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Colossians 3:1-4                                                                            Ruskin Falls, July 21, 2019
Our service of worship.                                              Pulaski Heights Presbyterian Church

6th Sunday after Pentecost
TEXT (English translation: NRSV)

So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are
above, not on things that are on earth, for you have died, and your life is hidden
with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be
revealed with him in glory. 

(1)
Already in the earliest days of the Christian movement, it was the church’s services of divine
worship that provided the followers of Jesus the paradigm, the model, the guiding light, the
crucial example, the foremost sense, of what it means to let our minds to be “set on things that
are above” and oriented toward the life that is “hidden with Christ in God.” I invite you today to
worship God intentionally attentive to how worship sets our minds on things that are above and
orients us toward the life that is hidden with Christ in God. 

I will ask you to do that by reflecting on the order of worship that we are following in this
morning’s service, as I go through our bulletin and say a few words about the various moments
in our service. Please do note: I’m not saying that our present order of worship can’t be
changed or deviated from. There is no single order of worship that is the only sound one. My
aim, rather, is this: to encourage you to reflect for yourself on worship as the centermost
practice of the church that serves to set our minds on things that are above and orient us
toward the life that is hidden with Christ in God.

(2)
We begin with a greeting. Today, my first words to you were, “The grace of the Lord Jesus
Christ be with you all.”  Not: “Good morning.” Not: “How are you doing?” Not even: “Welcome to
this service of worship” or “Glad you’re with us this morning.”  While casual greetings can be a
nice way for a preacher to establish a warm and friendly relationship with a congregation, the
opening greeting is not about establishing rapport between me and you. It’s about recognizing,
acknowledging, and confessing – from word one! – that what we’re engaged in here is precisely
not a casual human undertaking but rather, as Daniel Frankforter has put it, “the most serious
of human undertakings, the approach to God” (Stones for Bread, Westminster John Knox Press,
2001, p.156). Encounter with the inscrutable mystery of eternal God’s gracious embrace of each
of our lives isn’t something to be blase about. So, we begin not with a casual greeting from me
but with a reverent greeting in the name of the Lord.

Following that greeting, I may also offer a reminder of where we are on the calendar of the
Christian Year. I might elaborate on the meaning of the particular season of worship that we’re
in, or on what is being commemorated on a particular Sunday.  Or, I might say something more
general about the purpose and meaning of worship, or about the life of worship here at Pulaski
Heights Presbyterian in particular. Then I say something to the effect that, “It belongs to my
prayer that . . . “, and I mention something that I pray comes of our service of worship. I don’t
ask you to bow your heads or close your eyes. I don’t first say, “Let us pray.”  Still, I offer an
opening prayer that God shall turn what happens in this hour in this place into the self-
revelation of God’s own word.
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That is followed by an informal time when other announcements, information, and concerns can
be noted, emphasized, and elaborated on. Then, I conclude with the words, “Let us prepare our
hearts and minds to worship God,” and the prelude begins.

(3)
The prelude is a time for letting the beauty of music quiet the voices in and around us, so that
we may better prepare to listen for the voice of God speaking guidance and grace into our lives. 
The prelude helps us let ourselves be drawn into an attitude of worship. During the prelude, we
also prepare our sanctuary for worship. We do that in the following way:

Pouring water into the font, we prepare for worship mindful that what happens here is about the
task and mission we’ve been baptized into, through Christ’s Holy Spirit – the task of letting the
life and death of Jesus shape how we live and die; the mission of preparing the world for his
coming kingdom.

Placing the bread and the cup on the table, we prepare for worship mindful that what happens
here is about our world’s having broken Jesus as we break bread, its having spilled his blood as
we pour out wine, and God’s then having turned Jesus’s life of self-sacrifice into the amazing
gift of gracious and loving forgiveness, now lifting sinners into God’s own life. 

Flinging open the chancel Bible, we prepare for worship mindful that what happens here is
about the word of God that comes at us through the written witness of the law and the prophets
of Israel, and through the written witness of the apostles of the early church.  

And, lighting the chancel candles, we prepare for worship mindful that what happens here is
about the true light that Jesus came bringing, that enlightens everyone.

(4)
At prelude’s end, the call to worship sounds forth with words of scripture through which
preparation becomes action.  We use words of scripture for this, because we are not calling
ourselves to worship; rather, we’re recognizing that we are called to worship by God.

We then set foot into worship with the singing of an opening hymn.  Whatever our singing talent
or lack thereof, turning to God through congregational singing joins us in a spirit of prayerful
reverence, awe, trust, and gratitude toward God.  Musically trained or not, congregational
singing is prayerfulness that wells up from music’s mysterious depths.  More profoundly than
feelings or words alone can do, it draws us out of ourselves and joins us to each other, humbly
yet boldly giving voice to faith and hope and love that honor God and that join us to God’s good
aims and purposes in this world that God so loves. 

Immediately after honoring God’s reality, truth, and presence in song, we join voice in a
confession of sin. If we didn’t do this, our service of worship would not be honest to God. For,
the tragic truth is this: None of us ever really and truly honors God’s reality, truth, and presence
as we’ve been called and blessed by Jesus to do. Our world, and we as individuals and as a
church, have countless ways of distancing ourselves from and deceiving ourselves about both
God’s good will for the world, and our own personal goodness. The result is this: We and our
world fail to thrive and flourish as creatures beloved by God ought to thrive and flourish. We let
sin blind us both to God and to ourselves. If our lives are to be redirected, we need the light of
God’s truth. Confession of sin has to do with becoming more honest to God about our sin, and
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about our need for God’s help, and about the fact that, if God is set on helping us, it can only be
by way of an act of divine forgiveness bestowed by God upon us.

As followers of Jesus, we are invited to confess our sin, not doubtful about but, rather, rightly
confident in God’s readiness to forgive and redirect us. We’re not trying to get God to forgive
us; we’re trying to become more honest about our need for the forgiveness that God, in Jesus,
already has surrounded us with. Still, it is vital that we be kept honest also about that. It is vital
that we be kept mindful that we are not only sinners but forgiven sinners whom God is set on
returning to God. And, so, we follow our confession of sin not with anxious waiting for God’s
forgiveness but with a declaration of forgiveness – an affirmation of the unconditional love of
God that is, in the end, the one thing we sinners cannot truly thrive and flourish without. 

We follow the hearing of the declaration of forgiveness with a response of gratitude sung as a
unison prayer to God, praying that we now shall let God’s grace, love, and forgiveness bear fruit
in and through our lives, and keep us faithful.

(5)
Faithfulness to the God revealed to us through Jesus Christ entails faithfulness to the work of
the community of Christ’s Holy Spirit, the church. Therefore we continue our response of
gratitude with a time for translating that gratitude into an act of offering.  We begin with an
offertory, a time for offering what we’ve brought today to dedicate to God through the work of
the church. What we offer may take the form of money to be used in the work of the church.
What we offer may take the form of commitments made in our hearts to put time and talent to
work through the church. What we offer may take the form of prayer to God to open us more
clearly and resolutely to how and what we need to be giving to the church’s work in the world.
The choir undergirds and elevates this time of offering, through an offering of music that,
whether sung or instrumental, is a prayer on behalf of us all, that the spirit of our giving be
soundly grounded in the movement of Christ’s own Holy Spirit. Then, our offering having been
received, we join voice in offering to the triune God a song of praise – a doxology to the God
who is the source of all true goodness and blessing – sung by us to declare and to remind
ourselves that human life’s chief end is to glorify God, enjoy God forever, and let God bring out
in us and call forth through us what is best about us and about our world.

The offering that’s been received then is brought forward for dedication to God. We dedicate it
together by joining voice in an affirmation of faith, re-committing ourselves to the faith that has
encouraged and that now is to guide the use of our offering. We do that using words from one
of the twelve confessions of faith found in the Book of Confessions of the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.). Some of these are from the time of the early church; some are from the time of the
Protestant Reformation and the formation of the Presbyterian church; some are from the
twentieth century. Each is the product of a crucial historical moment when, as our Book of
Order puts it, the church found itself compelled to declare, to its members and to the world, who
and what it is, what it believes, and what it resolves to do (F-2.01). When we join voice to these
confessional statements, we’re not saying we subscribe literally to everything in them. We’re
saying that we affirm the faith that, during a particularly crucial moment in the history of the
church, these words crucially affirmed. We’re saying we affirm the faith these words affirm.

An important gift of faith is the gift of peace with God and with one another – the gift of life in
which enmity is overcome through love, and hostility is overcome through reconciliation.  We
have been lifted into this gift through the suffering, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  As
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a sign of this peace, we follow our affirmation of faith with a passing of the peace of Christ.  The
passing of the peace has been a part of Christian worship since the earliest times of the church. 
It has taken various forms.  One form comes from the gospel of John, where we read that the
resurrected Jesus returned to the disciples who had betrayed, denied, and abandoned him, with
these words: “Peace be with you” (John 20: 19, 26).  Thus, worshipers now are invited to turn to
those around them – and, if so moved, to turn to those also elsewhere in the sanctuary – to
greet one another with the peace of Christ.

(6)
A sounding of the chimes returns us to our seats for the reading and proclaiming of God’s word. 
It is typical at this point for a preacher to offer what’s called a prayer for illumination. A typical
prayer for illumination would go like this: “God, open our hearts and minds to your Spirit, that,
as the scriptures are read and your word proclaimed, we may hear and understand your will.”
The point is that, simply listening to scripture read and a sermon preached, doesn’t guarantee
that we actually will hear what God desires us to hear. Only as the Holy Spirit moves our spirits
can that happen. So, with a prayer for illumination, the preacher asks the presence of God’s
Holy Spirit, working on our hearts and minds. In our bulletin, we call this the prayer for the Spirit,
and we sing it with words from Kum ba Yah.  

Kum ba Yah comes from an African American tradition in which, as a prayer to God, it means,
“Come by here.”  What we’re doing in singing it, is this: rather than having me pray individually
for the Spirit’s presence and work, we let the entire congregation sing the prayer for illumination
together, with a song so simple it’s most widely known as a children’s song, and yet a song that
has a profound history behind it as a prayer for God’s presence in and through services of
worship, especially in troubled times. One or more of our congregants comes forward to sing
verse one and then to lead the rest of us in singing that verse together. In doing that, we are
praying together, in song, for God’s holy presence among us, to help us hear, not the word that
we ourselves may want to hear, nor the word that the preacher may be trying to get us to hear,
but the mystery-filled word that very God desires each person uniquely to discern, through
these words of scripture and of sermon.

I then offer a reading of scripture followed by the sermon. I read from the Bible because it roots
us still today in God’s self-revelation.  It roots us still today in God’s own word spoken through
the history of Jesus Christ as witnessed to by the prophets and the apostles. The Old
Testament witnesses to God’s word in anticipation of Christ’s coming; and the New Testament
witnesses to God’s word in recollection of Christ’s having come. And, through our human act of
preaching, God uses their witness to open us to God’s divine word. My act of preaching is my
attempt to proclaim to you what I have heard in scripture. I do this imperfectly. Both my hearing
and my speaking can become errant. However, I preach not because you need me to tell you
what to think or believe, but because we have God’s promise to do this: through church
proclamation (even with all its errancy and flaws!), to use my words to speak God’s own word to
you, revealing in your life the word that I myself cannot speak but can only serve.  

We follow the sermon with a moment of silence. In this oh, so loud world we live in, silence
seems eerily out of place. In the setting of worship, however, with scripture read and sermon
said, it’s time for a moment simply to abide calmly and serenely in openness to God.

Then it’s time for turning godward together again. On the first Sunday of each month, we begin
this time of rejoined hearts and minds with a sharing of the Lord’s Supper, which the apostle
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Paul once described as an antidote to the worship of idols (see 1st Corinthians 14). That is to say: 
When we receive the bread and the cup of the table of the Lord, we participate in confirming
that it is not through people and things in and of the world but through heeding Jesus and
receiving what he here gives, that we become truly joined to what ultimately grounds our being
and founds the meaning of our life, namely, God’s unconditional grace and love.

Following the Lord’s Supper, or, as today, following the moment of silence, we join hearts and
minds in common prayer, a time for caring for one another and for the world with a revived and
renewed sense of God’s grace, love, mercy, forgiveness, and guidance. Confident in God’s
help, we name situations, needs, and concerns that we ourselves are not a match for without
God’s help. We join our prayers to a unison praying of the Lord’s Prayer, which Jesus has
taught disciples always to keep our praying joined to. And we join voice in yet another prayer
sung – another hymn. Then, through the benediction, we let ourselves be charged to consider
what has happened here, and to take it with us as we go; and we listen one time more to God’s
blessing assuring us that, wherever the journey leads, God’s saving grace goes with us. Then
we sing, in effect, in response: “May it so be!” We then go forth to the sound of sacred music,
into the world we’re called to serve.

(7)
The hope is this: that we will leave this place a little more shaped by things that are above, a
little more steeped in life that is hidden with Christ in God, than we were when we arrived. The
hope is that we will go forth from this place with hearts more fired by God’s love, with minds
more opened to God’s truth, and with wills more girded by God’s grace, than when we arrived.
The hope is that we will leave here a little more ready than we were before, for life lived
together hand-in-hand, shoulder-to-shoulder, and heart-to-heart with the crucified and yet
resurrected Jesus Christ, the Lord.  Amen. 


