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Genesis Talk 7 – Liturgy and Communion
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Good evening and welcome once again. Tonight’s talk is about worship – Have you ever wondered why we do what we do in church? Why do we sing hymns – why do priests where strange clothes, why do we have priests at all?  Why is Sunday the day of Christian worship? Why do some churches celebrate Mass and others have Holy Communion. Why do we need to worship at all, is it not enough simply to believe?
I hope to answer some of those questions tonight. I am going to talk about the different ways people worship and then move to talking about all the different services you will find at a church like St. John’s. Lastly we are going to have a reasonable look at the central act of Christian worship – holy communion. 

Heston[image: image2.jpg]



But let us start near a beginning. I know this looks like a long way off from what goes on in St. John’s but really what Charlton Heston is carrying is important in thinking about worship.

On his tablets are written the 10 commandments, sometimes known as the Decalogue. What is interesting is that we often think about the later ones; do not kill, do not commit adultery, do not covet. But the first one, in fact the first four all deal with God and worship. 

Here they are. 
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The Decalogue appears twice in the Bible, once in Deuteronomy. The other time it pops up is in Exodus. The two lists are  basically the same, although there are small differences between them.  
This comes from Deuteronomy.
In summary these are: you should only have one God, you should not worship idols, you should not take God’s name in vain, and you should keep the Sabbath day holy.
Interestingly there is no command to worship, it is simply understood.

At the very least, the 10 commandments remind us that we should be careful about what and how we worship. The point is that we all worship – even if we think we don’t.
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Here is a great image, at least if you have some English blood in you. This is Martin Johnston holding up the rugby World Cup in 2003. England had just beaten Australia 20-17 in Australia. A sweet day for England,  not been too many since. 
But now look at this.
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The crowds are bit different, but essentially what is going on is not that different. What the priest is holding is a Monstrance (a highly decorated object that contains the consecrated bread from a service of holy communion)and the  people bow down before it. The service where this happens is called Benediction and Exposition and seems about as far away from Martin Johnston as you could possibly get. 
But I wonder.

Both teams dress up for the occasions. Both have an object of reverence, both have heroes and both have elaborate rituals around what is going on. Both sing hymns. (Jerusalem at the Word Cup)
You have to choose carefully what and how you worship. Idolatry, the worship of that which is not God was the first thing forbidden on those tablets of stone.
We have been worship things for a truly long time. In the Bible we hear of Noah. 
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The first thing Noah did once getting out of the ark , so the story says, was to slaughter one of the animals that he had saved from the flood. This picture comes from the roof of the Sistine Chapel, which was painted by Michelangelo. Noah is the bearded man in the middle. We often picture Noah taking in the animals two by two, in fact that was the case for the unclean animals. Animals that he could slaughter he took in seven pairs.
Animal sacrifice was a big part of early worship but later with the coming of the prophets it was criticised.  Jesus quoting the prophet Hosea says ‘I desire mercy not sacrifice’ 

Today many will still refer to their acts of worship as a sacrifice of praise.

And how diverse that sacrifice of praise can be. The range of Christian worship is truly huge. What we do at St John’s is somewhere in the middle of a vast body of worship. 
If you head to the West Coast of Scotland you will find small churches that are very conservative in their outlook. One of the most well known is the Free Church of Scotland (so called Wee Frees). Their worship is very formalised and their singing is amazing. These churches sing the psalms from the bible to simple chants –and that is all they will sing. I cannot find any to play to you but it would sound something like this.
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This is Gloucester Cathedral Choir from England singing Psalm 14.

But if we were to move further south, say to South of America, we might find music like this: 
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Gospel Music has become almost so mainstream that we forget it is music of praise to God.

This is “It’s Jesus in me”
So what goes on at St. John’s – where does St. John’s fit in the spectrum of worship?
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One thing to note, and this may be the only real surprise I have in store tonight. Liberal churches tend to be more conservative in terms of their worship. You may have noticed that the clergy at St. John’s usually wear white collars  (they are made of plastic) and that when we take services we dress up in fancy dress. This is typical of more liberal churches. 
One of the really confusing things about a church like St. John’s are all the different clothes we wear for services. I’m not going to go through what each of them is called but tell you where they come from. The early church wore clothes for worship that were the equivalent of office clothes of their day (the black cassock was a coat, the chasuble a kind of poncho) and over time styles have changed but the church retained it. 
Well what goes around comes around. Compare these two. 
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The key thing that really distinguishes what is often called ‘high worship’ is the amount of ritual in the service. 
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The rituals can also be a rather dull and dangerous thing but ritual itself can also be a profound way to remember something. They can also be an ideal way to learn a new habit.

I remember being quite intimidated when I first started going to church. I would see people cross themselves, kneel down in a particular way (called a genuflection) and standing, sitting or kneeling at very precise moments. I used to think I was showing myself up by not knowing what was going on, and that somehow that was bad. Of course I was showing myself up but does it really make a difference? Well of course not. Here is a tip though. At a big service don’t look at the person leading the service to know what to do, take a look at one of the other priests, maybe the preacher. Follow them and you will be fine. Don’t simply follow the person in front of you, that is what causes the Mexican wave effect. For your information when we expect people to stand or sit is printed in our service books.
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What the church has done is to ritualise our behaviour and group together our experience, into what the church hopes are helpful services. Here is a very quick run down of them.
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From early on in the Christian faith monks and nuns would pray at set times of the day. If you remember last week Matt was talking about how the Imam of the Kowloon mosque, like other Muslims would pray five times a day. I know this is not a competition but some Christians used to pray  8 times a day at set hours, these prayers were collectively known as the office. You might sometimes hear a priest say ‘I am off to say my office’ what he means is that he is going to say one the set prayers.


Some monks and nuns like the early Christians  still pray the full office. They are 
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· (at dawn) Matins 

· (at dawn) Lauds 

· (at ~6 AM) Prime 

· (at ~9 AM) Terce 

· (at Noon) Sext 

· (at ~3 PM) None 

· (at sunset) Vespers ("Evening Prayer" or "Evensong")

· (at bedtime) Compline 
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In the 16th Century Thomas Cranmer combined these, in the Book of Common Prayer, to just two; Mattins and Evensong. Priests are encouraged to say these every day in church. Not many of us do. But each Sunday you will find both at St John’s. Also Compline, the late office, is making something of a comeback. It is a lovely set of quiet prayers that closes off the day.

In addition to Mattins and Evensong, all Anglican Churches will have services of Holy Communion. 
Holy Communion is in many respects the central act of Christian worship. It is so important that it goes under various names, the Mass, the Lord’s Supper, and the Eucharist are all common ones. We use the term Eucharist here at St John’s  - it comes from the Greek word for giving thanks. 
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The Holy Communion service is itself an extension of a  Jewish Service. What Christians are doing at the Holy Communion is re-enacting the meal that Jesus had with his disciples on the night before he died; the  Passover meal. What Jesus did when he celebrated the Passover was re-interpret it by placing himself at its sacrificial heart. The Eucharistic Prayer (that is the prayer of thanksgiving at the centre of the service), repeats the words that Jesus was recorded to have said on that night. Holy Communion is so central to our worship that I will come back to it in a while. 
Let us press on with other services:

All Christian churches welcome people in to the life of the church through the service of baptism.

Baptism[image: image17.jpg]



Baptism has Jewish origins. We trace baptism to the one administered to Jesus by John the Baptist. Christian Baptism is a re-enactment of that baptism. This is painting by El Greco – full of symbolism.
The service of Confirmation was originally the end part of the baptism service, but over time it became a completely separate service. It involves the promise of the gift of the holy spirit and the blessing of a bishop. For those who were baptised as babies, like myself, and who have no recollection of that great day, Confirmation allows us to make our own statement of faith. That is what you may choose to do on Dec 11th.

Christian services have not only arisen to mark the hours of the day but also the great moments in life and death. There are marriage services and also funeral services. You can open up prayer books and find prayers for almost any occasion. Bishops bless motorways, homes and warships.

Over time, a group of these services have become very important and collectively have become known as sacraments. These are sacred services which Christians believe God works in a particular way. In all there are seven sacraments. 

The Eucharist, Baptism, Confirmation and Marriage are all considered sacramental services. In addition healing services, ordinations and confessions are also thought to be sacraments.
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The most common definition of a sacrament comes from Saint Augustine who defined them as being ‘outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual grace’ The idea is that at each of these services there is an outward sign that either symbolizes or actually effects an inward working of God in your life. 
At baptism, for example, the outward sign is the water being poured over the head, the inward grace is the in-dwelling of the Holy Spirit.

One of the big divisions in the worldwide church is over what happens in the sacraments. Most protestant churches hold that these things are signs of symbols of God’s work. Catholic churches hold that God is really present in and through the sacrament. People fought to the death at the reformation over that distinction.
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From a liberal perspective I would say the bread and wine at the Eucharist stay bread and wine even after I or any other priest prays over it. I don’t believe in transubstantiation, the idea that the bread really changes. But I do believe God works through these services and that the symbols are truly important. 

For me symbols are deeply important and powerful, they help communicate the beyond-ness and nearness of God at the same time – as humans we need symbols to make any sense of the mystery of God. We also need them on a human level. It is hard sometimes to talk about love, many find it is easier to ‘say it with flowers’  as Interflora reminds us.
So if what we wear and how we stand is not that important, although we often make it out to be, what is at the heart of worship?
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At the heart of any act of real Christian worship is the idea that through worship we come to know God more really and more deeply.  That is the crux of it. It is not simply that we are doing something because it is fun, although in a real sense it should be. We worship because God is known through worship. 

It is because worship deals with God that there is some caution about the way we do it, those silly clothes are, in a way, an expression of our conservatism in this area. Having them is a recognition that what we are doing is important and that we change things cautiously.

At the heart of any act of worship is a meeting with God. I bet there are times when that is not true for you. There are certainly times when God seems awfully absent when I am worshipping. My mind is on the other things of life, but then I need to recognise that the fault lies with me, and not because the priest at the front or the preacher is not terribly good. 

Here’s a quote from a fairly defensive priest, but I suspect it is true all the same:
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If our worship is dull, it is not because of any lack of showmanship on the part of the clergyman or of musical virtuosity on the part of the organist or the choir, but because the participants (and perhaps even the leader?) have lost their sense of being swept up into the living purposes of an almighty God

I remember Stephen Sidebotham talking about this. He said don’t ask the preacher to preach a better, or more interesting sermon, pray for it. In the praying you might end up listening better.

In a sense the music, and the priest at the front are almost meant to be invisible - a window on to the transcendent. That is another reason why each week we wear basically the same clothes. Not to say look at me, but to say don’t look at my clothes, they are not important. Imagine what it would be like if each week we were wondering whether the priests suit was from Armani or Prada?
Holy Communion
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This is an Asian painting of one of the most famous scenese from world history, the Last Supper. 
To finish this talk I am going to give you a five minute run down of a Holy Communion service - simply to see its shape. 

We start by gathering together.

We say “hello” in a Christian way to each other ‘The Lord be with you’

We might sing a hymn

We might say a prayer of preparation.

We will also confess our sins. We do this not because we want to grovel but because God is willing to offer forgiveness. We all make a muck up of life and it is good to start afresh each week.

We will then hear readings from the Bible and listen (I use that word optimistically) to the sermon. This is all called the Liturgy of the Word and it include the prayer that people offer for our current concerns.

Then the service changes gear, so to speak.

We stand and share Christ’s promise of peace. This is something people either hate or love.

This sharing of peace comes before, though it used to come after the great central prayer . The Eucharistic Prayer. In fact there are lots of Eucharistic Prayers. Churches around the world construct their own and we at St. John’s use about 8 of them. But each prayer does the same thing. It is a prayer that re-tells what God has done, and re-enacts the words that Jesus used at the last supper. It then asks for God’s blessing on the bread and wine and us, the people who will eat and drink it.

This is the very heart of the service. It is good to know that the very central act of worship that Christians offer is a thank you to God. 

This great prayer of thanks is then followed by the Lord’s Prayer and then the distribution of the bread and wine.

The service then ends with prayers to get us on our way. 
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A Eucharist can be celebrated in about 25 minutes using our modern rites. With hymns and a sermon it can last just over an hour. In other church traditions such as the Orthodox Church the service can last over 4 hours. It simply depends on how much you want to add in. What you cannot do is change its shape. There will always have to be a saying sorry, a reading from the Bible and the prayer of thanksgiving. 

What is profound, I think, is that this service, this saying “Thank you” to God is one that is so universal. Dom Gregory Dix, an Anglican liturgist from the previous century wrote this about the Eucharist – it is a fitting way to end a talk about liturgy and what happens in churches.
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Was ever another command so obeyed? For century after century, spreading slowly to every continent and country and among every race on earth, this action has been done, in every conceivable human circumstance, for every conceivable human need from infancy and before from infancy and before it to extreme old age and after it, from pinnacles of earthly greatness to the refuge of fugitives in the caves and dens of the earth. Men have found no better thing than this to do for kings at their crowning and for criminals going to the scaffold; for armies in triumph or for a bride and bridegroom in a little country church... — one could fill many pages with reasons why men have done this, and not tell a hundredth part of them. And best of all, week by week and month by month, on a hundred thousand successive Sundays, faithfully, unfailingly, across all the parishes of Christendom, the pastors have done this just to make the plebs sancta Dei — the holy common people of God 
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� The Paradox of Worship -  Michael Perry (p.21)





