Words that Create
Aims

To investigate a possible outline of a worship service noting the kinds of prayers that form part of an order of service.

To explore these prayers in such a way that we gain some insight and skills that would enable us to better prepare and lead such prayers for worship. 
When constructing prayers and leading a congregation in prayer we are standing on holy ground.  Prayers are “thin places” where we communicate with God face to face, through Jesus Christ, by the Holy Spirit.  What could be a greater privilege that this?  
Most often prayers are written in the form of poetry: prayer leads us into a creative and life-giving form of communication.  Good prayers touch the mind, the heart and whole being of those participating in the prayer.  A timeous prayer can speak into a situation of need and bring comfort, healing and direction.  In prayer we can be drawn deeply into intimacy with God and hear God’s voice.  In our prayers we find ourselves before God’s throne saying, “Here I am Lord!”  Those who have prayed fervently assure us that prayer changes things.  
Application

How has prayer touched your life?  If not, what reason can you find for this?
How would you like to grow in the way you lead others in prayer?
Prayers in the context of a Worship Services

A possible outline for a worship service:

Entry into worship:  
Call to Worship and Greeting (Gathering and focussing)
Hymn/Song

Prayer: 
Praise

Confession 
Absolution 
Thanksgiving
The Word:


Reading: Old Testament

Reading: Psalm

Hymn/Song

Reading: Gospel

Sermon

Response:


Hymn/Song

Notices

Offering (Prayer: Offering, Dedicating and Committing) 
Intercessions and petitions
Hymn

Blessing and Sending
Call to worship
This call is like a clear sounding trumpet call and in fact, in the Old Testament era, it was the sounding of the shofar (the priest blowing on a ram’s horn) that fulfilled this function.  This call to worship gathers us and turns us to God, is an act of welcome and should focus the worshippers on why they have gathered in a clear and simple way.  It should create some kind of connection with the worshipper and lead them from there on the journey of worship.  
The Marks of a Call to Worship

- Bold and hard hitting

- Clear and simple

- Gathers the people
- Connects with God’s greatness
Here is an example of a Call to Worship:
“One:  The Lord Reigns!

Many: Let the people tremble!

One: The Lord is great in Zion; the Lord is exalted over all the peoples.

Many: Let the people praise your great and awesome name!  Holy are you Lord!

One: Our God is a mighty and just God!

Many: Extol the Lord our God; worship at God’s footstool.

All: Holy is the Lord!” Adapted from Psalm 99, NRSV) (Lillian C. Smith in Bridgeman Davis 2006:75)
Application
Look at this call to worship and see if it meets the marks of a Call to Worship as described above.   

If you were led in this Call to Worship at a worship gathering what effect would it have on your worship?
Once the call has sounded the congregation can be greeted.  This greeting should flow out of the call to worship and be linked to it in some appropriate way so that the call to worship is not lost.  The greeting may lead into the praise hymn/song.  Return to the first example of a call to worship.  How would a greeting follow this call?  Here is an attempt:
Welcome to you all as we gather as God’s family to acknowledge God’s reign in our world and in our lives.  Our God is mighty and just and now we will praise God’s great and awesome name as we sing, “Praise my soul the King of heaven…”  

Marks of the Greeting

- It is welcoming and personal

- It links with the thoughts expressed in the Call to Worship and carries the momentum of the call forward

- It leads into the next moment of worship

Prayers of Praise
The call has sounded and a great hymn/song of praise releases the praise that is in the worshipper’s heart.  The prayer of praise rides the wave of this moment.  That’s how it should be although many struggle with expressing praise and adoration.  The difficulty seems to be in thinking outside of ourselves.  Our lives are all about “Me, Myself, I” and our worship falls short if the focus remains so.  Morrow suggests that the context of praise is “self-forgetting”.  This praise moment is not about our petition or intercession.  Here we join in with a praise service that began with creation and has never stopped as the hosts of heaven sing, “Holy, holy, holy…”  This is all about eyes that “see” the glory of God with us.  Our praise prayers invoke a response of adoration (affection, respect, admiration, love, worship).  Praise paints the picture of God and we adore Him.
How do we, as those called to lead worship, enable this moment? Stewart sees the power and love of God as the two key concepts for evoking adoration within and among us.  These, he says, we must hold together in our prayers of praise.  However he warns that when speaking of God’s power we must avoid presenting a picture of an impersonal force and reduce God to a cold and apathetic creator of life.  Then again, as we speak of love, he asks for language that inspires awe and a sense of depth.  This language of adoration should be “rich and paradoxical (expressing contrasts)” (Stewart in Jasper 1982:39).   As we prepare our prayers we need to be reminded of the power of words:  “1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made (John 1:1-3 NIV).  Words inspired by God can be creative and so we must choose them carefully.  We need words, however inadequate, that paint a picture of God’s greatness and beauty, of God’s majesty, splendour, beauty, holiness, glory, power and love, words and terms that are living and real for today’s worshippers and will engage our whole beings (heart, mind and body) in wonder, awe and adoration. 
Marks of a prayer of praise

- “Self-forgetting”
- Rich and paradoxical language

- Paints a picture of God’s power and love: God’s awesome nature
- Invokes and expresses a whole hearted response of adoration
We look at some examples:

“O God, let me rise to the edges of time and 

open my life to your eternity;


let me run to the edges of space and



gaze into your immensity;


let me climb through the barriers of sound



and pass into your silence;

And then, in stillness and silence


let me adore You,



You are Life – Light – Love –



without beginning and without end,

the Source – the Sustainer – the Restorer –



the Purifier – of all that is;


the Lover who has bound earth to heaven



by the beams of a cross;


the Healer who has renewed a dying race



by the blood of a chalice;


the God who has taken man [us] into your glory



by the wounds of a sacrifice;

God      …      God      …     God      …      Blessed be God



Let me adore you” (Sister Ruth, SLG in Appleton 1988:8).
Application

How does this prayer express the nature of a prayer of praise?  
The time of praise and adoration is vital for a service.  Without this moment that fills us with a vision of God’s greatness how can we pray for our world in hope and expectation?  How can we bow before a God who we have not seen as mighty and yet gentle?  
Application
Using the above prayers as examples, write a prayer that will express praise in such a way that it leads into adoration.
Confession 
As the order of service progresses we move into confession (penitence).  Coming face to face with God’s glory and holiness as we have praised Him, leads us into confession.  “The nearer we approach a clear bright light, the more darkly does our shadow fall” (Morrow 1963:13).  Morrow suggest that the deeper we adore, the deeper our penitence.  God’s perfect nature is before us and His light reveals our imperfection and unworthiness.  We find ourselves lacking God’s nature as revealed, He is great and we fall on our faces.
Adoration leads us into a confession that is not just a sorrow or sense of unworthiness. True confession results in the action of repentance and transformation: a need to offer ourselves out of our sense of individualistic self-sufficiency into the life and mission of God. 


See this process in Isaiah’s commissioning: 

“1 In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. 2 Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. 3 And they were calling to one another: 

“Holy, holy, holy is the LORD Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

4 At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. 

5 “Woe to me!” I cried. “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty.” 

6 Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. 7 With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.” 

8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?” 

And I said, “Here am I. Send me!”” (Isaiah 6:1-8 TNIV)
Application

What relationship do you see in this passage between “seeing” the greatness God and confession and transformation?

Stewart questions whether our prayers of confession still perform the function of leading us into repentance before God.  He suggests that a long list of specific sins or a castigating of the congregation will simply lead to disengagement. In his words, “Brevity and the avoidance of a high degree of specificity may be suggested as the two most important features of a corporate prayer of confession for our times” (In Jasper 1982:40).
Application

Would you agree with Stewart’s suggestion? 

If you do agree, how should we lead the prayers of confession in such a way that they are still meaningful?
A final note:  It sometimes seems that our prayers of confession are largely inward looking and individualistic.  They should never become just this; when we confess we identify ourselves “with all human sin before God” (Davies 1966:128).  We confess as those who acknowledge that “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23).   In our sin we stand in solidarity with humanity and we confess individual sin, corporate sin and social sin in a representative way.
Marks of a prayer of confession
- Expresses our response to God’s holiness 

- Is not just a long list of sins  

- Leads our sense of sorrow and unworthiness into repentance and transformation

- Moves us out of individualistic effort into connection with God’s grace and life

- Is representative: we stand with humanity in our sinfulness
An example of a prayer of confession:

“I long to be holy as you are holy,

to be whole and aligned  

in thought word and deed,

to be compassionate

to myself and my neighbours

to know the comfort and safety

of giving and receiving true hospitality,

and so I commit myself to this work today, Jesus.

But, you also long for me to be holy,

to reflect your wholeness

to the world

to be the instrument that shares your compassion

with the weak, the poor, the excluded, the broken,

to welcome all people into the home of my heart 

in your name;

and so I open myself to your holy-making Spirit.

Thank you that we are in this together,

that it doesn’t all depend on me,

but that I have the dignity of being your partner

in my own becoming.

Amen” (Van de Laar 2010:178).
Application
What are the strong points of this prayer of confession?

Now write a prayer of confession for a worship service applying the above principles.
Receiving forgiveness and cleansing (Absolution)
When we have confessed and repented in prayer, where do we stand? Does God reject us and push us away, lost in our sinfulness?  It is important that as we lead worship we pronounce the word of forgiveness in Christ’s name: “Your sins are forgiven, go, and sin no more”.  Even in the face of our sin, Christ is the “friend of sinners” he draws us close.
Davies offers us a word of caution. He points out that “..the Gospel offers forgiveness through the cross to those who themselves forgive.” (Davies :128) (see Mat 6:14f).  Forgiveness must be worked out both vertically (God to humanity) as well as horizontally (person to person).  Forgiveness leads us into a mission of reconciliation and this dimension should also find expression in this prayer.
Our prayers of absolution also point us to a God who is “able” in the face of our failures.  He is able to cleanse, restore, heal, empower, give new life, transform, lead and guide.

Marks of the prayer of absolution
- The word of forgiveness is pronounced in Christ’s name

- God’s love is expressed and not rejection

- We are pointed to a God who is “able”

- The horizontal dimension of forgiveness should also find expression
Some examples of the prayers of absolution within confessional prayers follow:
“…Forgive us this day, we pray

And help us to know day after day that nothing is too hard for you, Lord.

Fixing our broken relationships in not too hard.

Finding a good paying job is not too hard.

Filling an empty heart is not too hard, God.

All things are possible for you.

And, we thank you that at this appointed time you forgive us.

It is what it is, but it doesn’t have to stay that way.

Thank you for making a way out of no way.

In Jesus name we pray.  Amen” (Joseph W. Daniels in Bridgeman Davis 2006:146).)
Application
How do you see the marks of forgiveness, cleansing and restoration reflected in the above prayers?
Now write a prayer of absolution for use in a public service. 
Prayers of Thanksgiving
Whereas in our prayers of praise our focus is largely on the nature of God and who He is, in our prayers of thanks we focus more on what He has done: His on-going work in creation and salvation.  Having said that, we need to acknowledge that the division is not simple and some overlapping does occur.  The Scriptures are always calling us into thanksgiving and it is right that we should live out of a sense of gratitude, for God has done marvellous deeds.  “Sing and make music from your heart to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 5:19-20 TNIV) .  Paul’s desire is that we be “overflowing with thankfulness” (Colossians 2:7 TNIV).  Part of our mission is to call the world into this thanksgiving: “15 All this is for your benefit, so that the grace that is reaching more and more people may cause thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God (2 Corinthians 4:15 TNIV).   Vital to our witness is that we lift up thanks in a contagious way!
True thanksgiving is an orientation for our lives.   As we thank God we acknowledge our dependence on Him and we place ourselves in His care.  Davies points out that thanksgiving is “inseparable from sacrifice” (1966:121).  Our true thanksgiving is the offering of our lives as a sacrifice of thanks.
Marks of the prayer of thanksgiving
- Focuses more on what God has done, is doing and will do 
- Is “overflowing” and contagious

- Expresses sacrifice: what can we offer this good God: our lives…
A prayer of thanks:
“Father, thank you for your revelation


about death


and illness


and sorrow.

Thank you for speaking so plainly to us,


and calling us all friends


and hovering over us;


and extending your arms out to us.

We cannot stand on our own;


we fall into death without you.


We fall from faith, left to our own.


We are really friendless without you.

Your extended arms fill us with joy,


expressing love,


love caring and carrying,


asking and receiving our trust.

You have our trust, Father,


and our faith,


with our bodies


and all that we are and possess.

We fear nothing when with you,


safe to stretch out and help others,


those troubled in faith,


those troubled in body.

Father, help us to do with our bodies what we proclaim,


that our faith be known to you


and to others,


and be effective in all the world.”
Masai, Tanzania  (Tutu 1995:68).
Application
What marks of thanksgiving can you see in this prayer?

Write a prayer of thanks expressing some of these marks in your own words.

In many services the Lord’s Prayer is said or sung at this point.  Its function here is to complete the entry into worship and draw this phase of worship to a close.  In this initial journey of worship we have become more aware of God with us and just who that God is. We have confessed and received absolution and through Christ we are able to stand in God’s presence.  We have responded with thanksgiving.  If you consult the order as given at the beginning of this chapter you will see that we now enter the phase of worship we have called “The Word”.   We move from there to the response.
Offering Prayer (Dedicating and Committing)

This prayer happens in the context of our response to the Word.   Van de Laar writes about three important aspects of this prayer:  

“So, when we gather for worship and we share in the act of giving, we are doing a number of significant and prophetic things. First, we use money as the symbol for our giving because Jesus made it clear that we need to see money as more than just the metal and paper we place in the plate. “Where your treasure is, there your heart will be,” said Jesus (Matthew 6:21). By placing a representative proportion of our material ‘treasure’ into the offering, we are seeking to move our hearts away from our bank accounts, our homes and our possessions, and to a more lasting, life-giving reality – God’s reign. 

Second, in the act of giving, we are proclaiming, against all that the world may tell us, that we don’t believe that money provides us with value, security or the possibility of a rich and full life. Rather, we demonstrate that we place our trust in God’s care and provision for us, and in God’s call for us to share what we have so that others need not go without. 

Finally, as we place our money in the offering plate, we are symbolically placing ourselves – everything we have and everything we are – at God’s disposal. By giving generously, we make a commitment to God and to God’s people that we and our resources are available to be used by God for God’s purposes in our world” (John van de Laar www.sacredise.com/blog, 11/06/2011).
Marks of the offering prayer
- Sees the sacrifice of money as a symbol of our worship of God
- Expresses our trust in God’s provision
- Makes our lives and resources available for God’s purposes.

The words of Covenant used in the Methodist Covenant Service express this moment:  “I am no longer mine own but yours.  Put me to what you will, rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me be empty; let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.  And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours.  So be it.  And the covenant now made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.  Amen”  (Covenant Service: The Methodist Service Book).
An example of a prayer used at this point of the service:

“Lord, each day that you wore our human flesh, you gave lovingly-without reserve.  Today, let us follow your great example.  Receive our expressions of love: our finances, our love of God and neighbor, our service and our prayers.  Amen” (Kwase I. Kena in Bridgeman Davis 2006:179).
Application
Write a prayer to use as the offertory is brought forward which expresses the marks of this prayer.

Intercessions and Petitions (Praying for the needs of others and for our needs)
This is not just a simple listing of needs and wants and praying that God would meet them in a magical way: “It is a costly identification of ourselves with the needs of others and with the will of God” (Morrow 1963:15). Here we offer ourselves to serve God in the world in specific ways. We mention the areas where God could use us and pray for these areas.  We pray for the needs of the congregation and the world, for healing and wholeness and opportunities for ministry. 
As we prepare to intercede there is a profound context in which these prayers happen.  Intercessory prayers are very particularly the prayers of the high priest who pleads on behalf of the people.  In the Old Testament when the high priest entered the Holy Place he carried Israel with him on his heart:  “29 Whenever Aaron enters the Holy Place, he will bear the names of the sons of Israel over his heart on the breastpiece of decision as a continuing memorial before the LORD” (Exodus 28:29 TNIV). Jesus our High Priest lives to intercede for us: “25 Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them” (Hebrews 7:25 TNIV).  This is the representative function of the priesthood: we plead with God on behalf of humanity and creation, acting in love for others.  But we do not do this in isolation; we are included in the intercessory activity of the Son (our High Priest) by the Holy Spirit. “26 In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us through wordless groans. 27 And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for God’s people in accordance with the will of God (Romans 8:26-27 TNIV).  These prayers are then in the context of Christ’s prayers who has been given all authority.  As we pray, we pray in hope, for Christ is working out his reign among us through the missio Dei (the mission of God).

A practical issue is how personal and specific should we get in our intercessions?   Is it a good idea to try and list every illness and ailment that the relevant congregation is facing, giving as many details as possible?  What about confidentiality? Or offending those whose details are left out?  Would visitors feel included in such a prayer? Local context may dictate a different approach but most often a broadly based focus on the needs of congregation and world is more appropriate.
Marks of intercessory prayer
- Prays from the perspective of Christ’s prayers for this world, and joins in those prayers
- Expresses more than our own needs, again is has a representative function

- Not just a list of needs to be magically dealt with by God: it is a costly identification with the sufferings and needs of the world and the offering of us in service

- Acknowledges that our hope is in the missio Dei (God’s mission) that makes all things new
Examples of intercessory prayer:

A simple yet profound example:
“God bless Africa.

Guard her children.

Guide her rulers, 

And give her peace for Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen.”   
(Trevor Huddleston)
A sensitive intercessory prayer showing great empathy for the sufferings of people in a world-wide context:
Application

How does the above example of intercession express the marks of intercessory prayers as discussed?
Write an intercessory prayer that joins in with our High Priest’s prayers, holds hands with suffering of the world, speaks of real needs and seeks ways of service.
Blessing and Sending out (The Dismissal)
This should be more than a blessing pronounced on the worshipping congregation (although the blessing is appropriate here).  It is also an acknowledgment that, having worshipped, we are now being sent out as God’s servants in mission.  We are leaving our service but we are not leaving God’s world - we have represented that world in our worship and now we continue to worship in our service of God among us.
Words such as those in 1 Peter 2:9-10 could express this sending out: 
“9 But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. 10 Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God…” (TNIV).
Marks of the prayer of sending and blessing
- Sends us out into God’s world to live for God under God’s reign

- Creates a connection between worship and mission
- Can link with the theme of the sermon

- Assures us of God’s continued presence

An example:

“Go forth with the authority Christ gives to his church.
Cry out against wrong.

Heal where there is hurt.

Feed, clothe, and defend those who live on the margins.

Train up children in the ways of God.

Show no contempt for youth; comfort the elderly.

In all things, give God the glory and praise, now and forever.  Amen”

(Eugene Blair in Bridgeman Davis 2006:199).
Application
Write a “sending out” prayer that can be used at the conclusion of a service.
General
Prayers are full of analogy, metaphor and symbolic language. Prayers make creative and life-giving connections.  In their language and thought they connect past, present and future; expressing mystery and reverence. In composing prayers we have a rich heritage to draw on.  If you want to learn how to lead in prayer find these prayers and pray them.

Some thoughts:

· Don’t be afraid of the use of silence during prayer. 
· Make use of responses in your prayer to encourage participation.

· When writing congregational responses keep them short and simple.

· Be aware of language that has lost its meaning for the present generation; use modern idioms and language where possible.

· Scripture can be well used in our prayers: Psalms can be reworked as responsive prayers and many other passages can inspire and guide a creative prayer.
· Different versions of the Lord’s Prayer can be read or sung occasionally to present a new perspective.
· Everyone can join in with a bold “Amen” at the end of prayers.

· Remember when praying in public you are not praying for the people, you are praying with the people of the congregation.
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