UNLOCKING THE MYSTERIES OF WORSHIP

         April 27, 2008

Part 2 in our series on worship




Pastor Mark Nieting
How can you tell a Lutheran at a “Star Wars” convention? When someone says, “May the force be with you,” the Lutheran responds, “And also with you!” Funny, maybe, but these little, almost casual and spontaneous statements became parts of worship Christian worship way back during the 3rd and 4th centuries….things like the responses to the Gospel (“Praise to You, O Christ), the Kyrie (Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy) and the Sursum Corde (Lift up your hearts, We lift them up to the Lord). It’s hard to imagine worship at ANY time without the Lord’s Prayer, but it wasn’t until the 3rd century that Christians began to use it regularly. 

By the year 325 there were several million Christians and even though Christianity still wasn’t “legal,” most of the persecutions had stopped and it became possible for groups of Christians to gather publicly. Once Constantine “legalized” Christianity in 313, great churches were built and decorated beautifully. Processions and pageants were held regularly as part of worship, and we still draw strength from the cross as it passes us in worship. Incense was used on a frequent basis, as were flowers in church, candles, communion vessels made of gold and silver, and elaborate vestments and altar decorations. 

As fascinating and impressive as all these sorts of things are, it’s important to remember that they are largely external in nature. They are designed purely to point us to Christ and what God has done for us through Him. Worship, when all is said and done, isn’t about us and what we like or don’t like, worship is all about GOD, who created us to worship Him. It’s about what GOD likes. It’s what GOD wants. It’s about Christ, who saved us. That IS the core of worship. There is a song titled, “The Heart of Worship,” by Matt Redman. A quick quote: “When the music fades, and all is stripped away, and I simply come, longing just to bring something that will bless Your heart. I’ll bring you more than a song, for a song in itself is not what you desire. You search much deeper within, through the way things appear, You’re looking into my heart.” (Matt Redman c1997 Kingsway’s Music) 
There’s a story behind this song. The people in Matt’s church had gotten so involved in what THEY wanted in worship and what would make THEM feel good that they began to argue with each other over which form of worship was best. All the sniping and griping got rather ugly, so much so that the pastor put his foot down and stopped it all. For a while, when they gathered, it was worship at the basic level: no music, no singing, no liturgy, just God and His people gathered to read Scripture, confess their sins, receive His forgiveness, and go to Him in prayer, seeking that He would direct them into attitudes about worship that would be pleasing to Him……all because worship is about what’s in our hearts!
In the Easter Season, and as Easter people, we are FILLED with the joy of the resurrection of Christ. (He is risen indeed!) This year we celebrated Easter on what date? March 23! Next year it won’t be until April 12! Why is that? And why do we use the color WHITE on Easter and Purple during Lent? Who decides on what Bible readings to use on a particular Sunday? Why does the church year start the Sunday after Thanksgiving? Have you ever wondered WHY?
To unlock these and other riddles of worship, let’s return to those thrilling days of yesteryear, about 300 years after Jesus ascended into heaven….. an event the church celebrates THIS Thursday, by the way. Despite occasional local persecutions, Christianity was THRIVING. People were baptized after they learned about Jesus, about the Lord’s Prayer and about Communion. Worship, now held on Sundays (see Revelation 1:10) because it was the day of the resurrection, involved singing of songs about Jesus, chanting Psalms, long prayers and Scripture. They joined together for meals of fellowship, the same thing we still do to this day!
The SERMON, sometimes over an hour long, developed in the 4th and 5th centuries under teachers like Athanasius, Augustine, John Chrysostom, Basil and Jerome. During that time the “Roman” or western churches began to worship in Latin as opposed to the Greek language of the eastern churches. Since our Lutheran worship is descended from the Roman church, I’m going to focus more on this history rather than the Greek, Syrian or Coptic churches of the East. 
By the 5th century, written liturgies for worship were circulated from church to church, the point being to “knit” the church together across the country. Since many people didn’t know how to read, and since printing presses hadn’t been invented, people MEMORIZED these liturgies, just like we often do today. Churches used the same prayers, “collected” for the particular Sunday….which is why we call them “collects” aka “the prayer of the day.”  It’s a great reminder that worship is about God, and God transcends cultures, traditions, and even time. 
I’d like you to imagine that your life had NO days of the week, no “hump day,” no Thirsty Thursdays, no TGIF, no day off on Saturday, no Sundays and no holidays? Can you imagine how tedious that would be? How boring? 
It was God who invented the “week” as the cycle of our lives and by AD 321, the emperor Constantine, the first Christian emperor, mandated that the Jewish 7 day week would be “normal” for the world, with Sunday, the day of Christ’s resurrection, would be the FIRST day of the week, a day of rest and worship. And Easter WAS the centerpiece of early Christian worship. In fact, Christians didn’t even celebrate Christmas for the first few hundred years! The first recordings of Christmas being celebrated on December 25 came about 354 AD.
Let’s take a look at the Screen, for just a moment, at the same time turning to pages 8 and 9 in the FRONT of the hymnal. To keep worshipers from getting “stuck” on a certain topic or certain festival or even certain Scripture, the church developed both a CALENDAR, complete with special colors, and a series of Scripture lessons to go along with it, called a LECTIONARY. 
To get it done, the first thing the early church had to do was set a date for Easter. Sounds Easy, right? But it almost split the church in half during the AD 200s. The Eastern Church thought that Easter should be celebrated on a “date,” 40 hours after the 14th day of the Jewish month Nisan, the traditional day of the Passover, when Jesus broke bread with his disciples, EVEN if that Easter wouldn’t take place on a Sunday. (Can you imagine Easter on a Tuesday morning?) The Western Church INSISTED that Easter be celebrated on a Sunday. It was a HUGE deal…..and the west eventually “won.” Easter is now celebrated according to this formula (listen carefully): Easter is always the first Sunday after the Full Moon which happens on or after the Spring Equinox, unless THAT day is a Sunday, then the next. Got it? 
With Christmas set as December 25 and with Easter set according to the formula above, the rest of the church year developed around it. The 40 day period before Easter…..a time period reminding us of the 40 years of Israel in the wilderness and Jesus’ fast of 40 days in the desert….became the preparation period for Easter and is called Lent. The color purple or violet is used to remind us to be sorrowful for our sins and what they caused Jesus to have to go through. Palm Sunday begins Holy Week, with Ash Wednesday and the color BLACK focusing us on our sins, Maundy Thursday and the SCARLET color reminding us of the Blood of Christ in communion, and then Good Friday, again in BLACK.
EASTER arrives with great joy and begins the Easter season, the 40 days between Easter and the Ascension. The church uses the color white…or even gold….to remind us of the JOY of Christ and His PERFECTION. After Ascension there is a 10 day wait….part of Acts 1 & 2….until the Festival of the Pentecost, the coming of the Holy Spirit. The color RED reminds us of the tongues of flame on the heads of the disciples. 

The week after Pentecost comes Trinity, a day to remind us of the mystery of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and then we begin the “non-festival” half of the church year, with GREEN symbolizing our growth in Christ. This season runs until the end of the church year, where we have 3 Sundays that focus on the second coming of Christ. 
ADVENT, the 4 weeks before Christmas, is actually the beginning of the new year for the church. The color BLUE is used as a color of HOPE that we have in the coming of our Savior. Then comes CHRISTMAS, with the color WHITE used  After Christmas we celebrate the Epiphany Season, reminding us of the coming of the Magi, the first non-Jews to worship Christ. The Epiphany Season fills in the space until Lent begins, the color being GREEN for “ordinary” Sundays.

That gives us our Church Year, with its “twin peaks” of Christmas and Easter as the foci of the “festival half” of the year and an occasional festival such as reformation highlighting the “non-festival” half of the year. The colors we use in worship are tools to help us better remember and celebrate the particular focus of any given Sunday. It’s important to remember that they too are “adiaphora,” something not specified in Scripture and thus human inventions. 
We have one more “mystery” to clear up this morning, and that’s the issue of what Bible verses are read on which particular Sunday. With such a wonderful variety available to us in the Bible, we don’t want to get “stuck,” so to speak, in one book or one theme week after week. Therefore, early church leaders developed a ‘system’ of organized readings: the first an Old Testament lesson, the second a New Testament lesson, and the third, a lesson from one of the four Gospels. USUALLY the Old Testament lesson and the Gospel share a similar theme, often in keeping with where we are in the church year, while the New Testament lesson, ‘aka’ the Epistle lesson, can have a different theme. 
There are several different systems for doing this, most of them stretching over 3 years. The “A” year, our current year, tends to focus on Matthean gospels, while the “B” year emphasizes Mark and the “C” year Luke, with John’s Gospel is used throughout as an alternative voice to the theme of the day. Homeliticians, aka preachers can go for 9 years without repeating a text, and actually 12 if we preach on the psalms! In this way the richness of Scripture is utilized in worship and brought to light in preaching, a real blessing to the church.
There are dozens, even HUNDREDS of other traditions in and around worship that have arisen over the years, each of them designed to bring meaning and significance to our worship of God. Even in our jaded, post-modern age, it is important to remember that worship is about God! It’s what God created us to do. And when we recognize that God loved us and redeemed us through the life, death and resurrection of Christ, it’s what we want to do TOWARDS God. Worship is about us offering our praise to God, about receiving God’s Word and Sacraments, and about going to God in prayer. It is to GOD that we give all the glory. 
And to that, the people of God say AMEN.
Next week: A look at the Lutheran liturgy.

