Presbyterian Worship Beyond the Local Congregation

Guidelines for Planning Worship and Meetings of Presbyteries, Synods, 
and General Assembly, and at Special Gatherings (Revised 2002)

I. Introduction

A. Christian worship
Christian worship joyfully ascribes all praise and honor, glory and power to the triune God. In worship the people of God acknowledge God present in the world and in their lives. As they respond to God’s claim and redemptive action in Jesus Christ, believers are transformed and renewed. In worship the faithful offer themselves to God and are equipped for God’s service in the world (Directory for Worship W-1.1001).

B. Principles of worship

1. God is the source and the object of Christian worship. Worship is initiated by God, for it is God who calls us into worship. Worship is also directed to God as our Creator and the author of our redemption. Each time Christians gather for worship, they offer praise and thanksgiving to the triune God who gave us life at creation, delivered us to new life in Jesus Christ, and renews our life through the power of the Holy Spirit.

2. Worship concerns the heart of the gospel: the redemptive action of Jesus Christ. Thus, worship must never be instrumental to other purposes, agendas, or programs. every particular interest in worship is subordinate to the central proclamation of the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit.

3. Worship shapes the way people relate to God, each other, and the world. Worship does not simply sanctify existing cultural and personal values.

4. Worship is a corporate event. In worship, the faithful gather to offer themselves as one body to the living God. Although worship should always engage members of the assembly personally, public worship is not designed to encourage individual devotion.

C. Purpose of “Presbyterian Worship Beyond the Local Congregation”

This document presents guidelines for worship beyond the local congregation. It is offered as a gift, not as a set of legal requirements. It is intended to aid in the planning of worship at gatherings of middle governing bodies and General Assembly as well as worship at Presbyterian conferences and other gatherings.

II. Planning

A. Issues particular to worship beyond the local congregation
The size and complexity of these gatherings raise particular issues for planning and leading worship. 

1. Authority for planning

Liturgies outside the local congregation are authorized by a governing body, just as a session has responsibility for worship in a local church. The presbytery, synod, and/or General Assembly designate the appropriate governing body for a particular worship service. This body may be the normal judicatory structure (e.g., the presbytery) or an ad hoc designate (e.g., for some conferences). The governing body them authorizes any sacramental celebration, and it oversees the worship planning by designating the worship preparation group that reports to the body regarding the particular service. The governing body also addresses questions of money or other offerings.

2. Time, space, matter
a. Time. Those who plan worship for a setting other than the local congregation should attend to the liturgical year, the time of day, and the civic calendar. Planners should also be aware of the practical aspects of time: allowing sufficient time to plan the service, and carefully gauging how much time the service will take, especially on occasions when worship is part of a larger meeting. In particular, planners need to consider how much time is required for worship leaders to negotiate movement in a large space.

b. Space. “When a place is set aside for worship it should facilitate accessibility and ease of gathering, should generate a sense of community, and should open people to reverence before God. ... The arrangement of space should visibly express the integral relation between Word and Sacrament and their centrality in Christian worship” (W-1.3024). These considerations are as appropriate to worship beyond the local congregation as they are within a local congregation. Table, font, and pulpit should be visible to the congregation as the central symbols of the Christian faith, and a loaf or plate and cup should be present on the table as a reminder of the Lord’s Supper, even on those occasions when it is not being celebrated. 

c. Matter. Material elements in worship should direct attention to God and the claim God makes upon human life (See W-1.3034). It is appropriate for worship planners to make use of materials from the local area in worship. This is especially appropriate in the choice of communion elements: planners may use bread and wine native to the area in which the worship is taking place. The use of wine at communion has biblical precedent historical roots, and broad ecumenical usage; however, planners must ensure that “[w]henever wine is used in the Lord’s Supper, unfermented grape juice should always be clearly identified and served also as an alternative for those who prefer it” (W-3.3611). 

3. Offering

Self-offering is always a part of Reformed worship (W-2.5000). Whether and how to receive a monetary offering, however, is something worship planners, together with the appropriate governing body, decide. Among the questions planners should consider are how the offering will be collected and who will ultimately receive the offering. The liturgical treatment of the offering should remind worshipers that it is a response to God’s grace, not a philanthropic gesture.

4. Necrologies
It is appropriate for governing bodies—particularly presbyteries—to recognize the deaths of ministers of Word and Sacrament as a part of worship. Suitable prayers for these occasions may be found on pages 121-122 of the Book of Common Worship. 

5. Ecumenical and interfaith issues

a. Ecumenical resources. With increasing frequency, Presbyterians engage in planning worship in ecumenical and interfaith contexts. For help in planning ecumenical worship, planners may consult the “Guidelines and Worship Resources for the Celebration of Full Communion” developed by the PC(USA), ELCA, RCA, and UCC on the occasion of their full communion partnership; worship resources from the Churches Uniting in Christ (CUIC); and resources from the World Council of Churches and the National Council of Churches.

b. Communion in ecumenical settings.

When the Lord’s Supper will be celebrated, planners should consider carefully who will preside at the table. When “Full Communion” partners celebrate communion, representatives of all the churches need not be represented in the leadership at the table; a single presider may represent ecumenical unity with greater clarity than multiple leaders. In many non-Presbyterian traditions, it is more common for there to be a single presider with multiple presbyters or priests who “concelebrate”—that is, who stand with the presider but do not take separate parts of the prayer or other texts of the communion liturgy. Another issue that needs to be addressed in any ecumenical communion service is the wording of the invitation to the table. In this matter, planners of ecumenical communion services will need to address the particular canons of the churches involved.

c. Interfaith issues.

Interfaith settings are particularly complex. Planners should consult “Guidelines for Interfaith Celebration of Thanksgiving” in the Book of Occasional Services and “Respectful Presence: An Understanding of Interfaith Prayer and Celebration from a Reformed Christian Perspective,” adopted by the 209th General Assembly (1997). 

B. Corporate responsibility and accountability for planning

1. Worship planning is a corporate responsibility. Just as responsibility for weekly worship in a local congregation is shared by the pastor and the session, worship planning in settings beyond the local congregation should be shared by a group of women and men representing the diversity of the worshiping community. Persons responsible for conducting the liturgy—preachers, readers, those leading in prayer or presiding at the Table, musicians, artists, and others—should be included in the planning process.

2. Worship planners must always be guided by the Directory for Worship. Thus, the planning process should be informed by scripture, the richness of the Reformed tradition, the heritage of the Presbyterian Church, and the needs and circumstances of the worshiping community. The ordering of public worship shall maintain fidelity to the scriptures and the practices of the New Testament church, taking account of and utilizing the historical experiences of the universal church that continue to be useful and are consistent with a right demonstration of the gospel. For this reason, planners should employ liturgical texts common to the Christian tradition through the centuries, such as the Nicene Creed, the Apostles’ Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer. In addition, planners should be aware of the cultures and gifts of the local community, and craft worship that is appropriate to the context.

3. Every worship service is to be anchored in scripture. Worship is not a series of unrelated events, but a coherent whole that finds its center in the biblical text.

C. Leadership and participation

1. Liturgical leadership and style should reflect the full diversity of the worshiping community. Selection of worship leaders should be guided by the Directory for Worship: “no one shall be excluded from participation or leadership in public worship on the grounds of race, color, class, age, sex, or handicapping condition. Some by gifts and training may be called to particular acts of leadership in worship” (W-1.4003). Planners should ensure that those chose to lead worship have the spiritual gifts, skills, and training necessary to liturgical leadership. 

2. Worship planners should pay particular attention to the choreography of the worship service. Worship is more than the reading of texts. It is an event that requires movement from one place to another and from one moment of worship to another. While recognizing the power of the Holy Spirit to provide new directions in worship, worship leaders should anticipate gestures, movements, and transitions.

3. Planners should encourage the full participation of all worshipers. One role of leadership is to model participation, whether it is in singing, praying, or other engagement of the whole person in the act of worship. Furthermore, leaders should alert worshipers in advance to unfamiliar elements of worship so that they may participate fully.

D. Language

“The language of worship and theology can be a powerful force in shaping our conceptions and experiences of God and of ourselves. Reflection on the power of language is important as we strive to affirm the richly diverse character of God’s people and the mystery of the divine presence and self-presentation.” [Definitions and Guidelines on Inclusive Language]

1. Many linguistic traditions and understandings are brought together when the people of God gather for worship. Care must be taken with all the language in worship. Whether in the spoken or sung words, in dance, movement or ritual action, the language of worship is to be carefully chosen. Those responsible for planning and leading worship must consider carefully the integrity of the gospel and the needs of the whole worshiping community.

2. Worship planners should attend to the use of silence in worship. Silence provides space for communal reflection and so is particularly appropriate after readings of scripture, proclamation, and as a part of corporate prayer.

3. The language employed in worship should be both authentic and appropriate. The language of worship demonstrates authenticity when it reflects the biblical witness to God in Jesus Christ. The language of worship is appropriate when the worshiping community can claim it as its own when offering praise and thanksgiving to God (W-1.2005). 

4. In worship, people respond to God and communicate about God. Symbols and symbolic language are used because “God transcends creation and cannot be reduced to anything within it.” Yet symbols “are authentic and appropriate for Christian worship to the extent that they are faithful to the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ” (W-1.2002). Persons planning worship are encouraged to review sections of the Directory for Worship on symbolic language: W-1.2002 – W-1.2004.

5. The language of worship should be inclusive. Those planning worship should be guided by the Directory for Worship regarding inclusive language (W-1.2006). 

E. Music and the arts

1. The music of worship should be integrated with the rest of the liturgy. Music should reflect Presbyterian traditions, the contributions of a variety of cultures, ecumenical awareness, concern for inclusiveness and participation in acts of worship, and the particular setting of the worshiping community. In the selection of hymns and other congregational music, worship planners should pay special attention to the ease with which it is sung, theological content, inclusive language, and the compatibility of words and music.

2. Other art forms can also draw worshipers into encounter with God, and planners are encouraged to consider visual and kinetic art forms appropriate for a given worship service. Such art forms may include architecture, furnishings, appointments, vestments, drama, and movement. “When these artistic creations awaken us to God’s presence, they are appropriate for worship. When they call attention to themselves, or are present for their beauty as an end in itself, they are idolatrous. Artistic expressions should evoke, edify, enhance, and expand worshipers’ consciousness of the reality and grace of God” (W-1.3034). 

3. New music and other art forms offered or commissioned for inclusion in worship should be subject to the same guidelines that are applied to the whole service. 

F. Copyrights and licensing

1. The gifts of authors and composers deserve appropriate honor and acknowledgement when their works are used in worship. Worship planners shall obtain proper permissions for the use of both music and texts in worship. Congregational licenses for use of music do not extend to larger worshiping communities. For more information on how to obtain proper permissions, planners may consult the Presbyterian Association of Musicians’ pamphlet “The Church Musician and Copyright Law” [1-888-728-7228 ext. 5255 or http://horeb.pcusa.org/pam].

2. Permission to reprint music or texts from The Presbyterian Hymnal needs to be sought from the rights and permissions department of Westminster John Knox Press, 100 Witherspoon Street, Louisville, Kentucky 40202-1396.

3. Brief portion of the Book of Common Worship may be reproduced without special permission for one-time use only, for worship and educational purposes, in an order of service for use by a congregation, or in a special program, provided that no part of such reproduction is sold, directly or indirectly, and that the following acknowledgement is included: “Reprinted by permission from Book of Common Worship, © 1993 Westminster John Knox Press.” Any additional inquiries concerning rights and reproductions from the Book of Common Worship should be directed to Westminster John Knox Press, 100 Witherspoon Street, Louisville, Kentucky 40202-1396.

4. The seal of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) may be used in print or video material only by PC(USA) governing bodies. All other groups must obtain permission from the Office of the General Assembly. 

5. Infringement of copyright law dishonors the work of composers and artists. It can also result in substantial fines.

III. Elements of worship (See W-2.000)

A. Prayer

Prayer is at the heart of worship. In prayer, worshipers call on and listen to God, remember God’s gracious acts and offer themselves to God. “Prayer may be spoken, sung, offered in silence, or enacted” (W-2.1001). Persons who lead the congregation in prayer should prepare themselves for the responsibility. Careless or idiosyncratic prayer inhibits rather than enables worshipers in their praying.

B. Scripture read and proclaimed

The reading and proclamation of God’s Word revealed in scripture is central to Christian worship. Where the Word is truly proclaimed and heard, Jesus Christ is present by the power of the Holy Spirit. Lectors should prepare themselves for the responsibility of reading scripture so that the reading itself is a proclamation of the Word. 

C. Baptism

In baptism, we are washed, regenerated, and engrafted into Christ. Although worship beyond the local congregation will not contain celebrations of baptism, Christian worshipers always gather as the baptized community of faith. For this reason, it is appropriate to have a font or suitable symbol for baptism in the worship space. Liturgies for Reaffirmation of the Baptismal Covenant may be appropriate in certain worship services outside the local congregation.

D. The Lord’s Supper

In the Lord’s Supper we meet Christ face to face and are joined to his body with all Christians of every time and place. Because the Lord’s table is not a Presbyterian table, but the table of the Lord and of the church universal, it is appropriate for worship planners to respect the historic form in which the Supper has been celebrated by churches around the world. 

1. The invitation to the table should welcome those baptized within the Presbyterian church and baptized communicants of other traditions, and assure the unbaptized of God’s love and grace in Christ Jesus. Presbyterians in larger assemblies will discover different customs among themselves regarding this invitation. The simplest method is to make it clear that all the baptized are invited to participate. 

2. The broad ecumenical consensus regarding the shape of the Great Thanksgiving, or eucharistic prayer, should be observed. That consensus is exhibited in the Great Thanksgivings in the Book of Common Worship and its predecessors, as well as in the service books of other denominations. Worship planners should follow this trinitarian form of praying when planning celebration of the Lord’s Supper. A full outline is found on p. 156 of the Book of Common Worship; full prayers are found throughout the BCW, particularly on pp. 126-155.

3. Ordinarily, a minister of Word and Sacrament should issue the invitation to the table, offer the prayer, break the bread, and present the cup. For exceptions, see W-2.4012 (c). For further guidance on celebrating the Lord’s Supper, see W-3.3612 – 3616.

E. Self-offering
Worship should include opportunities to offer one’s self to God through professing faith, renewing commitment to Jesus Christ and his mission, and/or offering material services and goods.

F. Relating to each other and the world

Because God is present in the events of daily life, it is appropriate for worship to express concern for people and events in the world. These expressions may include greetings, prayers of intercession and thanksgiving, and commissioning of people to engage in God’s mission in the world.

IV. Options for ordering worship

The basic elements of worship may be ordered in several different ways depending on the particular occasion. Among the different options are:

A. Service for the Lord’s Day

For a full description, see W-3.3000. This service generally follows the four-part structure of gathering, reading and proclaiming the Word, celebrating the Lord’s Supper, and sending in to the world. In a worship service that is part of a larger agenda of a meeting (as, for instance, in a presbytery meeting), planners should pay particular attention to the gathering and sending portions of the service, since they function as transitions between meeting and worship time. For resources on the Service for the Lord’s Day, see the Book of Common Worship, pp. 33-161.

B. Daily Prayer

For a full description, see W-3.4000. This order usually consists of scripture reading and prayer, often with particular attention to the psalms in worship. Orders for daily prayer are appropriate for council and committee meetings. The full cycle of daily prayer is especially suitable for a multi-day event. For resources on this order, see the Book of Common Worship, pp. 490-561.

C. Other options

1. Some occasions of worship beyond the local congregation include services of commissioning: commissioning of missionaries, commissioning of commissioners to General Assembly, and commissioning of people to other particular service to the church. For resources on such commissioning services, see the Book of Occasional Services, pp. 120-139.

2. Ordination may be included in worship services beyond the local congregation. Resources for ordinations may be found in the Book of Occasional Services, pp. 6-118.

3. Worship services may also include services for healing and wholeness. Resources for these services are available in the Book of Common Worship, pp. 1005-1015.

V. Evaluation

Persons planning liturgies are encouraged to provide a process that evaluates how well the worship service(s) fulfilled these guidelines. This evaluation should be available for future planning.
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