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CHRIST FOR US:  THE DIVINE SERVICE 

AN INTRODUCTION 
By Rev. Richard A. Bolland, 

Assistant Pastor - Emeritus, 

Gloria Christi Lutheran Church, Greeley, Colorado 

Welcome to the 2013 conference of the Association of Confessing Evangelical Lutheran 

Congregations!  Whether you are here as invited speakers, congregational delegates, or 

just observers, we are honored by your presence, and strengthened by your support of 

our mutual efforts to retain and preserve the one, true faith of Holy Scripture as 

exposited by our Lutheran Confessions within The Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod.  

This national gathering gives eloquent testimony that our concern for the maintenance of 

unity in pure doctrine and right practice is alive and well within our much divided Synod. 

To be sure there is much that divides us in our Synod.  Our ACELC documents bear 

clear witness that we are divided by at least 29 different issues of doctrine and practice, 

but our conference theme for these next few days hits at the heart of our divisions.  In 

vain to we seek to restore our unity in doctrine and practice if we cannot first be united 

in the most fundamental, basic function of the Church - our worship. 

It is from our worship that all other activities of the Church flow.  Unity in our worship 

is most assuredly not merely a matter of personal preference, as many have come to see 

it in our Synod and beyond, but it is where God comes to His people with His divine 

gifts of Word and Sacrament.  Yes, worship also includes our response to these precious 

gifts, but primarily this is the venue in which we hear God speak and see Him act 

through the means of grace.  We come together Sunday after Sunday, not to be 

entertained or amused, rather we come to hear God Himself speak through His Holy 

Word and we come to see God Himself act as He brings us the full forgiveness of our 

sins through baptismal waters and through His holy precious flesh and blood given and 

shed for us. 

Permit me to first make a confession.  I am a convert to being a supporter of traditional, 

liturgical worship.  Being raised in the 1950’s and 60’s put me into college precisely at 

the moment when many in this nation were throwing off every vestige of traditional 

values.  Along with others of my generation I was invited to accept Timothy Leary’s 

invitation to “turn on, tune in, and drop out.”  I came of age in the folk era of Peter, Paul 

and Mary, Simon and Garfunkle, the Beatles, and John Denver.  I even had my own folk 

group during my days at Concordia Teacher’s College, Seward, Nebraska, and made a 

part time living singing at colleges and bars throughout the midwest.  I had long hair and 

bell-bottom pants, and...I was skinny!   

All of this also impacted my view of worship and especially as an accomplished guitarist 

and vocalist, I wanted to blend my worship with my entertainment skills and with the 

best of motivations:  To make my witness to Christ relevant, personal, and less formal.  
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It was an era when we figuratively threw out the church pews and brought in the bean 

bag chairs.  We tossed out the hymnals and began to sing hymns to the tune of “Michael 

Row Your Boat Ashore”, or “House of the Rising Sun”.  Formality was bad and 

informality was good.  Pastors started asking their parishioners to call them by their first 

name.  I was all for it! 

As a young pastor in Tucson, Arizona, I held the title of Associate Pastor/Member 

Assimilator and as such I attended Synodical conference after Synodical Conference to 

listen to  Carl George teach us about becoming a Meta-Church built on small groups, 

and I organized a bunch of them.  I helped start a Praise Band at Fountain of Life, 

Tucson, Arizona, and hauled my Senior Pastor, off to a Carl George worship conference 

in Southern California.  We shared a motel room for that conference, and learned that it 

is only in California that when two men check in at a motel that the desk clerk will ask a 

uniquely California question:  “Will that be one bed or two?” 

Somewhere in the desert heat of Tucson, I realized that none of what I was doing was 

delivering on the promises that had been made.  Youth still left the church as the same 

rate as ever after Confirmation.  While we received new members in the door because 

they liked the music, many of our older members left the church because, (as they told 

me), “It just didn’t feel like a Lutheran Church anymore.”  They were right.  It wasn’t a 

Lutheran Church anymore.  One of my best Elders not only resigned from the Board, but 

also from the LCMS and started attending the local non-denominational mega church.  

He said that as long as we were trying to look like every other reformed church in the 

area he might as well attend where the Praise Band was better and the youth group had 

more going for it. 

Somewhere along the line, some colleagues of mine on the internet got hold of me and 

challenged me to read our Lutheran Confessions again, pointing out some of my own 

errors with salient passages from our Symbols.  I give thanks to God for their correction.  

It changed my life and it changed the way I looked at worship for good. 

Permit me to share some key concepts that I learned along the way: 

First, when we come to worship, we enter sacred ground.  The sanctuary is where we 

meet God and is, therefore, a holy place.  Somehow we, as a culture and as a Synod, 

have largely managed to misplace our sense of a space being holy and failed to adjust 

both our behavior and our architecture within that space accordingly.  Now, within our 

fellowship it is not uncommon that altars, (the place signifying the sacrifice of our Lord), 

are sometimes put on wheels so they can be pushed out of the way when convenient.  

This act alone indicates the de-emphasis of Christocentric worship in favor of man-

centered worship, but there seems no realization of the meaning of the action by most.   

If Christ crucified is not the center of our worship, then something or someone else is. 

Perhaps we would do well to remember the Rite of Dedication for a Church: 
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“Let the doors of this church be opened for the preaching of the saving Word of God in 

accordance with the confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, for the 

administration of the holy Sacraments according to the institution of Christ, and for 

offering to God the sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, in the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.” (LSB Agenda, p. 267, CPH, 2006.) 

Second, our worship must reflect the unity of God - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
Our gracious God is One and is “Oneness” itself.  He is the very definition of unity 

because the oneness of God is not merely an attribute that He has, but it is who God is!  

God is One in His will, God is One in doctrine, God is One in His divine intent, God is 

one in every respect despite the fact that His Oneness is expressed in Three Persons.  

God’s Church on earth should seek rightly to express that oneness in its most central and 

significant activity, her worship. 

Division is a mark of the satanic kingdom.  Disunity is the antithesis of God and of His 

Church, yet congregation after congregation has been divided by the introduction of 

innovatation and individual preferences with respect to our worship practices often 

without any regard to the offense given by those who simply wanted to remain with our 

historical liturgies as every Lutheran congregation had done up until the 1960’s.   

It is then, only good, right, and salutary that God’s Church reflect the oneness of God 

Himself who has called His Church into being, will tolerate no false doctrine within His 

Church (for this would violate His own divine nature), and who is bringing us toward 

perfect unity in all things in the Messianic End Times.  While such unity will be 

imperfect in the Church Militant, we are not at all excused from imitating His unity with 

all our might so as to reflect God Himself in our worship. 

Third, the history of Christ’s Church demonstrates that liturgical unity was 

consistently sought. 

Contrary to the frequent but mistaken conviction that Lutheran liturgical worship began 

in Germany at the time of the Lutheran Reformation, the practice of liturgical worship 

began with the form of Synagogue worship in the Old Testament as Roman Catholic 

scholar Edward K. Kilmartin wrote: 

“But the structure of synagogue services was observed:  reading and exposition of 

scripture within the context of prayer and confession.  Jewish psalms, hymns, song, and 

prayers were adapted.” [by the 1st century Christians]
1
 

Striving for unity in the Church’s worship was echoed throughout the entire Age of the 

Church especially during times of confession against the errors the Church encountered.  

The great Christological controversies of the early Church eliminated Arian errors from 

the Church’s worship.  Martin Luther, during the Lutheran Reformation, had to change 

the Mass to accurately reflect the orthodoxy of the early worship of the first century.  In 

order to introduce error into the Church, Kaiser Frederich William III’s Prussian Union 

Agende had to eliminate orthodox truth from the worship of the Church, and the Old 
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Lutherans of his day, had to reject these errors and retain the orthodox worship of Luther 

based on the pre-union liturgies of the Church. 

Likewise, it was not insignificant nor coincidental that when the very first gathering of a 

Lutheran ministerium in the English colonies of America occurred on August 26, 1748, 

that one of the first orders of business was the adoption of a common liturgy.
2
  This was 

done to strengthen the unity of the congregations and thus reflect the unity of God 

Himself.   

Likewise, it was not a coincidence that when the first Constitution of the German 

Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio, and Other States, (eventually the 

LCMS), said: 

“IV. Business of Synod...10.  To strive after the greatest possible uniformity in 

ceremonies”
3
 

And again: 

“II. Conditions under which a congregation may join Synod and remain a member...4.  

The exclusive use of doctrinally pure church books and school books.  (Agenda, 

hymnals, readers, etc.)  If it is impossible in some congregations to replace 

immediately the unorthodox ones, then the pastor of such a congregation can 

become a member of Synod only if he promises to use the unorthodox hymnal 

only under open protest and to strive in all seriousness for the introduction of an 

orthodox hymnal.”
4
 

This age-old practice of the Church was reflected in the LCMS’ insistence on officially 

adopted Synodical hymnals with member congregations being expected to use them.  

Yes, for the sake of unity among us, in our worship our Synod litterally wanted all her 

congregations to be on the same page! 

Is it true that the worship of the Church changes over time?  Yes, but in very careful and 

circumspect ways with every effort being made to do so in unity.  Thus, change is both 

carefully considered over time and it is painstakingly initiated with a mindset of 

supporting and encouraging unity in our worship among the congregations of Christ. 

This is specifically why our Lutheran Confessions repeatedly tell us that they are 

retaining the Mass or Divine Service:   

“We on our part also retain many ceremonies and traditions (such as the liturgy of the 

Mass and various canticles, festivals, and the like) which serve to preserve order in the 

church.” (AC XXVI:40) 

“We are unjustly accused of having abolished the Mass. Without boasting, it is manifest 

that the Mass is observed among us with greater devotion and more earnestness than 

among our opponents. (AC XXIV:9) 

“Since, therefore, the Mass among us is supported by the example of the church as seen 

from the Scriptures and the Fathers, we are confident that it cannot be disapproved, 
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especially since the customary public ceremonies are for the most part retained.” (AC 

XXIV:40) 

“We are perfectly willing for the Mass to be understood as a daily sacrifice, provided 

this means the whole Mass, the ceremony and also the proclamation of the Gospel, 

faith, prayer, and thanksgiving. Taken together, these are the daily sacrifice of the New 

Testament; the ceremony was instituted because of them and ought not to be separated 

from them. (AP XXIV:35) 

“...we do not abolish the Mass but religiously keep and defend it.” (AP XXIV:1) 

“We keep traditional liturgical forms.” (AP XXIV:1)”...let all good men understand that 

we most zealously preserve the dignity of the Mass...” (APXXIV:99)
5
 

Many more citations from our Confessions could be added, but I will leave that to Pastor 

Wolfmueller who will tend to that task more fully than I can now. 

Fourth, Holy Scripture calls us to complete doctrinal unity and our worship should 

reflect that unity.  While many today worship at the altar of personal preference or of 

missional pragmatism, we are called to oneness in Christ and with each other.  How 

much more clear can God make Himself? 

“I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, 

and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and 

the same judgment.”  (I Cor. 1:10) 
1
 “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling 

to which you have been called, 
2
 with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing 

with one another in love, 
3
 eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. 

4
 There is one body and one Spirit – just as you were called to the one hope that belongs 

to your call – 
5
 one Lord, one faith, one baptism, 

6
 one God and Father of all, who is 

over all and through all and in all...
11

 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 

evangelists, the shepherds[c] and teachers, 
12

 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, 

for building up the body of Christ, 
13

 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the 

knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood,[e] to the measure of the stature of the 

fullness of Christ, 
14

 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 

waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in 

deceitful schemes. 
15

 Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way 

into him who is the head, into Christ, 
16

 from whom the whole body, joined and held 

together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, 

makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love. (Eph. 4:1-6, 11-16) 

It is simply not possible that these words of Holy Scripture should apply only to our 

doctrine without also applying them to our worship.  Worship is the primary venue for 

the presentation of God’s doctrine.  This is the on-going catechesis of the sheep.  It is 

how the sheep are fed.  The two simply cannot be separated! 
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Lex orandi, lex credendi, (loosely translated:  “As we worship, so we believe”), 

originally within its context of Prosper of Aquitaine was ut kgem credendi lex statuat 

supplicandi, (that the obligatory manner of praying may determine the obligatory 

manner of believing) has been the expression of the Church since at least the fifth 

century.
6
  It correctly points us to the reality that our worship is an expression of our 

doctrine and that if the worship is changed, so too shall be our teaching.  Thus, great 

care has been taken over the centuries to retain the Divine Service and thus to retain the 

unity of the Church’s worship. 

In these few days together as we examine “Christ For Us:  The Divine Service” it will be 

the expression of the unity of Christ’s Church which will come into sharper focus for us.  

The Church’s worship expresses the Church’s teaching and gives us the foundation for a 

life of unity within the Church.  I pray we will settle for nothing less. 
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