What is the goal of worship renewal?  To make worship more meaningful? To improve the quality of worship elements like preaching or music?  To bring about greater participation by the worshipers? As important as these are, they are not the primary focus of worship renewal. The heart of the worshiper is the heart of worship renewal.

Worship Renewal 
and God’s Miraculous Gifts

by Bryan Gerlach

When is the last time you said to yourself, "I can't wait until Sunday so God can pour out his blessings into my life through the Lord's Supper? I crave the strength he will give me there."

I've asked that question of many people. Their responses suggest that a generalization is valid: when people in the WELS feel a need for spiritual strength, they turn to God's Word. Certainly that is commendable. Our Lord wants us to turn there. But he also wants us to depend on his holy supper, where Christ distributes to us all the benefits he has won for us. 

To understand why the Lord's Supper is not high enough in our consciousness is also to understand a key for worship renewal. This renewal will affect not only worship but also discipleship, outreach, youth ministry, member retention, and stewardship. Leaders in WELS churches will be better leaders if they understand these issues.

Efforts at worship renewal

Efforts at worship renewal have become quite prominent in the WELS. You can read more about the new wor​ship curriculum, Come Worship Christ, in this issue. The massive Christ‑Light ( curriculum also will include elements of worship education.

Last July over eight hundred people attended a worship conference, surely a powerful indicator of interest in worship and desire for skill enhancement, contin​uing education, and theological reflec​tion. The Commission on Worship has begun to offer a multifaceted preaching enrichment program. Faithful proclama​tion of God’s Word is central to every​thing we do.

In our desire for improved worship, we must be sure to keep first things first. We must be careful that interest in sec​ondary solutions does not displace attention to primary solutions.

In all the excitement of a worship conference, a new hymnal, a rousing choir anthem, or eloquent preaching, we dare not lose sight of humble basics. Michael Horton, in his remarkable new book, reminds us that “[God] answers the call neither of the organ nor of the guitar, but promises to be present in the weakness of preaching” (In the Face of God. The Dangers and Delights of Spiritual Intimacy, Word, 1996, p. 145).

Worship renewal does not happen primarily through the efforts of preacher or musician. It does not happen because a new hymnal offers fresh resources and some appealing new tunes. Worship renewal happens first of all in the hearts of worshipers who grow in their ability to treasure God’s blessings brought to us in Word and Sacrament.

The basics of worship are so impor​tant that a spoken service of deep sin​cerity and full, conscious, active partici​pation — and no music — is far better than a rich musical service for passive worshipers accustomed to acting a little like consumers. God works through his Word.

Worship renewal and preaching

Lutheran worship renewal will help worshipers hear sermons as gifts from a gracious God rather than as something to rate — perhaps subconsciously — as “interesting” or “not dynamic enough” or “guess it was worth coming today.” Even when worshipers are aware of the need for improvement, they will cling to God’s promise that faithful preaching is the voice of God. They will see the pastor not as a personality, master of cere​monies, or commanding presence. They will see him as the Lord’s spokesman and honor the message.
Church leaders can help structure the church’s life and programs so that the pastor has adequate time for this most important task. Both the weekly routine of preaching and a plan for pro​fessional growth deserve the pastor’s priority time. In this way worship can improve, and the congregation will notice the change.

Hearing God’s Word

[The Third Commandment] is violated not only by those who grossly misuse and desecrate the holy day, like those who in their greed or frivolity neglect to hear God’s Word or lie around in taverns dead drunk like swine, but also by that multitude of others who listen to God’s Word as they would to any other entertainment, who only from force of habit go to hear preaching. (Large Catechism, Ten Commandments, ¶96.)

Worship renewal and Baptism

Lutherans at worship will never think during a baptism, “Ho hum, another baby. This service is going to be long.” We cannot actually see demonic talons gripping that baby as its parents take their places near the font. We cannot see God fling aside the forces of Satan and claim that baby for his kingdom. But that is the reality in Holy Baptism. Every time we witness a baptism we can recall God’s action in our own lives. We can say a silent prayer: “Thank you, Lord, for your awesome power and life‑giving love.”

Every Sunday we can rejoice in the status God gave us through Holy Baptism. We remember that status in the very first words of the service, words which echo our baptisms: “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Every Sunday we can rejoice that our baptisms imparted the power to rid ourselves of Satan’s influence and to lead lives full of power and joy.

Using Baptism daily

Baptism …is simply the slaying of the old Adam and the resurrection of the new man, both of which actions must continue in us our whole life long. Thus a Christian life is nothing else than a daily Baptism, once begun and ever continued. For we must keep at it incessantly, always purging whatever pertains to the old Adam, so that whatever belongs to the new man may come forth. (Large Catechism, Baptism, ¶65.)

Worship renewal and the Lord’s Supper

Lutheran worship renewal will help worshipers appreciate more deeply these words we often sing: “What wealth has come to me this day!” (CW 316:2). This renewal will make the time of distribution seem too short, not too long: “Too soon we rise; the vessels disappear” (CW 315:5).

With such a perspective on God’s awesome gifts in the Lord’s Supper, what do we say about the former Lutheran who joined a non-sacramental church and upon leaving said, “I just wasn’t being fed”? Perhaps he didn’t appreciate enough God’s choice to work through humble means like preaching and Sacraments. Or, as more than one critic has observed, the problem may have more to do with taste buds than with nutrition.

Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Matthew 5:6). Lutheran worship renewal will help people who crave Jesus’ influence cling to his promises about his Supper.

Craving the Lord's Supper

Those who feel their weakness, who are anxious to be rid of it and desire help, should regard and use the sacrament as a precious antidote against the poison in their systems. For here in the sacrament you receive from Christ's lips the forgiveness of sins, which contains and conveys God's grace and Spirit, with all his gifts, protection, defense, and power against death and the devil and all evils. Large Catechism, Lord's Supper ¶70

Confident joy in the basics

Music is not a means of grace, a direct channel for God’s undeserved love to flood into our lives. Of course, the text sung to the music might be. The preacher’s winning personality is not a means of grace, nor is his style and skill in the pulpit. The ambiance created by the sacred space of church architecture is not a means of grace, nor is the friendliness of the assembled worshipers.

Of course, these matters are important. We want to do our best with them for the glory of God and the edification of his people. But they are not the holy basics. We cannot let attention to them detract from reliance on God’s glorious means of grace, the gospel in Word and Sacrament. New hymnals, conferences, and skill enhancement are most valuable with a focus on how the gospel works. The gospel aims at the heart and strengthens faith.

Every Sunday we can rejoice in the certainty that God’s people are being fed. This happens not because the preacher has blended just the right ingredients of Bible text, humor, personal insight, and rhetorical flair. It happens because God promises, “[My Word] will not return to me empty” (Isaiah 55:11). It happens because the preacher presents the banquet of God to his people, the gospel, which is “the power of God” (Romans 1:16). The Lord himself promises an unending supply of real spiritual food every time his baptized saints receive his body and blood and hear his gospel. What confident joy we can have in God’s promises connected to his means of grace! 
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