
Preservice Worship Education 

[The following paragraph is adapted from the Lutheran Leader article cited below. See that article for a fuller explanation.]

The Worship Committee at St. Mark Lutheran Church in Citrus Heights, California, often uses a “preservice talk” to explain elements of worship. Immediately before the service begins, committee members give a two-minute talk highlighting an aspect of worship. Board of Worship chair, Brian Heinitz, writes: 

Our talks are short, energetic, and they create interest. We usually talk about items in the order of service. Sometimes we introduce something new, such as a different musical arrangement to a canticle. Other talks explain the rich history and value of the more familiar parts of our Lutheran liturgy, such as the 1700-year-old Nicene Creed. Committee members explain the colored hangings or paraments and the furnishings in our sanctuary. One talk even explained why we sit and stand in worship.

One strength of the preservice talk is that it highlights an aspect of worship that will directly involve the congregation in the coming service.
See the full article from Lutheran Leader magazine for the rationale and implementation of these preservice talks. It is on the WELS website under worship, then articles about worship, under Leadership & Musicians. 
http://www.wels.net/cgi-bin/site.pl?2601&collectionID=765
It is titled Worship Leaders are Educators.
Sample Preservice Talks 

THE GOSPEL ACCLAMATIONS

Good morning! 

Imagine you are living in a kingdom in medieval England. Your benevolent king has just defeated all your enemies. He has given you land, prosperity, and peace. One day, he comes to visit your village. You gather with all the townspeople in the village square in anticipation of the king’s arrival. When the king finally arrives the court crier shouts: “Behold the king of England!” Then, at the top of your lungs you shout: “Long live the king!”

Jesus is our benevolent King. Far greater than any earthly king, He has defeated our enemies of death and the devil. He has blessed us with forgiveness, the assurance of eternal life, and true peace. 

We have the opportunity to hail Jesus our King just like those medieval townspeople in the portion of our order of service called the Gospel Acclamations. The Gospel Acclamations are the short musical phrases we sing before and after the Gospel reading. First, in anticipation of hearing the words of Jesus, and out of reverence for our heavenly King, we stand to hear the gospel. In medieval times, soldiers would put down their swords and kings removed their crowns when the gospel was read.  

Next, like the court crier, the pastor announces the gospel reading for the day, and we sing, “Glory be to you, Oh Lord!” Then the pastor carefully and joyfully reads the holy Gospel–the good news! When finished, he pauses, looks at us, and says, "This is the Gospel of our Lord." Then, refreshed spiritually by the Gospel, we joyfully respond by singing, "Praise be to you, O Christ!"

This morning, the choir will introduce to us a new musical arrangement that better expresses the joy and thanksgiving we feel after hearing the words of our King. Sometimes I think we sing words not because we want to, but because they happen to be the next item in the order of service. But this morning, notice how the choir sings the Gospel Acclamations with joy and enthusiasm, expressing what they feel in their hearts–the way we ought to sing it every Sunday.

When we gather for worship, we are entering our King’s throne room and through the Word we receive His great blessings. Then, with thankful hearts we offer praise to our King singing: “Glory be to you, O Lord!–Praise be to you, O Christ!” 

THE NICENE CREED

Good Morning!

Many businesses have mission statements to show their customers and employees what they believe in and what they stand for. Churches have creeds. A creed is a statement that summarizes the teachings of the Bible. Christians use creeds to confidently tell others what they believe and also to jointly confess their faith with other Christians when they meet for worship. 

Throughout history, the Church has had to defend its beliefs against the teachers of false doctrine. Around the year 325 A.D., certain priests were falsely teaching that Jesus was not God, but somehow inferior to the Father. But Jesus Himself says in the Bible that He and His Father are One (John 10:30). To defend the truth and take a stand against false doctrine, church leaders of that day held a meeting, or council, in the town of Nicaea. This Council of Nicaea adopted a statement of faith to confidently confess the truth about Jesus and reject false teaching. We know it as the Nicene Creed.

The Nicene Creed has three parts, one for each person of the Trinity–the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. The Nicene Creed especially emphasizes the fact that Jesus is fully God–One with the Father. Listen to some of the words: Jesus is: “God from God”, “Light from Light”, “True God from True God”, “of one being with the Father.”

We confess our faith by saying the Nicene Creed on those Sundays that we celebrate Holy Communion. This is fitting since the fellowship of Communion is a public confession in that whenever we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes again (1 Corinthians 11:26).

In the Nicene Creed we repeat the phrase “We believe...We believe...” And in doing so, we join our voices with one another and the whole Christian Church on earth to speak out God’s truth. So today, let us confidently confess that Jesus is “God from God!, Light from Light!, true God from true God!”

SONG OF SIMEON

Good morning, and welcome to worship!

When Jesus was 8 days old, Mary and Joseph took Him to the temple to be circumcised. There they met Simeon. The Lord had revealed to Simeon that he would not die before he got a chance to see the Christ. Simeon took the baby Jesus in his arms and spoke the words we now sing after communion in the Song of Simeon:

“Lord, now you let your servant depart in peace according to your word.”

As the pastors dismiss each table from communion, notice that they too say “Depart in Peace”, and they give the reason for this peace, “your sins are forgiven!” In the Bible, the word for “depart” also means “set free”, and the word translated “servant” also means “slave”. Forgiveness sets us free from the slavery of sin. We have peace through the saving and life-giving body and blood of Jesus. 

Simeon continues:

“For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared before the face of all people, a light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of your people Israel.”

Simeon was holding an ordinary looking baby, yet his eyes of faith saw much more. He saw the death on the cross and the empty grave. He saw God’s salvation. In communion we receive ordinary looking bread and wine. But with eyes of faith we also see that in the bread is the true body of Christ that bore our sins, and we see that in the wine is the true blood of Christ that washes away our guilt.

Like Simeon, we too “depart in peace”, because our eyes of faith have seen God’s salvation. “Our sins are forgiven!”

THE PSALMS

Good morning!

For God’s people, the Psalms have always been a precious and beloved part of worship.

3000 years ago, when the Children of Israel worshiped in the temple, they sang the Psalms. For them, the Book of Psalms was their hymnal. 

During Jesus’ ministry, the Psalms were still being sung. On Maundy Thursday, Jesus and His disciples sang a hymn as they celebrated the Passover. That hymn was most likely one of the Passover Psalms.

We still sing the Psalms today. The Psalms were written to be sung.

Psalms are Hebrew poetry. Unlike our poetry that rhymes words, Hebrew poetry rhymes thoughts.  In other words, a verse will express the same thought in the first and second halves of a verse, but using different words. This rhyming pattern is one reason why we often sing the Psalms responsively. The choir may sing the first half of a verse, and the congregation echoes that thought by singing the second half of the verse. 

Unlike the other hymns in our hymnal, the Psalms are special because they are the word of God. God shows us in the Psalms the full range of emotions that Christians feel while living in a sinful world. On the one hand, we are sorrowful over our sins when we are confronted by God’s Law; on the other hand, we praise and thank God when He shows us our Savior.

Today, when you sing the Psalm, listen for those rhyming thoughts. Also try to figure out what emotions the Psalm is expressing, and the message God is trying to teach you in the Psalm. As you do this, the Psalms will become for you a beloved and special part of your worship–just as they were for the Children of Israel 3000 years ago.

THANKSGIVING

SERVICE OF THE WORD AND SACRAMENT

When Christian families gather together at mealtime, they say a prayer of thanksgiving. In worship, after being fed with God’s word and the Lord’s Supper, we too offer our thanks.

The thanksgiving section of our order of service comes at the end of our service, after we have been refreshed by the Lord’s Supper. It contains two parts, a canticle (which means a little song) and a prayer. They both share many of the same thoughts, but let me draw your attention to two of them--thanksgiving, and living a God-pleasing life.

We are thankful for the forgiveness of sins. Listen to how we express this:

Through God’s word, Baptism, and the Lord’s Supper, the Holy Spirit works in our hearts to increase our faith and lead us to live God-pleasing lives. Listen to how we pray for God to help us live holy lives:

All too often it happens that after church, we go back to our daily lives and repeat the same sins. So it is a fitting end to our worship service that we thank God for His many blessings, then we ask Him to help us live God-pleasing lives. 

May the Holy Spirit strengthen your faith today through Word and Sacrament so that you live thankful and God-pleasing lives.

PASCHAL CANDLE

Good morning! Welcome to our continuing celebration of Easter!

The biggest candle in our church is the Paschal Candle. 

If you look at the artwork on the front of the candle, you’ll see a cross. And at the base of the cross is a lamb. This is the Paschal Lamb. The Paschal Lamb was the lamb the Children of Israel sacrificed for the Passover meal. That lamb foreshadowed the coming of our Savior. Jesus died on the cross during the Passover. But the story doesn’t end there, because He rose from the dead on Easter Sunday.

So we light the Paschal Candle, as Christians have done for hundreds of years, to represent the resurrection of our Lord. We also light the candle on Sundays when there is a Baptism, the special Sunday we celebrate the Baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist, and for funerals. 

The connection is this. In Baptism, we are united with Christ in His death, our old Adam is drowned, and our sins are washed away. We are also united with Christ in His resurrection.

He rose from the dead, and we rise with Him.

The Paschal Candle is lit for 40 days from Easter Sunday to Ascension Day. This represents the time Jesus appeared in His glorified body to His disciples and other followers. Then in the Gospel reading on Ascension Day as Jesus rises up to Heaven, the Pascal Candle is extinguished.

So whenever you see the flame of the Paschal Candle, remember not only the resurrection of Jesus, but that you also rise with Him.

With that joyous thought, enjoy your Easter worship this morning!

ASCENSION DAY

Good morning! Welcome to worship at St. Mark’s.

Forty days after His resurrection, Jesus ascended into Heaven. With His redeeming work complete, He sat down at His Heavenly throne. We worship our King reverently, and with confidence.

Jesus, both fully God and fully man, faced all the trials and temptations we face, yet He did so without sin. Instead, He forgave our sin. So He understands our weakness; He can sympathize with us. Therefore, in our worship, we reverently approach His throne of grace with confidence.  We know that He hears us, is merciful to us, and will help us in our time of need.

This Thursday marks the 40th day since Easter Sunday, and we all will have the opportunity to worship Christ our King at our special Ascension Day service. It is not a service you will want to miss. The music and message will joyfully express Christ’s victorious return to His throne, a victory that is also our victory through faith in Him. So plan on being here.

Meanwhile, may the Lord bless your worship today as you reverently approach our King’s throne of grace with confidence.

CHILDREN IN WORSHIP

VISUALS IN OUR SANCTUARY

Good Morning! Welcome to worship!

This morning we continue our series of preservice talks on Children in Worship.

Little children learn best when we use visuals to help them understand what we are trying to teach them. Our sanctuary is filled with many excellent visuals for us parents to use to teach our children about worship.

Parents can point out the cross, the altar, the baptismal font. Show them the dove in the cross, explaining what it means. Explain the symbols on our banners, tying the message to the sermon and scripture readings. The sanctuary is often decorated at special times of the church year like Advent, Christmas, Lent and Easter. These special decorations are great visuals to help children better understand worship. It may be helpful to arrive at church extra early so you can show these things to your child before the service begins. Then after church, take them up to the balcony so they can see our magnificent pipe organ up close. Our organists will be happy to show them how they play the organ. 

Teaching your children this way creates in them an appreciation for music, worship, and the Bible stories they learn. Soon, children see that worship is not something that only their parents do, but it is for them also.

May our Heavenly Father bless you, including you children, in your worship this morning!

THE ADVENT WREATH

Welcome to the first of the 4 Sundays in Advent!

Advent is a word which means “coming”. In Advent, we celebrate the three “comings” of Jesus–past, present, and future. Jesus came as the baby born in Bethlehem. Today, he comes to us in his word and sacraments. In the future, he will come on the Last Day.

The most familiar symbol of Advent is the Advent Wreath. It reminds us of light and life. 

Here’s how.

Around the outside of the wreath are four candles–one for each of the 4 Sundays in Advent. Three are purple, and one is pink. Purple reminds us of the penitential nature of advent, and the reason Jesus had to come into the world–our sin. We light the pink candle on the 3rd Sunday in Advent. It represents Joy, which is the theme for that day. 

We light the white Christ Candle in the middle of the wreath on Christmas Eve. As we move through the Sundays of Advent, we light more candles. As the light grows on the Advent Wreath, we are reminded of the comings of Jesus–the light of the world.

Around the candles are evergreen branches. For hundreds of years, Christians have used evergreens as a symbol of the life we have in Jesus. While leaves of other trees die each winter, the evergreen tree lives on. The world around us is dying, but in Jesus, we live because he lives.

At this point, some of you may be wondering why, the candles are purple, while the paraments on the pulpit and lectern are blue. Both colors are used in the church. Blue is the color of the sky, and heaven, and is a symbol for hope. In Jesus, we have the hope of heaven.

So, let’s put this all together, and see what we get. In Advent, we celebrate the comings of Jesus. He came to take away our sins. Jesus, the light of the world, gives us life. That fills us with joy, because through Christ, we have the assurance and hope of heaven.

TE DEUM LAUDAMUS
Good morning. Welcome to worship.

I believe in God, the Father almighty, maker of....

Did you find yourself completing the rest of the sentence? Those words are, of course, the opening words of the Apostle’s Creed, which we say so often in worship. But – not this morning. Instead, we’ll sing the creed. Something new? Let’s see....

Turn with me to page ___ in your worship folder. There you’ll find a piece of music titled “We Praise You, O God”. Let’s compare the words in this song to the creed so you see how the same thoughts from the Apostle’s Creed are expressed here.

It starts....“We praise you, O God, we acclaim you as Lord; all creation worships you, Father everlasting.” Does that sound like the part of the creed that says, “I believe in God, the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth”?

How about this?....“You, Christ, are the King of glory, the eternal Son of the Father. When you became man to set us free, you humbled yourself to be born of a virgin.” Compare that to, “I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, or Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the virgin Mary...”

One more....“Throughout the world the holy Church acclaims you: Father of majesty unbounded, your glorious, true and only Son, and the Holy Spirit, advocate and guide.” Now from the creed, “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Christian Church.”

There are other comparisons. See if you can find them later when you sing it.

So....Something new? Hardly! Also known by its Latin name, the Te Deum is perhaps as old as the 5th century. It survives because believers have loved it for so many centuries. This morning when you sing the Te Deum, may you also learn to love this beautiful confession of faith and song of praise to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

THE SERMON
Good morning! Welcome to worship.

Where does a sermon come from? How does the pastor decide what he is going to say to us? From where does he get his material? 

For answers to these questions, I talked to Vicar Korthals last week. Vicar Korthals was the logical person to ask these questions because this is what he’s been studying in his training for the ministry. He’s been attending Wisconsin Lutheran Seminary, our church body’s postgraduate institution which trains men to become pastors and missionaries. He’s taken classes on sermon preparation, writing, and delivery. Let me share with you some of what I learned:

First, the sermon is not all about him. We don’t come to worship to hear a popular religious personality. Further, the pastor doesn’t talk to us about his favorite subjects or themes. The pastor is God’s called servant. He does not preach to us his opinion which we may freely disregard. Rather, he proclaims the Word of God and applies the timeless truths God speaks to us in the Bible to our lives in the times in which we live.

The sermon is also not about us. The pastor does not preach to us only what he thinks we want to hear while avoiding what might make us uncomfortable. It’s been said that the good sermon “comforts the afflicted and afflicts the comfortable”. That’s Law and Gospel. Are we too comfortable in our sin? The Law shows us our sins and how serious they are. Are we afflicted because of sin? The Gospel shows us the comfort of our Savior.

Finally, the pastor structures his sermon around a theme. He starts with Bible passages that match where that Sunday is in the church year. For example, today is the first Sunday of the season of Advent. All the Bible readings, the Psalm, and the Prayer of the Day have something to do with Advent. The pastor studies these Bible passages in the languages they were originally written, Hebrew and Greek, to get the full and accurate message of that part of God’s word. A theme emerges from this study, then an outline and finally a full sermon.

Today, as you listen to the sermon, see if you can identify the theme. Notice how the theme fits the season of the church year we are celebrating. Notice that the sermon is firmly rooted in God’s Word, not the flimsy opinions of a man. Finally, be afflicted by the Law, and comforted by the Good News of our Savior.

THE LESSONS
Good Morning! After taking a short break to focus on stewardship, we members of the Board of Worship resume our series of talks on the order of service. So far, we talked about the invocation, the confession and absolution, the song of praise, and the prayer of the day. Now we come to the section of the order of service called “The Word”. And what I want to focus on is what happens in worship.

Worship service. Church service. These are words we use to describe what happens here. But the German language has a much better word: Gottesdienst, which means “divine service”, or “the service of God.” Often, words translated into English loose some of their meaning. This is also true of Gottesdienst. So I have something here to help us more fully understand this “service of God”.

< Here I begin to hold up, at appropriate times in the talk, three arrows made out of poster board. One points up, another is a double-ended arrow pointing side to side, and the third and largest arrow points down.>

Service in worship works three ways: First, God serves us. This arrow, pointing down, represents God serving us his blessings through His Word and the Sacraments. This arrow, pointing up, represents our response; we serve God with praise and thanksgiving. Finally, when we worship together, we build each other up in the faith. This arrow represents our service to each other in worship.

But the biggest of the three arrows in the one that represents God’s service to us. This is because God has so much more to offer us than we do to Him. Think about this arrow today when we reach that part of the Order of Service called “The Word”. Listen intently when you hear the First Lesson, the Psalm, the Second Lesson, and the Gospel reading. The big arrow–God is serving you.

Gottesdienst. Divine service. The service of God. God serves us. In response, we serve Him. Out of love, we serve one another. May the Lord bless you today in this service of God.

PRAYER OF THE DAY
Good morning! Welcome to worship.

Our daughter is only a year old, and she is in the very early stages of learning how to talk. But already, I’m learning that little children have very definite ideas about what they want. The challenge for us parents, is to try to get our children to see things our way, and to conform their little minds to our way of thinking. After all, we have in mind what’s best for them.

This same challenge occurs in prayer. Let me ask. When we pray, are we trying to get our heavenly Father to see things our way? Are we trying to conform the almighty and all-knowing mind of God to ours? If so, that’s backwards.

The starting point of prayer is not us, but God’s Word. By reading the Bible and attending worship services and Bible classes, we hear God’s Word and the Holy Spirit creates faith in our hearts. Through faith our minds begin to conform to God’s way of thinking, instead of our own. It is from this faith that our best prayers flow to our heavenly Father.

Let me suggest that we use the prayers of worship as models of how to pray. Consider the Prayer of the Day in the order of service. It starts with God’s Word and addresses spiritual blessings. In it, our minds are collected, or gathered around the message of the prayer so that our thinking conforms to God’s thinking and His holy will.

This morning in your worship, and in your prayer life this week, start your prayers with God’s Word, and let your thinking conform to that of our heavenly Father. After all, He has in mind what’s best for us.

HYMNS

Good morning! Welcome to worship.

This morning, the Board of Worship begins a series of preservice talks with a focus on hymns.

Let’s start by hearing what the Apostle Paul wrote to one of his congregations about hymns:

Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord.

(Ephesians 5:19)

The hymns of worship proclaim the Gospel message. When we sing them, we not only hear the message ourselves and are strengthened by it, but we speak the Gospel to one another. Notice that Paul says we make music in our hearts to the Lord. The point is that although the notes and instruments may sound nice, it is the message of the hymn that is important. The music supports the words and gives them expression. We sing with our mouths, but from our hearts.

Keep this in mind this morning. Our opening hymn, “Angels from the Realms of Glory”, has a lively and familiar melody that is enjoyable to sing. Let this melody draw you into the message. This hymn tells the Christmas story in a wonderful way. It not only paints the familiar scenes of the Angels, Shepherds, and Wise Men, but it also takes you to Creation, Eternity, and the Saints before the altar, Worshiping the Newborn King. 

This morning, as you Speak the Gospel message with the hymns,

Sing, and make music in your heart to the Lord.

PARENTS –  WORSHIP ROLE MODELS 

Good Morning! 

Children like to have role models. They have role models for the sports they play, the hobbies they enjoy, and the career they may one day pursue.

Children also need worship role models. We parents are our children’s role models, and a question we all can ask ourselves is: “How am I doing as my child’s worship role model?”

Today, since many of our wives are off at the Women’s Retreat, this is a good question for those of us who are fathers to contemplate. Teaching children about worship is a responsibility - and a joy - given fathers by our Lord. 

Let’s consider a few ways we fathers can be good worship role models:

First, it's important to bring our children to church every Sunday and to do so with enthusiasm. Otherwise, we send the message that worship is optional. When we dress for worship, we can put on our “Sunday Best” and have our children do the same, teaching them that we want to offer our best in worship for our Savior.

Sometimes we men don’t always participate in worship. We don’t always sing the hymns, or speak the order of service. Maybe we are a bit self conscience because we think we don’t sing well. Remember, the Bible says we should make a joyful noise to the Lord, it doesn't say that noise has to be on pitch! It is best not to underestimate the influence we have on our children - good or bad - as they observe the way we worship. Children will do what we do. Let our children see us actively participating in heartfelt worship.

This morning, let us actively participate as role models – leading our children in worship.
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