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Thinking Theologically Through Worship III: How Do We Begin? 

Last week we distinguished two kinds of worship services: the Sunday  

morning service and the office of daily prayer. Our chapel services fit neither 

type of service exactly, so each worship team has first to decide: What kind of 

service do we take our gatherings to be? 

 

The next question is: How do we begin our worship? In the Western liturgical 

tradition there is a variety of ways to open a worship service. Going back all 

the way to the monastic liturgy of St. Benedict, daily prayer usually opens with 

“the sentences,” quotations from Scripture that speak about worship. The  

actual prayer, beginning with reciting of Psalms, opens with the leader saying: 

“O Lord, open our lips”; and the congregation responding: “and our mouth 

shall proclaim your praise.”  

 

The Sunday morning service in the Reformed tradition opens with the leader 

reciting Psalm 124:8: “Our help is in the name of the Lord who made heaven 

and earth.” In the late Middle Ages this was a verse the priest said as one of 

his private prayers before he began the service. It was John Calvin who, in his 

liturgy for the congregation in Geneva, brought the verse to the beginning of 

public worship and used it to frame the whole service. Later in the service, 

after the opening prayers, Calvin would also greet the people: “The Lord be 

with you.” Other Reformed liturgies opened with such greeting directly. A  

liturgy from the Palz, a strong Reformed area in south-western Germany,  

began with the apostolic greeting: “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the communion of 

the Holy Spirit be with you all.” Very quickly these two Reformed tradition were combined. Therefore, the  

current PC(USA) Book of Common Worship has the leader first greeting the people and then reciting a Psalm 

verse, the first option being from Psalm 124. Other traditions begin very  

similarly: for instance, Anglicans will begin with a greeting between presider and congregation (“The Lord be 

with you; and also with you”), Lutherans begin with the apostolic greeting.     

 

What all these different ways of opening the service have in common are three things: 

Christian worship does not begin with an invocation of God, as if God needs to be asked to show up. It is  

rather the opposite: when we worship, we gather in God’s presence, and that is what we confess right at the 

beginning: Our help is in the name of the Lord! The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you! If there is  

anyone who needs to be invoked to show up – in body or spirit – it is us. 

 

Because we gather in the presence of God, the leader greets the people in God’s name, not her own name. 

Social calls like “Good morning!” are therefore highly inappropriate. If the leader wants to greet the assembly 

in her own name, she should go stand at the door when people enter or mingle among the congregation  

before the service. 

  

Each of these openings is short and to the point. When we seek the presence of God not many words are nec-

essary. From anecdotal evidence it seems that especially Presbyterian congregations nowadays make the “Call 

to Worship” longer and longer, with recitations of whole Bible passages etc. The congregation can read  

Scripture together later in the service. For now, we are placing ourselves in God’s presence and are taking on 

the surprising thing that God – God! – is actually greeting us.         

 

Chapel this week: 

January 23-26 Hicks Chapel services are being led by this quarter's Common Worship class. Monday through 

Wednesday will be services of Word and Prayer led by groups of students from that class, and Thursday will be 

a service of Word and Sacrament led by the professor, the Rev. Dr. Sheldon W. Sorge. The services will focus 

on the texts for the Revised Common Lectionary for the following Lord's Day, the Fourth Sunday in  

Ordinary Time - Old Testament on Monday, Epistle on Tuesday, Gospel on Wednesday, then all three on 

Thursday. 
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Monday 

1.23.2012 

 

Text 

Deuteronomy 18:15-20 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

Tuesday 

1.24.2012 

 

Text 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

Wednesday 

1.25.2012 

 

Text 

Mark 1:21-28 

 

Service of Word and 

Prayer 

 

Thursday 

1.26.2012 

 

Text 

Deuteronomy 18:15-20 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

Mark 1:21-28 

 

Service of Word and 

Sacrament 

Dr. Sorge presiding 


