What does that mean?

One day, Hans invited his friend, Fritz, to church. Fritz had never been to church before and was amazed by the architecture and artwork, but also a bit intimidated by the liturgical service, so he had all kinds of questions for Hans. The pastor opened with the Trinitarian invocation, and Fritz asked, “What does that mean?” Hans explained in a simple way. This continued throughout the many parts of the first half of the service. When the pastor stepped into the pulpit to begin his sermon, he glanced at his watch before preaching. Fritz turned to Hans and asked, “What does that mean?” Hans rolled his eyes and replied, “Absolutely nothing.”

Have you ever felt like Fritz, going through the service without much understanding of what’s actually going on in the service? We use a lot of “jargon” and don’t always explain everything, and if you missed confirmation that day because the fish were biting, you might be unclear as to why we do what we do.

So over the next several months, I’d like to use this space to walk you through the Divine Service to help you understand what it all means. And yeah, glancing at the watch doesn’t necessarily mean anything.

The Divine Service

To begin, in 1982 when Lutheran Worship (“The Blue Hymnal”) was introduced, we saw the term “Divine Service.” While this term was nothing new, it was placed here deliberately to emphasize our understanding of what happens when people gather around God’s Word and Sacraments. Other hymnals will often use terms like “Worship Service.” That term puts the focus firmly on our actions. We do the worshipping. But the term “Divine Service” implies that God (The Divine Being) does the primary action in the service. God gives us His Word. God forgives our sin. God makes us His own. God gives us eternal life. It’s called “Divine Service” because the Divine Being serves us.

You will see that the primary focus of the service emphasizes just a few themes throughout, what we believe to be the primary points of Christianity (And note that this emphasis dates back to the services of the early church—we walk in their footsteps.):

· First, the service is Christocentric. In other words, Jesus Christ is at the center of our service. Everything that happens in the service has something to do with Jesus. Even the Old Testament reading gives us insight into God’s plan of salvation through Jesus.

· But we don’t focus just on Jesus in general, but specifically in what He has done for us on the cross. God’s greatest gift to us is forgiveness of sins and eternal life, and by hearing of His love for us, the Holy Spirit increases our faith. Every Christian sermon should refer to Jesus’ suffering in our place, and every service should center on God’s love, given to us on the cross to bring us to the empty tomb.

· And Jesus forgave our sin by being transcendent. He came to be one of us and to be with us. He still comes to us through His Word and Sacraments, so the other major focus of the service is on how He comes to us, from beginning to end.

No matter which hymnal we use, or even with no hymnal, those points should come through in any service.

Hymn of Invocation

We begin the service with a hymn of invocation. “Invocation” means “calling on,” and in this hymn, we call on God to be with us. Of course, He is with us no matter what and has promised to be, but in this hymn, we pray that He would come and bless us through His Word, strengthening our faith that we may withstand the attacks of the devil, the sinful influences of our society, and our own sinful nature. As we receive His love, we are able to share His love with others.

