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Preface  
to the Second Edition

The introduction in 2006 of Lutheran Service Book in the LCMS and Evan-
gelical Lutheran Worship in the ELCA necessitated a revision of Gathered 
Guests

Gathered Guests 
is particularly focused on Lutheran Service Book, Lutherans in synods other 

particular interests.
This revision of Gathered Guests has gone beyond merely updating the 

material in the chapters on the Service of the Word and the Service of the 
-

ers and kind readers have pointed out the necessity of significant changes in 

or offering clarifications. Continuing diversity of practice and the novelty of 

the book.

-
aging this revision. For their personal interest and comments I thank Dr. 

-

to the Rev. Steve Smith for helpful background research in the lectionaries 
of Lutheran Service Book

many insights and corrective perspectives on the historical and liturgical 
background of Lutheran Service Book and its associated resources. To the 
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-

greater and heavenly ortho-doxologies. Without that Word that became flesh 

the future. Marana-tha!
Timothy Maschke 

Festival of St. Mary 
August 15, 2007

Preface to First Edition
Gathered Guests is a textbook. It is intended 

-
Lutheran 

-
guished tradition. The chapters of this book address topics under a variety of 

-

and development of Christian liturgy as practiced by Lutherans are explained 
in light of the larger Christian tradition. Part 3 provides a glimpse into the 

every congregation. Part 4 offers suggestions for various approaches to sea-

Evening Prayer. Guidelines for public prayer and public reading of Scripture 

-

Some of the chapters are more practical; others are theoretical or his-

-
enthetical Scripture passages because they are the foundation and focus of 
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guests.

Gathered Guests began more than a decade 

-
ship at least annually at Concordia University Wisconsin. Therefore, I thank 
my many students for their insights and responses to various dimensions of 
the book as emphases developed over the years. Some of my classroom rheto-

honest critical responses to a rough draft of this book. I should also mention 
my appreciation of Nathan Grepke, a graduate of Concordia University Wis-

this book.
My friend and former colleague Dr. Joel Heck of Concordia University 

-
rience in publishing and his honest reaction to several chapters provided 
encouragement and is most appreciated. In addition, Dr. Steve Mueller, Con-

also benefited from the editorial support and encouragement of the staff at 

and I take full responsibility for all that remain, if factual or theological, and 
I ask the reader’s charity.

people have provided special insights and perspectives that have proved 
-
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-

dedicated to my family.
Finally, I thank God for gathering me as one of His guests through the 

body and blood of my Lord Jesus Christ. Jesus’ death gives me life, and His 

and changes and matures. God has blessed me richly, and this book is one 

S.D.G.
Timothy Maschke

Pentecost 2001
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INTRODUCTION

Life, Liturgy,  
and Theology

be stated clearly at the beginning of this book. Woven throughout Gathered 
Guests

Probably no Latin theological phrase has been touted as flippantly in 
recent years as lex orandi, lex credendi
The historical origin and the various understandings and applications of this 

Church and for an individual’s spirituality. A decade ago, evangelical Chris-
tian author Robert Webber stated a concern for Americans and particularly 
U.S. church members that merits repeating:

-
tory and probably care even less. . . . Unfortunately, most churches in 
this country have the same mentality. This is especially true of con-

ourselves off from the rich treasury of resources and from the col-

1

 1 Webber, Signs of Wonder, 9–10.
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lex 
orandi, lex credendi.

-
tism, Prosper penned the original adage: legem credendi lex statuat supplicandi 

2 As part of his 
argument for salvation by grace alone, Prosper demonstrated that the reason 
the Church prays for all people is that faith is purely the result of God’s grace. 
Thus the liturgy underscored the belief of the Church. Augustine had made 
similar proofs of doctrine from the liturgy.3

Although Prosper’s concept is clear in its context, the simplified form 
lex orandi, lex credenda

articulated by Prosper:

 
effects on each other.

manifestations.

-
4 To introduce his aber-

rations about Christ’s origin, Arius set his beliefs to music, using tunes from 
the marketplace to infect the people’s thinking and theological consciousness. 

Capit-
ula Coelestini Dictionary of Latin and 
Greek Theological Terms lex orandi est lex cre-
dendi et agendi. More correctly, Federer, Liturgie und Glaube, 13–16, attributes author-
ship to Prosper and cites M. Cappuyns, “L’origine des Capitula pseudo-célestiniens 
contre se semi-pélagianisme,” Revue bénédictine -

Doxology -
ter, ed., St. Prosper of Aquitaine: Defense of St. Augustine, Ancient Christian Writers 32 

For the most recent scholarly treatment of this phrase and the nuances of its usage, see 
De Clerck, “ ‘Lex orandi, lex credendi,’ ” 178–200.

Doxology

 4 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, 1:219–48.
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in Asia Minor.5 -
6 

Chalcedonian Definition7 quickly reaffirmed the phrase “God-bearer” in the 
liturgical confessions of the Church.8

bodily assumption of Mary as an official teaching of the Roman Catholic 
Church.9

on the practices of the Catholic Church over many centuries, not on any bibli-
cal evidence.10 Eastern Orthodox Christians have had similar liturgical influ-
ences upon their doctrine.11

modern Christian church bodies continue to seek Christian unity through 

History of Christian Thought, 272–90.

a century. See Johnson, “Sub Tuum Praesidium

of Christ’s dual natures.

 7 A church council, meeting in Chalcedon in AD 451, reaffirmed the Nicene Creed as 

Eutyches, the council further clarified the position that in the one person Jesus Christ 
-

Christ in Christian Tradition, 
1:542–57.

 8 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition Dox-
ology, 251. Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology

Munificentissimus Deus, November 1, 1950, mentioned 
in Joseph Gallagher, trans., The Documents of Vatican II

10 Doxology, 238.

11 Ware, Orthodox Church, 271, quotes Georges Florovsky: “Christianity is a liturgical 
-

Doxology, 251; and Kavanagh, On 
Liturgical Theology.
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than through agreement on biblical teachings.12

lex orandi, lex credendi takes an oppo-

the liturgy. The Reformation era brought about a recognition of the dogmatic 
value of liturgy.13 John Calvin, particularly, made the Second Command-

the idolatry of the liturgy.14

-
15 Certainly the early revival preachers in 

-

-

American informality and liturgical minimalism, yet such practices clearly 
16

David Luecke, though Lutheran, has adopted the paradigm derived from 
an American evangelical frontier tradition in his book Evangelical Style and 
Lutheran Substance
offers some strong theological reservations about particular styles. He con-
cludes that Lutherans can only use one style, arguing that only “experiential 
‘contact’ Pietism . . . has a rightful place in Lutheran theology and history.”17 

12
one book is to have one church.”

13 Fagerberg, What Is Liturgical Theology? 3–45, 112–13.

14 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 1.11.9–11; 2.8.11; 4.10.19; 4.10.24; 4.10.30.

15 Webber, Signs of Wonder, 32–33, 146.

16 Wright, Community of Joy
communicate the substance of faith.” See Ward, Selling Worship, for several examples. 
James White, Protestant Worship: Traditions in Transition

-

17 Luecke, Evangelical Style and Lutheran Substance, 92.



 INTRODUCTION 17

-

in its neglect of the opposite. Lutherans have navigated this middle course 

Lutherans have reflected the mutuality of both doctrine and devotional life. 

Order of Mass and Commu-
nion for the Church at Wittenberg and his German Mass -

18

Rites and ceremonies indeed form a training school of faith. To this 

cannot create the faith, they can point to it. They are the scaffold-

needed for the sake of love, for love and order belong together.19

The Danish Lutheran theologian Regin Prenter has carried on Luther’s 
approach of relating theology and liturgy. In a masterful article titled “Lit-
urgy and Theology,” Prenter exhibits this uniquely Lutheran approach: “The 
liturgy of the Church is theological. It speaks to God and man about God and 
man. . . . The theology of the Church is liturgical, a part of the liturgy in the 

18 AE 53:11, 61.

19 Luther on Worship, 175.
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20

If liturgy is separated from theology, i.e., if it is no longer in its essence 

-
ing God. . . . If, on the other hand, theology is separated from liturgy, 
i.e., if it is no longer seen as a part of the liturgy of the Church, part of 

and theology are, I think, imminent in our present situation in the 
Lutheran Church.21

Worship 
in the Name of Jesus -

22

Christ.”23 -

membership: “4. Exclusive use of doctrinally pure agenda, hymnbooks, and 
catechisms in church and school.”24 Such a statement demonstrates the syn-

20 Prenter, “Liturgy and Theology,” 151.

21 Prenter, “Liturgy and Theology,” 141.

22 Worship in the Name of Jesus, 24.

23 Worship in the Name of Jesus Luther on Worship, ix, cites an article 

Der 
Gottesdienst an Sonn- und Feiertagen: Untersuchungen zur Kirchen agende -

24 Handbook of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod.
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Lutheran Service Book -

gathered guests assembled throughout the LCMS.

come together because God calls us by His Gospel. We are gathered in His 
name to receive His Word and Meal. We respond in praise and prayers and 

-





PART 1

Dimensions of Worship
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CHAPTER 1

What Is Worship?

“It’s time for church!” From infancy I have attended church regularly. As a 

child, going to church was a time to learn more about Jesus, to sing hymns, 

sometimes to sit beside the organ while my mother played, or sometimes 

to sit in a pew with a friend while my father preached. I saw babies and 

adults baptized. I watched my parents during Communion, particularly as 

they returned from the altar. Church also evokes sounds for me, particu-

larly hymns played on an old pump organ and on a pipe organ. I remember 

the pianist in a mission church and a harp concert one memorable Sunday. 

Going to church always meant a sermon, a main feature of the service. It was 

why we went to church: to hear about God’s love for us in Jesus. Now I hear 

people talking about “worship” in the same way we used to speak of “going 

to church.”

What do Lutherans mean by worship? Most often it refers to Sunday 

church services, and worship is indeed what happens on Sundays. Yet the 

concept of worship goes beyond an hour’s activity on Sunday (or any other 

day of the week, for that matter). Lutherans understand worship as some-

thing more than what occurs on one day of the week. It is a matter of God’s 

gracious gift of faith and the resulting activities that flow from that gift. Such 

faith-based activity is most evident in Sunday services as we gather as God’s 

guests to receive from Him and to express our thanks and praise to Him. 

For that reason the focus of this book will concentrate on Sunday worship, 

though a variety of worship ideas and practices will be presented.

This chapter will look at the concept of worship in a manner that 

should provide more to think about the next time you attend church. In 

addition, you will have an opportunity to read in both the Old and New 

Testaments what God thought about worship. Finally, this chapter will look 

briefly at how contemporary Lutherans understand worship, the elements 
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necessary to make a worship service “Lutheran,” and why worship remains an 
important activity for all Christians.

The Four Dimensions of Lutheran Worship
The concept of worship for Lutherans is multidimensional. There is no one 
way to express the fullness of the concept of worship in a single word or 
equivalent concept, though many have tried. This is true when we study the 
biblical ideas and our historical heritage, as well as when we reflect on pres-

ent Lutheran worship practices. The concept 
of worship has two clear directions and four 
distinct dimensions (see diagram).1 Worship is 
God’s service to us as His gathered guests and 
our faith-full response to Him in Christ. Wor-
ship is also an opportunity to grow and develop 
as a community and for the community to be 
empowered to go out into the world. Therefore, 
Lutheran worship can be described as being 
downward, upward, inward, and outward—or 
to put it in the words of this chapter, Lutheran 
worship is encounter, expression, education, and 
evangelism.

Encounter
The first dimension of Lutheran worship is encounter.2 Walter Buszin, 

a formative worship leader and Lutheran seminary instructor of a previous 
generation, writes:

In her services of corporate worship the Christian Church presents 
the eternal verities of God’s holy and infallible Word, exhorts to 
high regard for Christian doctrine and to the application of Biblical 

 1 I thank Robert Christian and Walter Schoedel for portraying this multidimensional 
idea, which I had verbalized for many years but was unable to visualize until I saw their 
diagram in Worship Is (p. 19). Witvliet, Worship Sourcebook, 25, calls this “the dialogic 
nature of worship—the sense in which worship is a conversation between God and the 
gathered community.” With arrows, he then illustrates each element of Reformed wor-
ship according to three directions—up, down, and out.

 2 Van Loon, Encountering God, emphasizes the significance of encounter as the dynamic 
dimension of Lutheran worship. Similarly, Pfatteicher, Liturgical Spirituality, concludes 
with the emphasis that liturgical worship is an encounter with God that changes wor-
shipers, causing them to grow and develop a deeper relationship with and faithfulness 
to the God of glory and grace.
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teaching, receives the benefits of the blessed Sacraments, and enjoys 
the fellowship which has its roots in the very Gospel of Christ Jesus.3

Lutherans understand worship as a profound encounter with God and His 

manifold gifts to His people. God comes to His gathered guests with numer-

ous blessings from on high.

In many ways Lutherans are not unique in this understanding of wor-

ship. The Roman Catholic theologian Edward Schillebeeckx wrote a twenti-

eth-century classic on sacramental theology with the telling title Christ, the 

Sacrament of the Encounter with God.4 More recently, Anscar J. Chupungco 

defined the liturgy as an “encounter between the faithful and God. . . . The 

liturgy is personal encounter in the sense that human persons meet the three 

divine persons.”5 James White, an authority on Protestant worship, distin-

guishes between two classical approaches to worship—one that places an 

emphasis on human feelings and one that emphasizes the people’s work.6 He 

says of the first category of worshipers that people seek to “get something” 

from a service, usually an emotional reaction. Feelings judge the worship 

experience. Such an evaluative measure and approach to worship is relatively 

recent, growing out of Pietism (seventeenth century), Methodism (eighteenth 

century), Revivalism (nineteenth century), and Evangelicalism (twentieth 

century) with their emphasis on humanity and human experience (decision). 

The second approach, one evident in the larger catholic tradition, views wor-

ship as work to be done in God’s service. People plan to give their time, tal-

ents, and treasures as part of the community’s natural response, in obedience 

to God, and from grateful hearts (as offering). Neither of these approaches 

is clearly or distinctly Lutheran, however. A third perspective views wor-

ship as an opportunity to receive the blessings, comfort, and gifts from God 

and then to respond in gratitude. Lutheran worshipers are gathered guests 

whose worship involves feelings and work but, most important, the opportu-

nity to receive tremendous benefits from a great and gracious God.7 Worship 

as encounter calls to mind the Lutheran emphasis on the means of grace, 

the Word and Sacraments. Lutheran worship is boldly and unashamedly 

 3 Buszin, “Genius of Lutheran Corporate Worship,” 260.

 4 See bibliography for publication information.

 5 Chupungco, “Definition of Liturgy,” 6–7.

 6 James White, Protestant Worship and Church Architecture, 3–15.

 7 Former LCMS president A. L. Barry stated, “The purpose of [Lutheran] worship, 
therefore, is to be gathered by God around His gifts” (“Lutheran Worship: 2000 and 
Beyond”). See also Brauer, Worship, Gottesdienst, Cultus Dei, 41–48.
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sacramental worship, but it is important to understand that such an encoun-
ter is somewhat peculiar, even among many Protestants.8

Encounter is actually the first half of what Lutheran liturgical theo-
logian Peter Brunner considers the two dimensions of worship, which can 
be described as revelation and response. Following earlier Lutherans, Brun-
ner uses the German word Gottesdienst to describe worship. This word has a 
unique double sense because it is made up of two words—Gottes (“divine” or 
“God’s”) and dienst (“service”). The term “Divine Service” thus can refer to 
both God’s service to us as well as our service to God.9 Martin Luther insight-
fully commented on this dimension of worship when he wrote: “On this day 
of rest (since we can get no other chance), we have the freedom and time to 
attend divine service. We come together to hear and use God’s Word, and then 
to praise God, to sing and to pray [Colossians 3:16].”10 Rightly, the introduc-
tion to Lutheran Service Book begins, “Our Lord is the Lord who serves.” The 
second paragraph specifically notes that “our Lord serves us today through 
His holy Word and Sacraments.”11

Worship is also an encounter with the blessings God has given His 
gathered guests as expressed in particular symbols, people, actions, 

 8 Almost twenty years ago, the liberal mainline Protestant magazine Christian Century 
carried an article by Paul Westermeyer that advocated the inclusion of preaching and 
the Lord’s Supper at every weekly service (see “The Practical Life of the Church Musi-
cian,” Christian Century [September 13–20, 1989]: 813). In a letter to the editor, John 
Chamberlain of Goucher College, Townson, Maryland, claimed to have “no com-
plaint” with “sacramentalists.” However, he was “offended” by those who placed the 
Lord’s Supper at the center of Christian worship. He explained that if “I receive com-
munion more than three or four times a year I find it monotonous and cheapened.” 
According to Chamberlain, his “spirit is left out of balance by a service in which Scrip-
ture and sermon are preparatory to a Eucharist.” While claiming not to condemn sac-
ramentalism, Chamberlain states that it is “not characteristic of the Protestant heritage 
or central to Protestant spirituality” (“Eucharist Nonessential,” 941–42). How different 
this is for Lutheranism, which is unapologetically sacramental!

 9 Brunner, Worship in the Name of Jesus, emphasizes these dimensions of “sacrament” 
and “sacrifice,” particularly in part 2.

10 LC I 84 (Concordia, 368).

11 Lutheran Service Book, p. viii. See also Vieker, “ ‘Something Old, Something New,’ ” 25, 
which notes: “Months later, when it came time to develop the introduction to LSB, the 
center word ‘service’ in Lutheran Service Book became the central theological theme 
woven through the first three paragraphs: in the first, our Lord’s service to us through 
His incarnation, suffering, death, and resurrection, and ascension; in the second, our 
Lord’s service to us today through His life-giving means of grace; and in the third, our 
service to the Lord and to one another. Thus, the German word in our Confessions for 
‘worship’—Gottesdienst, ‘God’s service,’ or ‘service of God’—has finally been incorpo-
rated into the title of an LCMS hymnal, and then articulated in its introduction. Now 
that is definitely ‘something burgundy’!”
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locations, relationships, and, ultimately, faith. Visualize what you see in a 
worship setting—a cross or crucifix, an altar, a pulpit, candles, a Bible, special 
cloth hangings (paraments), and, perhaps, works of art in the form of ban-
ners or stained-glass windows. We encounter many symbols in a worship 
setting. We also encounter people—the pastor, other worshipers, guests and 
visitors, ushers and greeters, musicians and choir members, young children 
and older adults, those with much and those who have little. Some of these 
people have special roles in the service that encourage a variety of additional 
encounters. The actions we encounter in worship become evident once the 
service begins—standing, singing, sitting, and speaking are common. Some 
worshipers cross themselves, kneel for prayers, raise their hands in praise, and 
respond verbally to the preacher. Worship activities are normally conducted 
in a building that is specifically designed for the gathering of God’s people. 
Some congregations, however, meet in public buildings or in private houses 
or even in funeral homes. Whatever the specific location, each is designed or 
rearranged to enable people to encounter God’s blessings. Finally, the rela-
tionships we encounter in worship are numerous—friends, family members, 
strangers, leaders, followers, contributors, and participants. We may be in all 
of these relationships and more when we participate in various worship ser-
vices and encounter those who gather in God’s name to pray, praise, and give 
thanks.

Most important, we encounter our triune God—our faith relationship 
with Him is what worship is all about. Encountering God and His gifts draws 
believers together, so that true Christian worship has been described as “cen-
tripetal worship.” 

Christian worship is a centripetal force, pulling us into the center. 
. . . At the center of Christian worship we encounter the Trinity 
and, even more, Christ crucified and risen again for us. This merci-
ful God stands at the center of our worship. And our liturgy, with its 
prayers and proclamation, its sacraments and song, cannot point to 
itself, much less force us to find that center somewhere else in life, but 
instead witnesses and draws the worshipping assembly to that very 
center.12

Vilmos Vajta’s description of Luther’s understanding of worship applies 
equally to us: “Revelation and worship constitute one and the same real-
ity: fellowship between God and man on the earthly level.”13 Worship is an 
encounter with the grace-revealing God who is known most clearly in His 

12 Wengert, Centripetal Worship, 11–12.

13 Vajta, Luther on Worship, 15.
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Son, Jesus, who sends us His faith-strengthening Spirit. This encounter is 
central to all worship and is the vital element of whatever else occurs in the 
Divine Service.

Expression
Lutheran Service Book continues in its introduction: “The Lord’s service 

calls forth our service—in sacrifices of praise and thanksgiving to Him and 
in loving service to one another.”14 Worship is also an expression of our faith 
or a response to what God has done for us in Christ. Psalm 96 (particularly 
vv. 7–9) captures the essence of this dimension of worship in a most engaging 
manner. The psalmist writes:

Ascribe to the Lord, O families of the peoples, 
 ascribe to the Lord glory and strength!

Ascribe to the Lord the glory due His name; 
 bring an offering, and come into His courts!

Worship the Lord in the splendor of holiness; 
 tremble before Him, all the earth!

Psalms are written in a Hebrew poetic style characterized by parallel-
ism—a second line repeats or parallels a thought from the first line. The par-
allelism in these particular verses from Psalm 96 draws the thoughts together 
and develops an idea that focuses on the key theme. The psalmist directs us to 
an understanding of true worship. The first line of the first verse is not a clear 
or complete thought because it does not tell the “families of the peoples” what 
should be ascribed. The second line of the verse completes the thought: God 
deserves our ascription of praise because of His awesome glory and omnipo-
tent strength. The next verse becomes more focused. We are not to ascribe 
just any glory to God; instead, we are to ascribe the unique glory reflected 
in His name. Included in that ascription of praise are physical activities that 
express the worshipers’ self-recognition as creatures of the great Creator. 
Offerings, whether monetary or material, are integral to authentic biblical 
worship. Finally, the idea of worship is expressed, but not any worship; rather, 
it is worship that reflects God’s holiness, His uniqueness, His utter “other-
ness.” Notice that as the psalmist expands and expounds on ascribing to God 
His worthiness, he culminates with an expression of awe and reverence before 
the gracious Almighty One. This is the essence of worship as response.

The modern English word worship comes from the Anglo-Saxon 
word weorthscipe. Weorthscipe referred to the worthiness of someone or 

14 Lutheran Service Book, p. viii.
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something—quite literally weorth (“worth”) plus scipe (“ship”), indicating 
worth-ship or worthiness. As is true of all Christians, we express our worship 
by ascribing to God the fact that He is truly worthy of our praise. Once we 
have encountered God’s blessings and grace as His gathered guests, we want 
to express our gratitude to Him in worship.

Two Hebrew words are often translated as worship in the Old Testament. 
One has to do with bowing down, falling down with faces to the ground, or 
prostrating oneself (2 Chronicles 7:3). The other has to do with adoration and 
service (Exodus 23:24–25). Both are responses to God and His benevolence. 
In the New Testament the word translated as worship is used to describe one’s 
whole life (Romans 12:1) and is centered in the Christian’s response to the 
living Word (Christ) and God’s Word (Scripture). Worship is our grateful 
and thankful response to God for coming to us in His Word and Sacraments. 
Therefore, the second dimension of Lutheran worship is one of joyous and 
grateful response along with the saints and angels (Hebrews 12:1; Revelation 
4, 5, 7, and 9).

There are inward expressions as well as outward expressions in cor-
porate worship. We experience worship through our senses and respond 
through these same senses, especially as we communicate with others. Sounds 
of praise are heard and felt. Our eyes see visual expressions of the faith—
lights and furnishings—that set the mood for worship and direct our atten-
tion to God’s presence and promises. We may smell the fragrances of flowers 
or evergreens or sacramental wine and taste the elements of Holy Commu-
nion. Some Lutheran congregations use incense to visualize the prayers of the 
people and to connect the sense of smell to the worship experience.

Evelyn Underhill, an influential author on contemporary spiritual life 
and worship, described worship in almost mystical terms when she said that 
it is predominantly what people do before God. She spoke of “the response of 
the creature to the Eternal” and an acknowledgment of God as transcendent.15 
She meant that once we encounter God, there is a natural tendency to respond 
to Him. Even pagans respond in various ways to their understandings of God. 
Yet Lutheran Christians understand God as revealed most clearly in Jesus 
Christ, so our response is different from that of non-Christians. Our response 
is always coram Deo (“before God”), as Luther said, because we always stand 
before a God who is gracious to us in Jesus.

The word celebration has become popular in recent years to describe 
large worship gatherings or events. While a wonderful word when connected 

15 Underhill, Worship, 3, 10, and especially chapter 1, “The Nature of Worship.”
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to our Christian response, James White expresses some caution about using 
celebration as a synonym for Christian worship:

[Celebration] is frequently used in secular contexts and seems to have 
developed a vagueness that makes it rather meaningless unless used 
with a specific object so that one knows what is being celebrated. 
Since the 1920s the word has been linked to such indefinite notions 
as celebration of life, joy, a new day, or other equally vacuous objects. 
It seems better to use it to describe Christian worship only when the 
object is clear so as to have a definite content and form. If one speaks 
of celebration of the eucharist or celebration of Christmas, the con-
tent may be clear. Christian worship is subject to pastoral, theologi-
cal, and historical norms; many kinds of celebration easily elude all 
of these.16

As an expression of faith, worship can be a celebration of God’s gifts to His 
gathered guests. We celebrate the life, death, and resurrection of our Savior. 
We celebrate “the communion of saints and forgiveness of sins.” We celebrate 
the joy of a renewed life in Christ and the hope of eternity. We celebrate the 
opportunity to be edified by God’s Spirit.

Education
Worship is also education or edification. Early Christians, for exam-

ple, used the account of Jesus’ Last Supper both for liturgical and educa-
tional purposes.17 Luther recognized this dimension of worship early in the 
Reformation. He exhorted the Livonians to “consider the edification of the lay 
folk” as he helped them reform their worship practices.18 A year later, in his 
German Mass, Luther explained the purpose of carefully conducted liturgical 
worship practices: “They are essential especially for the immature and the 
young who must be trained and educated in the Scripture and God’s Word 
daily so that they may become familiar with the Bible, grounded, well versed, 
and skilled in it, ready to defend their faith and in due time to teach others 

16 James White, Protestant Worship and Church Architecture, 36.

17 Bradshaw, Eucharistic Origins, 15, suggests that “the narrative functioned as a catechet-
ical rather than a liturgical text as such, until at least the middle of the fourth century.” 
Sartore, “Catechesis and Liturgy,” 97–109, shows that the Roman Catholic Church is 
still struggling with the relationship between liturgy and education. However, it does 
recognize the vital relationship between the two, reporting that “in various nations 
notable efforts have been made in the search for a more enlightened and constructive 
relation between these two aspects of the life of the Church in the perspective of a more 
unitary and organic pastoral practice” (97).

18 “Christian Exhortation to the Livonians,” AE 53:47.
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and to increase the kingdom of Christ.”19 Luther saw the abuse of worship 
practices in his day, yet he also recognized the profound ability of good litur-
gical worship to maintain the faith in the face of false “prophets” who pro-
claimed rigid adherence to a mechanical form of worship or who advocated 
total freedom from any constraints in the area of liturgy.20

As education, worship teaches the faith and nurtures the faithful 
because it is Word-oriented. Ralph Smith writes, “Worship is a safe learning 
environment because the Word of God has primary place in this gathering.”21 
The fellowship of believers, gathered in the name of Jesus, fosters the work of 
the Spirit. Lutheran worship is Word-centered worship. Sermons based on 
the readings of the day and the use of liturgical texts are rooted in the divine 
biblical revelation.22 The Sacrament of the Altar is administered according to 
Christ’s intent and institution. In such a context God becomes the teacher of 
His gathered guests.

Kent Burreson has underscored this educational dimension by delineat-
ing three tasks necessary for enabling a person to understand or “read” the 
liturgy properly:

Liturgical formation of valid Lutheran, liturgical “readers” entails 
three responsibilities for the pastors and leaders of individual con-
gregations. First, since the liturgy of any particular community is its 
primary theology in action, the teaching of the congregation ought to 
spring from and be completely dependent upon the community’s lit-
urgy. Instruction of adult catechumens ought to be conducted within 
a liturgical context and ought to lead toward the life of the Christian 
in the liturgy, as did the 4th-century catechumenate. . . . Second, such 
a liturgical grounding requires that the pastor and the community’s 
catechists be familiar both with the history and the theology of lit-
urgy. . . . Third, the formation of valid liturgical interpreters is an 
ongoing task since the interpreter’s world can continue to be a hin-
drance to understanding.23

Often neglected in the worship life of a congregation and the Church as 
a whole, children learn easily to pray, to confess their sins and their faith, and 
to respond to God with song and financial gifts in a worship setting. In fact, 

19 “German Mass and Order of Service (1526),” AE 53:62 (emphasis added).

20 See background information from Brecht, Luther: Shaping and Defining the Reforma-
tion, 119–35, 157–72.

21 Smith, “Worship as Transformation,” 346.

22 Note the biblical references in Lutheran Service Book.

23 Burreson, “Forming a Lutheran Liturgical Reader,” 392–93.
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