Last after Trinity 2006 10am
This morning I am going to trust that you got the point of the Gospel reading, with its story of blind Bartimaeus over-coming all obstacles to reach Jesus, and thereby–through his faith–receiving Jesus’ blessings and healing, and I am going instead to talk about worship, and in particular this service of Holy Communion. Several people have recently asked for a bit of explanation about why we do what we do here every Sunday morning (apart from when it is a Family Service), because they are interested and want to understand more. Also, in one of the recent discussion groups, when we talked about guilt, we had a very interesting exchange about how as Anglicans we express our need of forgiveness to God, and about how the confession in this service (that prayer that we have all just said that begins “Almighty God our heavenly Father, we have sinned against you and against our neighbour etc…”) works. So I hope this brief consideration of what-it-is-precisely-we-are-doing-here for these seventy minutes every Sunday morning is helpful! In the time I have now, I can’t really cover everything adequately, so I am going to focus on the first part of the service, up to the peace, and come back to what follows after that in my next sermon here.
Worship, of course, is right at the heart of what as Christian people you and me are about – it is simply one of our essential jobs to praise and thank God, for his creation, for his beauty, for his goodness, for our lives, and for one another. In heaven it is the angels who worship God, and the Book of Revelation at the end of the Bible paints a vivid picture of the cherubim and seraphin and other heavenly beasts around God’s throne singing his praises with acclamations: “Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty, who was and is and is to come… You are worthy our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created.” And as the angels are doing it in heaven, then we are to do exactly the same on earth. We even borrow some of the angels word’s in our services, as you might have noticed from those verses I cited.
Our worship might be done on our own and in response to the experiences of God we receive in our daily lives. Nature is a particularly powerful catalyst and many find in the beauty of the creation around them strong inspiration for lifting the soul to the one who has made it all. But worship isn’t just a private thing, something to be done alone. It is right that we should find time to come together and join our voices as one in praise, and that is our purpose now. You might perhaps have heard used the word “liturgy” by vicars and other people in pulpits. Liturgy means ‘worship’s form’ and it is made of two greek words, “laos” ( a group of people - the word ‘laity’ comes from it) and “ergos” (work – ergonomics comes from this one) so liturgy is literally the people’s work, our work; that is, praising God.
Now to do anything well together it is usually important to have a plan and a structure, so everyone knows where they are. And worship is no exception. This service has a plan, which in one sense is a kind of route map, and I want to show you a few things about about it now. If you have a black service book, and are interested, you will find that the key moments on this route or journey are included as a list on page 166. The main sections of the service are marked out in the order itself in big red letters with a large paragraph symbol in front of them.
The first such section is called ‘The Gathering’, which I suppose could just as well be called the ‘introduction’. We gather ourselves together, both personally and collectively, and get ourselves ready for what is to come. You know how when you are due to meet someone important – the boss at work, the Queen, someone we much respect – you usually prepare ourselves and make sure you are ready. Shoes polished, hair done, possible first words memorized – that sort of thing. Well the ‘Gathering’ in this service is essentially the same thing regarding God and our meeting with him now. First of all we pray for help in getting ourselves in the right mind and mood for our worshipping him, with the prayer that is called the Collect for Purity, and begins, ‘Almighty God, to whom all hearts are open…” ‘Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts, that we might worthily magnify your holy name’ we say. There is the implicit admission in that prayer that actually we don’t always find it easy to focus our minds on God, or indeed on anything sometimes, and so it makes sense to ask for God’s help here.
And then having oriented ourselves, we, as it were clear the air next, and prepare ourselves by making our confession – “Almighty God, our heavenly father, we have sinned against you…” We get rid of the baggage that is weighing us down, and which could be a block between us and God. If I have an argument with someone I love, in my experience it is usually the case that I feel a strong need to achieve some form of reconciliation with them, usually by admitting my own guilt in the matter, so that our relationship can continue in a good and natural way. If I don’t, things remain in an air of falseness and awkwardness. I am certainly not happy. Well, in this way with the confession we clear the air with God, and we receive the forgiveness that we know he wants to give us if we are honest in what we admit to him. I mentioned that we talked about this in one of the recent study groups, and someone made the comment that this prayer might be the most important one that we make at this service, and that was well said. It certainly behoves us not to rattle through this moment too quickly and thoughtlessly, and thereby lose its real importance for us. After the confession and the words of God’s forgiveness, we sing the Gloria in Excelsis, which actually is optional, but we always use it, not only because we like singing here in King Charles the Martyr, but also because it expresses our thankfulness to God, especially at this moment for his forgiveness of us. And now the introductory part of the service ends, with a final prayer or collect which also sets our minds towards the section that follows, the Liturgy of the Word.
Perhaps like with any important meeting, we begin by listening, by hearing what the person we have come to see has got to say. We make ourselves receptive, and that is what the next section, “The Liturgy of the Word”, is all about. The Bible is an enormously rich source of information, exhortation and inspiration from God and that is why we focus on three passages from it (two Lessons and a Gospel). And it is important that it is read out loud; that it is performed by us. The full drama of the living word is released in our midst as the words come to life through the voices of others. Here, the Gospel is read literally in our midst in an attempt to symbolize God’s holy and powerful word being sown amongst us. The sermon, these words now, should give us further opportunity to savour what God is trying to reveal to us through scripture. So we listen, we receive.
And then naturally the moment comes when we respond – we make our reply in the conversation that is worship. And you will notice that this reply comes in two parts. First we affirm for ourselves the faith that we believe and live out. At this communion service we use the Nicene creed which we affirm communally – “we believe”. At other services, like Evensong or Mattins we make it personally and individually through the words of the Apostles’ creed: “I believe in God, the Father almighty…  I believe in Jesus Christ his only Son, our Lord… I believe in the Holy Spirit.” Telling God’s story and what he has done for us–and the Creed is essentially a super-condensed story–is in itself a wonderful way of praising him. So saying the creed isn’t just an exercise in making sure we haven’t forgotten something vital about our faith (or a way of correcting some errant bit of preaching – notice how it follows straight after the sermon!) but it is a profound act of worship in itself. 
And the second aspect of our response to what we hear of God in his holy Scripture is our prayers on intercession. At this point we bring into our worship of God, the needs not only of ourselves but of others as we pray to God for his world. The concerns and people we mention become symbolically present here and now as we commend them to our Heavenly Father and his mercy. So our conversation is not just a self-centered one - we make others a part of it. And we express, on all of our behalves, a trust in the one who sees and holds all. ‘Merciful Father, accept these prayers for the sake of your Son, our Saviour Jesus Christ’ we say.
I really must stop now, and thank you for being patient. Our liturgy is a very wonderful thing, and it is the product of generations’ worth of experience and wisdom in the encounter of God and in worshipping him. Everything in it has a purpose and reason for its place. Next time, which will actually be in three weeks, I will say something about the Liturgy of the Sacrament, and what happens with the Communion part of this service.
