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Worship weekly.  This does NOT mean our members aren’t allowed to go on vacation or to go camping!  It DOES mean that since we believe that Christianity is a communal religion, gathering for worship is an essential practice for faithful discipleship.  Normally, it means gathering on Sunday at church.  It could also mean gathering for worship as a family while on vacation or in the campground, it might mean visiting another congregation while on vacation, it might mean lobbying our own church for a second worship time (mid-week or evening or early morning) if shift work, etc., prevent regular Sunday morning attendance.  Sunday morning worship is not an obligation that must be fulfilled, on pain of guilt.  Rather, it is a practice, a discipline, that enables us to become more fully who we are.  And it’s a stand against the Powers in our culture that say “worship isn’t important.”  
The following “toolbox” for worship is a collection of thoughts, ideas, and ways to help you “get into” Sunday morning worship.  However, please remember that your questions about worship are always welcome, and our worship practice is always open to change, new ideas, and new possibilities.  

What IS worship, anyway?  

Worship is difficult to define.  Worship involves “paying attention,” it involves reverence, it names our ultimate value.  Worship means “bowing down” to something or someone – offering our profound respect and our lives in service.  Worship is an attitude of the mind and heart; it is also an action, involving ritual, attention, singing, praying, and the giving of our time and resources.  Worship is both something we do as individuals, and also something we do together, when we gather on Sunday.  

Why is worship important?  

There’s a proverb that says “you are what you eat.”  It’s a little brain-teaser, reminding us that what we eat is in many ways the foundation for the health of our bodies.  We might equally say “you are what you worship.”  Who or what we revere, “idolize,” hold as sacred, will shape our lives and our values.  Do we worship money?  Then our lives will be shaped around getting, spending, saving, investing, and caring for money.  Do we idolize celebrity and fame?  Then we will focus our attention on famous people, and in subtle or obvious ways we will pattern our lives after the celebrities we “follow.”  When we worship God in Jesus Christ, we proclaim that our ultimate value is in God.  We will focus our attention on God, and on Jesus Christ, we will shape our values on God, and in subtle and obvious ways we will pattern our lives on God, and Jesus Christ.  That’s why, we think, God’s number one commandment of the Ten is about loyalty in worship.  

What happens on a “normal” Sunday morning?

Worship at Robert McClure United, as in many churches, involves four basic “steps.”  First, we gather: we come together, greet each other, and remind ourselves who we are and whose we are.  Sometimes confession is a part of our gathering – reminding us that we gather in and by the grace of God.  Second, we pay attention: we listen for the Word of God.  Normally, we do this through Scripture readings, stories, and a sermon.  We turn our attention to God, to allow God to shape us, change us, call us, teach us.  Third, we respond: we “declare ourselves,” we say “amen” to what we’ve heard, we commit ourselves anew to follow Jesus Christ.  Some of the rituals of response are the offering, our prayers, our songs, communion (in which we renew our covenant with God), baptism...    And fourth, we are sent out: having had a time of worship and renewal, we are reminded again that Christians are sent people – people on a mission.  We are sent forth with a blessing, to serve God and proclaim the Kingdom, until we return to worship again. 
What about children?   

Children are always welcome in Sunday morning worship.  We do have a program – called KidsFirst – that is particularly focussed on children from age 3 until about grade six.  But any children are welcome in worship (even if they make a bit of noise!).  If a child (particularly an infant) REALLY puts up a ruckus, we have a nursery available with sound “piped in” from the sanctuary – you may take refuge in there at any time!  But we don’t expect kids to be silent in worship.  

Of course, Sunday morning is not the only time for worship.  As parents, we teach worship to our children in our daily lives as well, with bedtime prayers, songs, grace at mealtimes, and times of family devotion.  If worship is paying attention, giving respect, acknowledging the holy, and giving our service, it is a “whole-life” kind of thing.  Very often, it is children who can teach adults about reverence, and about sensitivity to God and what is sacred.  
What’s communion all about?

Communion, and baptism, are what we call sacraments.  They are symbolic actions that in some way contain the blessing they symbolize.  Communion refers to that blessing that the name suggests – communion with God.  It’s all about a close personal relationship with God.  

There are many things that go into the symbolism of communion.  We are reminded of the way that eating was integral to Jesus’ ministry – how he ate with both privileged and outcast, and brought people together at table, as equals, as family, as beloved and included.  We are reminded, then, of the kind of community he calls us to be.  We are also reminded of “the last supper” at which Jesus renewed the covenant with his disciples – and with us, who carry on the tradition.  As the passover meal renews the covenant, so we eat to renew the covenant with God – that we are God’s people, and God is our God.  That we will love one another as Christ has loved us.  That we belong to Jesus as followers, and Jesus belongs to us as Savior and teacher.  That we are now the “body of Christ.”  And we are reminded also of Jesus’ death and resurrection, the central dynamic of our faith – the giving of our life so that others, and ultimately we, will have a truer, more human, more sacred life.  

It is difficult for modern folk – years away from worship that involves animal sacrifice – to understand the “this, my body; this, my blood” language.  It sounds macabre to many of us!  What it means for most of us is that Jesus is really, physically, a part of us, and we a part of Jesus.  It’s all symbolic – but in the mystery of the sacrament, somehow the ritual meal can actually contain the blessing it symbolizes.  

Why do we sing in worship?  

Saint Augustine may have said it best – the one who sings, prays twice.  There is something about singing – the beauty of melodies, the wonder of musical instruments, the human voice lifted in song and harmony – it just seems that music and worship go together.  Look at the students when the high school next door lets out, and you’ll see many of the young people with MP3 players and earphones in their ears.  Music is important.  It “gets under our skin,” it moves deeply in our hearts.  Music is important.  

Sometimes it seems like the fundamental problem with our secular society is that we don’t worship.  Or, at least, we SAY we don’t.  And when we don’t worship, it means that we don’t hold anything sacred.  We don’t place ultimate value in anything or anyone beyond ourselves.  For us, Sunday morning worship is therefore a key proclamation – that in a secular, consumer society, we are worshippers.  We hold God, and the universe God has made, in reverence.  We see in each other the image of God, and therefore hold each other with reverence.  We believe in holiness, and sacredness, and value, and service.  In this world, that is perhaps more significant than we know.  

