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Preface
Since studying New Testament and liturgical texts at Yale Divinity

School, my pastoral and academic vocation has been focused on matters
liturgical, even though I consider myself, first and foremost, a student of the
New Testament. Aidan Kavanagh, one of the most influential liturgists of the
late twentieth century, was a profound influence on my understanding and
appreciation of Christian liturgy, and he encouraged me to pursue my own
Lutheran tradition. My parish experience coincided with the publication of
Lutheran Worship in 1982. The call to teach New Testament homiletics and
liturgics at Concordia Theological Seminary, Forth Wayne, Indiana, occurred
as the worship wars in our Church body commenced. With the advent of
alternative liturgical forms outside the Lutheran tradition being used in our
Church, I found myself addressing clergy and laity on the treasures of his-
toric Lutheran liturgy.

Further study in the New Testament at the University of Durham on
“Table Fellowship and Eschatology at Emmaus” attempted to combine New
Testament and liturgical interests by investigating the liturgical structures of
table fellowship in the Emmaus narrative and Luke’s Gospel. Throughout
my career, requests for articles on worship kept coming, for example, “Litur-
gical Renewal in the Parish” in Lutheran Worship: History and Practice
(Concordia Publishing House, 1993), and even the Lukan commentary for
Concordia Publishing House addressed the Gospel as a catechetical and
liturgical document.

At the request of the Indiana District Board of Worship of the The
Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, we produced the video Lutheran
Liturgy: Yesterday, Today, and Forever (1999). This coincided with our work
on Lutheran Service Book, and it was a privilege to serve as chairman of the
lectionary committee and as a member of the steering committee. Through
the generous support of Pr. John Fiene and the saints at Advent Lutheran
Church in Zionsville, Indiana, as well as people such as Elaine Graff, who
produced the video, and Ken Ring of Lutheran Visuals, who distributed it,
we were able to offer the Church an accessible entrance into the treasures of
our liturgical life as Lutherans. Most of us were surprised at the positive
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response of our Church to this twelve-part series on the the liturgy, particu-
larly the desire for a book that covered in more depth the topics of the video.
Concordia Theological Seminary graciously granted me a sabbatical in the
spring/summer of 2003 to work on the manuscript for Heaven on Earth, and
Thrivent Financial for Lutherans provided some financial support.

Teaching, speaking, and writing about matters liturgical is my hobby,
and after the liturgy video, I was ready to focus on the New Testament. But
then along came the inception of the Good Shepherd Institute in 1999, and
my appointment as dean of Kramer Chapel in 2000. The publication of
papers from the Good Shepherd Institute conferences created annual oppor-
tunities to reflect on liturgical topics. No matter how hard I tried to move
away from matters liturgical, the liturgy kept finding its way back to me.
Ironically, this book appears after my tenure as dean of the chapel. What a
great joy and privilege to serve alongside Cantors Resch and Hildebrand,
two of the finest churchmen I know, in forming the worship life of our cam-
pus. Serving as dean of Kramer Chapel has been the highlight of my years at
the seminary, but I could not be more pleased to give way to my good friend
and colleague, Dr. Paul Grime, who brings fresh leadership to the worship
life of our seminary after his extraordinary work on Lutheran Service Book.

Sections of Heaven on Earth may sound familiar to some, for it pulls
together in one place everything I have written on the liturgy. I am grateful to
CPH for allowing me to republish in modified form some of the material
from the commentary, as well as the Good Shepherd Institute for material
from our monograph series.

Many thanks also to Scot Kinnaman and the editorial staff at CPH for
their marvelous work, and to Deaconess Sara Bielby, who read the first draft
from the perspective of the person in the pew, offering many fine suggestions
to make this even more accessible to a wider audience.

This book sets before pastors, church workers, and laypeople the litur-
gical and theological treasures of our Lutheran heritage as we rejoice
together that, in Christ, heaven is on earth.

All Saints’ 2007
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Introduction
The Historic Liturgy

We are in the midst of an identity crisis. Our culture bombards us with
unrealistic images of what “normal” human beings should be like. No

one is immune to this identity crisis, not even Christians. And this is a great
tragedy, for we know that our life is defined by Jesus Christ, our Creator and
our Redeemer. Our identity is in conformity to His holy life. So why are we
struggling to understand who we are?

TELLING THE WORLD ITS STORY

Each and every one of us has a story to tell about our lives. My story begins
with my grandmother, the daughter of a Lutheran pastor. Before she passed
away at the age of 95, she told her grandchildren and great-grandchildren
her story. Her story and the story of the Church were inseparably inter-
twined. How different from our time! I have since wondered how I would
tell the story of my life to my grandchildren or how my children would tell it
to theirs. The world has become so complicated, it appears as if the world
has lost its story. And to lose one’s story is to lose one’s identity. 

Until modern times, it was commonly accepted that the Creator told the
world its story, which was synonymous with the Holy Scriptures. However,
in this postmodern and post-Christian society, the world has lost its connec-
tion to the Bible, the story of our faith. Questions about where we come
from, where we are going, and how we are to live along the way are no
longer formed by the “realistic narrative” of the Bible.1 In fact, in past cen-
turies one sign of a well-educated and well-rounded individual was
familiarity with Scripture. Unfortunately, the world no longer knows the 
biblical narrative and therefore does not order its life according to the
themes of that story. In previous generations, the Church could assume that
those in the pews not only had a working knowledge of the Bible but also
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that Holy Scripture shaped the narrative of their lives. Sadly, this is no
longer the case. If individuals no longer know the basics concerning the ori-
gin of this world and of human beings, the promises of God for our physical
and spiritual welfare, and the history of God’s chosen people throughout
time, how can they be expected to know that Christ Jesus has come to make
them His own? 

Perhaps there is confusion about our identity in Christ because we no
longer know where it is that we see Jesus. Our self-centered culture per-
suades us that the only place to find Jesus is in our hearts, that is, in our
emotions and feelings. But when Scripture speaks of the heart, it means the
very core of the human being, the very place in us where Christ dwells. Our
identity is in the person of Jesus. We see Jesus where He has promised to be
for us and for our salvation—in His Word, in Baptism, and in the Lord’s
Supper.

It would be simple to assign our loss of identity to busy schedules or to
the lack of Christian education or to the lack of church attendance, and these
certainly are contributing factors. Perhaps the larger problem is that we do
not see Christ as the center of our story. We do not see Christ as the center of
the liturgy, the place where His story—the story of the world—is told. Such
a towering assertion goes against the grain of our postmodern sensibilities
and expectations. Yet the history of the Church testifies that, for centuries,
our brothers and sisters in Christ invited those who did not share our faith to
come to the Divine Service, where they then heard the salvation story in its
entirety through the rhythm of the liturgy. In our worship, Christ, the author
of life, is present, telling that story through the words of the prophets and
apostles and serving as host of a heavenly feast where the world’s story is
given its heavenly reality.

THE LITURGY

The story told in the Divine Service is about the real world in which we live.
This real world was created by God as good and right, but became terribly
wrong. Our sins are evidence that this world has been infected with a virus
from which we cannot escape. Everyone is able to see this evidence, espe-
cially in those who suffer physical, emotional, and physical pain from the
consequences of sin, or in those broken by violence and tragedy, by sickness
and death. Only God is able to make right what has gone wrong. He loved us
so much that He was willing to send His Son from heaven into our world in
order to bear all our burdens—even to the point of death. 

10
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Hanging on a cross, Jesus shows the Father’s mercy for us. His death
makes right what had gone wrong, releasing our fallen world from its cap-
tivity to darkness and death. His suffering and death was traded for our life.
Jesus the Creator entered our creation as a creature for one purpose: to make
all things new. From the moment of His conception and incarnation, the
world has never been the same. Jesus came to live among us to show how
God first intended us to live when He created us in His own image. That is
why Jesus’ journey took Him from heaven to this world and ultimately to the
cross. Jesus experienced the full tragedy of our fallen humanity, becoming
sin for us, so that He might reverse sin’s curse and make right what had gone
wrong. Jesus entered into this messy world of our making in order to be
faithful even unto death and restore our flesh to God’s image, making us
whole. The empty tomb testifies that death could not hold Him. He has been
raised from the dead. As those who have received the benefits of Christ’s
suffering and death, we also will not have to experience eternal death. We,
too, will be raised from the dead to live with Him forever in heaven.

The world can never return to the state it was before Jesus entered our
cosmos in human flesh. God be praised! Therefore, the world’s story cannot
be told without Jesus’ conception, birth, life, death, and resurrection at the
center of that story. Now and forever the world and its story are marked by
His incarnation. As we confess in the Apostles’ Creed, the very same flesh-
and-blood Jesus who was “born of the Virgin Mary, suffered under Pontius
Pilate, was crucified, died and was buried, on the third day rose again from
the dead, ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of the Father” con-
tinues to be present in His Church in the Church’s worship. Jesus Christ,
crucified and risen, is now present among us in the preaching of the Gospel
and the sacramental life of the Church. In order to tell the world its story, we
must enter into the mysteries of Jesus’ real presence and realize that Jesus,
God-and-man, continues to be present among us in His flesh, telling us the
story of a world made new in Him.

JOURNEYING WITH CHRIST TO JERUSALEM

For Christians, life is a pilgrimage from Baptism to death, which is the
entrance into eternity. When Christians put on Christ in Baptism, we begin
our journey to a destination of full communion with Christ in heaven. In the
baptismal font, Christ’s story becomes our story. As we journey through life,
we live under the cross where, through daily repentance and forgiveness, we
die and rise with Christ in our baptismal lives. We are continually living in
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Christ as we hear His Holy Word and feed upon His holy food, which will
sustain us on the way. In Word and Sacrament, we hear the story of the
world. That story is not some inert fact. The very telling of the world’s story
in Word and Sacrament brings us right into the story and changes us. Our pil-
grimage leads us inevitably to our physical death, which is an entrance to full
communion with Christ in His heavenly home. The goal of the journey is to
live in Christ’s presence forever and to feast at His table for eternity. The
Christian pilgrimage is an incarnational life in Christ because from the
moment we are baptized we are joined to Him and to His life, for He dwells
in us and we dwell in Him.

As we journey from Baptism to death, we are accompanied by the
song of the Church. Our response to God’s story is sung through liturgical
hymns. The liturgy takes us on a journey with Jesus from His birth at Christ-
mas as we sing the Gloria in Excelsis, the hymn of the angels, to His death in
Jerusalem as we sing about the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world. We also travel with Jesus during the Church Year that begins with the
celebration of His birth in Bethlehem, climaxes at Easter with His death and
resurrection, and continues at Pentecost with the ongoing life in Christ as the
Church, the Body of Christ. To live as a Christian in the world is to be united
to Jesus Christ, the source of all life, who cleanses us from our sins to make
us a fit dwelling for His presence.

In order to tell the world its story, we must proclaim that in our liturgy
of Word and Sacrament the Creator of all things unites us to Himself for eter-
nity. This life of communion with Jesus begins at the font and is sustained by
Word and Sacrament every Sunday. His suffering and resurrected flesh
restores our impure and unclean flesh to wholeness and wellness. Every bap-
tismal font reminds us that we are washed from our uncleanness and have
been given a new identity that defines our life by Christ’s life—a life of for-
giveness. Every pulpit reminds us that Christ manifests Himself in the
Divine Service as He speaks to us about our new life in Him—a life of free-
dom from bondage. And every altar reminds us that our story is one of
suffering and sacrifice, but that the story ends with resurrection and new life
delivered to us in the body and blood of our Lord.

12
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CONFIDENT LITURGY FOR A WORLD
THAT HAS LOST ITS STORY

This book does not intend to impose some law of worship on the Church, but
rather to propose a more excellent way (1 Corinthians 12:31) to tell the story
of real life in Christ—the way of the historic liturgy that has been used by
countless Christians for almost fourteen hundred years, perhaps even longer.
This is how the Church has survived persecution, heresy, wars, famine, and
plague. It had a place to retreat and to engage in a confident expression of
the story of the world. When it seemed as if the world might be coming to an
end, or even worse, as if the world was losing its story, the Church regrouped
to the measured cadences of the biblical story told through the historic
liturgy. When things looked as if they could not get much worse, the Church
entered into the safe haven of the historic liturgy, where through Kyrie and
Gloria, through Sanctus and Agnus Dei, it proclaimed to a world in chaos the
story of God’s redeeming love.

Confident liturgy is the more excellent way of worshiping, the way of
our grandmothers and great-grandmothers, stretching all the way back into
the New Testament and even beyond that into the Old Testament. This book
does not propose that we return to some supposed golden age and reenact a
liturgy of a bygone era, but rather that we learn from the past as it is now
embraced by our own present-day worship.

How best to do this we may learn from his Word and from the
way his Word has prompted his worship through the centuries.
We are heirs of an astonishingly rich tradition. Each generation
receives from those who went before and, in making that tradi-
tion of the Divine Service its own, adds what best may serve in
its own day—the living heritage and something new.2

A living heritage and something new is what I propose, for this wonderful
way of describing the vibrancy of good liturgical worship is at the heart of a
confident liturgy.

RECOVERING OUR LITURGICAL ROOTS

In this book we will journey into the history of Jewish and Christian worship
in order to discover our liturgical origins. This journey will put us in touch
with countless saints whose identity was shaped by entering into the pres-
ence of Christ to receive from Him what only He can give—a life that is
defined by His presence and His gifts of forgiveness, life, and salvation.

13
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We will discover who we are as worshiping Christians by investigating
how Jesus worshiped. Jesus sought His Father’s presence in the temple in
Jerusalem where God’s glory dwelt in the Holy of Holies. Jesus traveled to
Jerusalem many times to His Father’s house to hear the Word of God with
other Jews. He heard the Word of God every Sabbath of His life in the syna-
gogue. During His ministry He was invited to read and preach the Word of
God. For Jesus, God’s Word was God’s food, and to hear the Word of God
was to be nourished by God with food that lasts forever. Our hearing of the
Word of God is structured in a very similar way to Jesus’ hearing of that
Word in the synagogue.

Jesus also celebrated the Passover, the most important feast of the
Jews. And on the night in which He was betrayed, during a Passover meal
where He served as host, Jesus instituted the Lord’s Supper for us to com-
mune with Him in a miraculous way to forgive us our sins and make us holy.
In, with, and under bread and wine, we now eat and drink the very body and
blood of Jesus Christ—the very body and blood that was crucified on the
cross to cleanse us from our sins, the very body and blood that was raised 
on the third day to make right what had gone wrong. By our participation in
this meal we are now joined to Christ’s death and resurrection. By joining
Himself to us in this sacred meal of holy food, we are now joined to all the
saints who have died and risen in Christ. This communion of saints is where
heaven and earth are joined together in Him. We are members of this eternal
community, a community that even now participates in the heavenly things
as a foretaste of the feast to come. 

THE LITURGY OF LIFE

When Sunday comes to an end, the liturgy of the Church goes into the world
with us through each unique vocation. We are Christ’s people, standing in
the midst of a broken world. As the baptized, we bear witness in our words
and lives to the Christ who dwells in us. Our lives testify that Christ’s pres-
ence in the world transforms the culture and makes it new. To live in Christ
is to bear witness that Jesus Christ is present in our world in His gifts. Christ
is present in the world through us, and He is present for the life of the world. 

Many people today want to know how to be a Christian. What they are
really asking is how to live like Christ. The response: “Be like Christ who
lives in you!” But they will ask: “What does this mean?” The answer comes
from Jesus’ Sermon on the Plain (Luke 6): “Love your enemies, be merciful
and compassionate, forgive, and do works of charity.” But they will ask:

14
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“How is this done?” The answer: “Come to church and receive the gifts of
Christ’s flesh in hearing the Gospel and feasting at His banquet. And then go.
Go out into the world and be what you have become in Christ.” This is life in
Christ! This is how we continue to tell the world its story about real life in
Christ through our lives! This is the liturgy of life!

IN CHRIST FOREVER

What God said in the past, in Holy Scripture, is at the center of our worship.
God uses the words He spoke through the prophets and the apostles as the
means by which Christ comes to us in this present moment, today, right now.
And God uses these same words to take us on a journey with Him through
death and resurrection all the way to heaven. In Jesus Christ, yesterday and
today are joined forever, and earth and heaven come together in one place.
He is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. He is the story.

15
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