 
sermon? Where in the service is the prayer for illumination of-
fered? Is there also a prayer following the sermon? 

6. How does preaching differ from teaching or speaking? What pro-
cess does your pastor use in preparing the sermon? 

7. What is the congregation's role in the proclamation of the Word 
of God? How can a congregation help its minister become a bet-
ter preacher? 

8. How have you received the sacrament of the Lord's Supper? 
(Served in the pew, coming forward to the table, by intinction 
[dipping the bread in the cupJ, kneeling to receive, etc.) How is 
the Supper served in your congregation? What has been mean-
ingful (or uncomfortable) about the various ways you have re-
ceived Communion? 

9. How often is the Lord's Supper celebrated in your congregation? 
RCA churches have been moving toward more frequent celebra-
tions. Why do you think this is so? 

10. The means of grace-how Christ comes to us-include the hear-
ing and proclaiming of the Word and receiving the Word in the 
sacraments. Have you thought of the sacraments as a means of 
receiving the Word of God? God's Word comes to us through all 
our senses-seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching. Which 
is most significant to you? Why? 

11. How is the celebration of the Lord's Supper remembrance? Com-
munion? Hope? (Refer copies of the Communion prayer from the 
RCA liturgy. Invite participants to identify each of these elements 
in the words and phrases of the prayer. Based on the words of the 
prayer, what are we remembering? What is the nature of our 
communion? For what are we hoping?) How can we be more 
aware of these essential aspects of the Lord's Supper? Are there 
times when one of these aspects is emphasized more than the 
others? 

12. How do the various seasons of the church year influence our cele-
brations of the Lord's Supper? Are celebrations of the Lord's 
Supper during Advent different than during Easter? Than during 
Lent? Should they be? If so, how? 
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(For a more in-depth look at the sacraments you may want to sched-
ule additional sessions using the video and study guide, The Meaning 
of Mystery: Baptism and Communion.) 

For next week 
During the worship service pay particular attention to those places in 
the service where the people are invited to respond to God. What 
kinds of responses are called for? What are some of the different 
ways we respond to God in worship? At what points in the service are 
we speaking to God? 

Closing 
To conclude the session you may want to read the closing reflection 
by Barabra Brown Taylor (page 20) and/or make photocopies for par-
ticipants, and close with prayer. 
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Closing reflection 
"While preaching and celebrating sacraments are discrete tasks, the 
two particular functions to which I was ordained, they are also 
metaphors for the whole church's understanding oflife and faith. For 
me, to preach is first of all to immerse myself in the Word of God, to 
look inside every sentence and underneath every phrase for the layers 
of meaning that have accumulated there over the centuries. It is to 
examine my own life and the life of the congregation with the same 
care, hunting the connections between the word on the page and the 
word at work in the world. It is to find my own words for bringing 
those connections to life, so that others can experience them for 
themselves. When that happens-when the act of preaching becomes 
a source of revelation for me as well as for those whose listen to 
me-then the good news every sermon proclaims is that the God 
who acted is the God who acts, and that the Holy Spirit is alive and 
well in the world. 

"Understood in this way, preaching becomes something the whole 
community participates in, not only through their response to a 
particular sermon but also through identifying with the preacher. As 
they listen week after week, they are invited to see the world the way 
the preacher does-as the realm of God's activity-and to make 
connections between their Christian faith and their lives the same 
way they hear them made from the pulpit. If the preaching they hear 
is effective, it will not hand them sacks of wisdom and advice to take 
home and consume during the week, but invite them into the field to 
harvest those fruits for themselves, until they become preachers in 
their own right. Preaching is not something an ordained minister does 
for fifteen minutes on Sundays, but what the whole congregation does 
all week long; it is a way of approaching the world, and of gleaning 
God's presence there." 

Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life (Boston: Cowley Publications, 
1993), pp. 31-32. 
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SESSION FOUR: 
THE RESPONSE TO GOD 

Preparation for the leader 
Review the fourth section of the video ("The Response to God"). Read 
pages 16 through 18 in Understanding Worship in the RCA. Make pho-
tocopies of the quotes used for the discussion questions and the clos-
ing reflection. 

Introduction 
Invite participants to respond to one or more of the following ques-
tions. 

How does our congregation respond to receiving the Word of God? 
What did you notice last Sunday? What are some of the different 
ways we respond to God in worship? 

How do you feel about the offering? Is it a central part of worship? Is 
it joyful? A duty? An opportunity for service? 

What do you call the main prayers? Prayers of thanksgiving and inter-
cession? The prayers of the people? The pastoral prayer? The congre-
gational prayer? The prayers of the church? What difference does it 
make? 

Video 
Show the last section of the video (approximately seven minutes). 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
1. How is prayer a response to God's Word? 

2. Who prays in your congregation? Who might offer the prayers? 
When the prayers are offered, is it easy to make the prayers your 
own? What helps you to personalize the prayers? What could 
help you make the prayers your own? 

3. What is included in the prayers? Does your congregation pray for 
fellow members? For other people in your community? For the 
church around the world? For the poor? For world leaders? Are 
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there concerns of yours that have not yet found their way into 
your congregation's prayers? 

4. The word creed comes from the Latin word credo, which means "I 
believe." The word credo is related to the Greek word kardia, mean-
ing heart. When we recite the creed we are saying, "On this I set 
my heart." Why do we confess our faith? Is it important to say 
what we believe? 

5. Which creeds are included in your congregation's worship? Does 
your congregation confess its faith using the words of one of the 
historical, ecumenical creeds such as the Apostles' Creed and the 
Nicene Creed? Is it important for you to confess the faith we have 
in common with Christians around the world and throughout his-
tory? Is it also sometimes important to use a contemporary creed? 

6. Is the offering a real part of worship? Is the offering presented 
(brought forward) after it is received? Does the congregation 
sing? Is there a prayer? Do you have the sense that these gifts are 
being presented to God? 

7. How important is the closing hymn in worship? What are some 
of your favorite closing hymns? What makes them your favor-
ites? Does every closing hymn need to inspire us to go out and 
serve God in the world or can the closing hymn sometimes serve 
another purpose? Can you give examples? 

8. Depending on the prevailing culture and values where you live 
and work, the challenge to continue the rhythm of worship and 
"unceasing prayer" may be formidable indeed. What suggestions 
can you offer to someone who struggles to respond to God's Word 
in a "foreign land!'? 

9. Read the quote from Father Godfrey Diekmann about worship 
and daily life. How can our daily lives "become an unfolding, a 
development" of what happens in corporate worship? 

10. Does your participation in worship make you more conscious of 
being a member of the body of Christ in the world? How does 
your experience in worship help to shape that understanding? 

11. The video includes several examples of different "charges and 
benedictions" with which to conclude the worship service. What 
are some of the charges and benedictions used in your congrega-
tion? How does the benediction (or charge and benediction) help 
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God's people live out their faith in the world? Do the words of 
the benediction stay with you throughout the week? 

12. Now that we have spent some time looking at the three parts of 
the RCA order of worship-the approach to God, Word and sac-
rament, and the response to God-which part is most meaning-
ful to you? Why? What is important to you in each of these parts? 
Does this change over time? Why might someone else value an-
other part of the service? 

Closing 
To conclude the session you may want to read the closing reflection 
by Frederick Buechner (page 24) and/or make photocopies for partici-
pants, and close with prayer. 
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Quote for discussion 
"Holiness is not something I get in the morning worship and then 
which throughout the day leaks out of me and grows ever less so that 
I must recharge myself again the next Sunday. Instead, our day, our 
day's meeting with other people, our work itself should become an 
unfolding, a development, a deepening renewal of the morning's 
mystery of love." 

Father Godfrey Diekmann, quoted by Don E. Saliers, Worship As 
Theology: Foretaste of Glory Divine (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), p. 36. 

Closing reflection 
"To worship God means to serve him. Basically there are two ways to 
do it. One way is to do things for God that he needs to have done-
run errands for him, carry messages for him, fight on his side, feed his 
lambs, and so on. The other way is to do things for God that you need 
to do-sing songs for him, create beautiful things for him, give things 
up for him, tell God what's on your mind and in your heart in general 
rejoice in him and make a fool of yourself for him the way lovers have 
always made fools of themselves for the one they love. 

"A Quaker Meeting, a Pontifical High Mass, the Family Service at First 
Presbyterian, a Holy Roller Happening-unless there is an element of 
joy and foolishness in the proceedings, the time would be better spent 
doing something useful." 

Frederick Buechner, Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC (Harper & 
Row, 1973), pp. 97-98. 
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STUDY GUIDE 
for showing the video in a single session 

Preparation for the leader 
Preview the video and read Understanding Worship in the RCA, available 
from the RCA Distribution Center for $2.25US and $3.05CDN; (800) 
968-7221. Make photocopies of the quotations which are used as the 
basis for some of the discussion questions. (The quotations are printed 
at the conclusion of each of the appropriate sections in the four-ses-
sion study guide.) Photo copy the closing reflection by Frederick 
Buechner if you decide to use it. 

Introduction 
Choose one or more of the following questions to help people intro-
duce themselves to each other and to begin to build a sense of com-
munity among the group. It is helpful for the leader to respond first in 
order to model how to answer the questions and to give participants 
time to form their own responses. You may also want to record an-
swers to some of the questions on newsprint. 

What have been your primary experiences of worship (such as 
Reformed, Lutheran, Roman Catholic; urban, suburban, or rural con-
gregation; formal or informal) before coming to this congregation? 

Invite participants to share an experience of worship that was espe-
cially meaningful. 

What do you appreciate about worship in this congregation? 

Video 
View the video (approximately twenty-six minutes). 

Questions for reflection and discussion 
The Shape of Worship 

1. Several people in the video said, "Worship is something that the 
people do." What does that mean to you? How is liturgy "the 
work of the people" in this congregation? 
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2. What is the purpose of music in worship? What parts of the ser-
vice are more appropriately sung rather than spoken? Should 
music express a range of mood and emotion? What are some of 
your favorite hymns? What do you like best in church music? 

3. Invite three people to read the following Scripture passages: Isaiah 
6:1-6; Luke 24:13-35; Acts 2:37-42. What are some of the impor-
tant elements of worship described in these passages? How are 
the worship experiences described in these passages similar to 
worship in your own congregation? How are they different? 

4. Read one or more of the four descriptions of the worship of the 
church (from Justin Martyr, john Calvin, the RCA Companion to the 
Liturgy, and the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship). How do 
the patterns of worship described here compare with the pattern 
described in the video? How do they compare with the pattern of 
worship followed in your congregation? 

The Approach to God 

1. At one point in the video the narrator states: "Worship begins 
with God. We gather at God's gracious invitation. We come to 
meet God." Do you have a sense that God has called you to wor-
ship? How is that expressed in the service? What do you feel 
you need to do to get ready to meet God? 

2. Do the worship services in your congregation usually include 
periods of silence? Is the silence helpful? How can worship pro-
vide space for us to "wait for the Lord" or to "rest in God's pres-
ence?" 

3. How does your congregation pray the prayer of confession? Is it 
spoken by all of the people for the whole community? Is it silent 
and individual? Do you sometimes sing a prayer of confession? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of each? 

4. Can you recall a time when the prayer of confession and the as-
surance of forgiveness were especially meaningful to you? What 
made them so? 

The Word of God 

1. At what points in the worship service and in what ways are you 
addressed by God? Do we hear God's Word in ways other than 
through Scripture and sermon? 
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2. What does it mean to say that the Word of God is a "living Word?" 

3. The prayer for illumination is a prayer asking for the blessing of 
the Holy Spirit. Is it important to pray for the gift of the Spirit? 
How does the Holy Spirit help us as we listen to Scripture and 
sermon? Where in the service is the prayer for illumination of-
fered? Is there also a prayer following the sermon? 

4. What is the congregation's role in the proclamation of the Word 
of God? How can a congregation help its minister become a bet-
ter preacher? 

5. How have you received the sacrament of the Lord's Supper? 
(Served in the pew, coming forward to the table, by intinction 
!dipping the bread in the cupJ, kneeling to receive, etc.). How is 
the Supper served in your congregation? What has been mean-
ingful (or uncomfortable) about the various ways you have re-
ceived Communion? 

6. The means of grace-how Christ comes to us-include the hear-
ing and proclaiming of the Word and receiving the Word in the 
sacraments. Have you thought of the sacraments as a means of 
receiving the Word of God? God's Word comes to us through all 
our senses-seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, and touching. 
Which is most significant to you? Why? 

The Response to God 

1. Who prays in your congregation? Who might offer the prayers? 
When the prayers are offered, is it easy to make the prayers your 
own? What helps you to personalize the prayers? What could 
help you to make the prayers your own? 

2. What is included in the prayers? Does your congregation pray for 
fellow members? For other people in your community? For the 
church around the world? For the poor? For world leaders? Are 
there concerns of yours that have not yet found their way into 
your congregation's prayers? 

3. Is the offering a real part of worship? Is the offering presented 
(brought forward) after it is received? Does the congregation sing? 
Is there a prayer? Do you have the sense that these gifts are being 
presented to God? 
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4. Read the quote from Father Godfrey Diekmann about worship 
and daily life. How can our daily lives "become an unfolding, a 
development" of what happens in corporate worship? 

5. Now that we have spent some time looking at the three parts of 
the RCA order of worship-the approach to God, Word and sac-
rament, and the response to God-which part is most meaning-
ful to you? Why? What is important to you in each of these sec-
tions? Does this change over time? Why might someone else 
value another part of the service? 

Closing 
To conclude the session you may want to read the closing reflection 
by Frederick Buechner (page 24), and/or make photocopies for par-
ticipants, and close with prayer. 
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