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	ABSTRACT
A common thread among recent papers, discussions, and web postings seems to be that of our identity as Congregationalists in the 21st century. More pastoral and practical reflection than academic endeavor, the author posits that any dialogue about identity or future must include the role of preaching and worship as a paramount conversation partner. The goal of this paper is to stimulate discussion among WCTS about our own preconceptions and visions of worship and preaching and the role that plays in discerning our future as Congregational ministers.


Please hear these words of Paul to the Romans, Chapter 15: 1-20. (Appendix)

I have vested and proclaimed this scripture from this lectern, and I present this paper to you as though it were a sermon not to be dramatic. Best not to lie in church. I am using the drama to make the point. If the topic is the future of Congregationalism, if there is a future of Congregationalism, then that future resides in the proclamation of the Holy Gospel of Christ and in that word being preached. The future of Congregationalism is preaching and worship.

These words of Paul’s are being spoken to a community he knows and loves well. He knows that they have knowledge of the reign of God and the meaning of the faith they share in Christ. Still, he speaks to them with boldness in order to remind them that they belong to a tradition. Remember, Paul’s conversion came about from a personal  experience he had with the Risen Christ. He knew very well  by whom he had been called and under whose authority he served. Still, Paul knew he was part of something bigger than himself. He knew he was part of a tradition. He ministered in fellowship and in dialogue and in covenant with Peter and the others. They did not agree on everything, but Paul understood he was part of the body. (1 Corinthians 12: 12-15)

Introduction/Preconceptions

Just a few words of introduction. I come to the Congregational Way, like so many, from another tradition. My dad was Catholic and my mother was raised in the United Church of Hyde Park in Chicago, which was Congregational and Presbyterian. I grew up Roman Catholic but also attended a Presbyterian church on occasion and later, as an adult, enjoyed memberships in both Catholic and Presbyterian churches. As an adult, I worked as a funeral director for ten years in Chicago. During that time, I worked with a variety of ministers. The ones that impressed me most were Presbyterian and Congregational. What impressed me about them was their preaching. It was relevant, pastoral, and intelligent. I often experience the theological community being dismissive of the word relevant. I believe this is the case to the extent that relevance is seen as a marketing tool or a way of dumbing down the faith. When I say relevant, I mean relevance in its truest sense, which is Incarnational. I also speak of relevance as the Apostle Paul speaks of becoming all things to all people (1 Corinthians 9: 19-23). Paul is a missionary seeking inculturation, not a sales manager looking for the latest marketing trick. The message is neither changed nor watered down but translated so that the culture might be evangelized as the Great Commission commands (Matthew 28: 16-20).

I left funeral service to pursue ordained ministry and did so as a Paulist seminarian within the Catholic church. The Paulists were founded in 1858 by Isaac Hecker, as the first Catholic religious community of men in the U.S. Hecker was a convert to the Catholic faith and, it could be argued, went from being a Congregationalist to a Catholic. I am Hecker in reverse, as Dr. Peay posited in his sermon at my ordination. Hecker’s patron was St. Paul and the Paulists adopted as a tri-fold mission: evangelization, reconciliation, and ecumenism. They derived these charisms directly from the Pauline epistles which, I submit,  are to be the charisms of all Christians. Hecker believed that American missionaries were to preach the ancient truths of the faith in new forms.  As a Paulist seminarian, I was being trained to be a retreat and mission preacher and parish priest. I see  proclaimers of the Gospel, belonging not to the world (Romans 12: 2), yet standing at the intersection of faith and culture, critiquing both and speaking to the culture of the faith that transforms and gives life. Preachers standing at the intersection of faith and culture is what Barth meant when he spoke of having the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.

I left the Paulists a year before ordination as I felt that I could be a better minister without all of the restrictions of Catholic priesthood, as they related to my personal life as well as doctrines I would be expected to preach, teach, and enforce. Given my background and experiences, I would eventually look to the Congregationalists and Presbyterians as possible places to serve. I came to the Congregational Way and the NACCC with these preconceptions:

1. 
Congregationalism, as a faith tradition, is a rich treasure of spirituality and religious expression in the United States, rooted in the pilgrims who came over on the Mayflower and settled in Plymouth, Massachusetts to escape religious persecution in England. 


2. 
Congregationalists worship as grateful inheritors and sustainers of Reformed (mainline) Protestantism.


3.  
The Congregational Way is a most cherished form of church government that came about as the historic faith of America.  I also came with the notion that Congregationalists and Presbyterians were traditions which were governed differently, but were theologically quite similar, except for predestination and creeds.


4.  
Congregationalism has a rich and well deserved reputation as being a church for people who are not afraid to think. I picture historic Congregational churches serving the wealthy and the common, among which teachers, civic leaders, and community minded citizens fellowship. Consequently, I saw Congregational ministers as being well trained and in the mainstream.

Worship
In critiquing worship or considering change in worship, the question I always ask about is: What is it that we are trying to accomplish? Does what we do reflect what we are trying to accomplish?

I recently spoke with a woman who attended Unity Church of Chicago. Their worship experience matched their theology and because they had a significant membership from the theater community, they have an outstanding musical program. When this woman left Chicago to take a job in a smaller town, she visited the local Unitarian church, the closest Unity church she could find, and also a UCC church. Her remark was that they all said the right things, in terms of what she believed or believed a church should be about (i.e., inclusivity of Christ, stressing God’s love over human proclivity to judgement, frozen chosen, etc.) but that the places were duller than dishwater or deader than a door nail.  Does what we do reflect what we say we are trying to accomplish?  More importantly, does what we do reflect who we are?

If we consider how the early Congregationalists fashioned their worship service, we should likely conclude that they were well situated at the intersection of faith and culture. What they did reflected what they believed and what they were trying to accomplish. How are we doing? Retrieving our own Congregational traditions does not mean doing what our ancestors did by mimicking what they did, but by being faithful in our time, as they were. In considering our covenantal bond to worship, the words of Wadell inform us: “Christian liturgy and worship should form the church into a community of the friends of God. Such a hopeful and magnanimous way of understanding our lives is also ineluctably risky because to live in friendship with God is to will what God wills, to seek what God seeks, and through a lifetime of faithful, committed love, to become one with a God who has a dream for the world we often strangely fear, a dream Christians call the reign of God.” 1  Is this what we are doing in worship?
A few specific areas that I raise for discussion/consideration are:


1.
Symbols. Language. Environment.
In considering how we worship, McNane asks: “How is this proclaiming God’s Word? What is this saying about God?  This means we look at everything from the symbols in the sanctuary, to the placement of the furniture, to the language we use in worship.”2  As we thankfully move toward publishing our own hymnal, the first Congregational hymnal published since the merger, I posit that it is timely to also consider or critique our individual and collective experiences of worship and how they meet the needs of the present time.


2.
People don’t go to church because they don’t get anything out of it.
McNane says that: “Worship is not essentially about our need to get something, but rather our need to give something. At the same time it is true that when we gather to give God glory, to hear God’s word, and to participate in the holy sacraments, we can find our deepest needs being met.” 3  This is where the Congregational preacher stands at the intersection of faith and culture inviting the seeker who thinks church is about getting, fashioning a worship service that transforms and nourishes, and then teaches the congregant that they are there first to give,  thanks and praise, and then to receive, nourishment, relationship, and transformation. 


3.
Sanctuary from the fever of life and busy world.


Does our Worship service offer people respite or quiet from the fever of life? 

McNane adds: “In toady’s world the gift of quiet can be a deep healing balm. When there are too many words coming from the presiders or printed in the bulletin it can feel overwhelming rather than inviting. Often our Reformed worship can be too wordy.”4
Vision of Worship (appendix)

Preaching
	"I set myself on fire for God every Sunday in the pulpit 

and the people come to watch me burn.”  

--John Wesley

	"A preacher should have the Bible in one hand

and the New York Times in the other.”  

–Karl Barth

	Preach the Word of God. 

Preach it when it is easy and people want to listen 

and when it is hard and people do not want to listen. 

Preach it all the time. 

Paul of Tarsius  

(2 Timothy 4: 2a, NLV) 

	I cannot not preach. 

Preaching is something God told me to do.

Paul of Tarsius 

(1 Corinthians 9: 16, CEV adaptation)


Since I believe brevity is a virtue in preaching, I hope to plant seeds for reflection and discussion without being verbose.  Please consider this:


1.
In my Catholic background, I understood the homily as the bridge between the Liturgy of the Word and Liturgy of the Eucharist. Catholic homilies are integral and very important to the liturgy, but I never experienced them as the climax or focal point of worship. In the Reformed tradition, I believe the sermon, for better or for worse, is the climax or focal point. Given that our congregants largely understand our preaching as the climax of worship, does this not only raise the importance of preparation, exegesis, etc.?


2.
In Catholic worship, I found that the liturgical, environmental, and architectural components allowed people to enter into worship on more varieties of levels. For example:



A)
A person who doesn’t like music finds reflection in a stained glass window.

B)  
A person who gets overloaded on too many words appreciates transcendence by the use of their senses in smell of candles or incense.

While some of these symbols can and are appropriated in Reformed worship, I submit that the Reformed preacher is duly (perhaps doubly) charged with bringing varieties of ways for people to enter into the worship through their preaching.


3.
A few tidbits from our pilgrim ancestors on preaching. 



A)
“The enthronement of the sermon in worship is seen in the dominance of the central pulpit on the long wall of practically every Puritan meetinghouse, as well as in the symbolism of the open Bible resting on a velvet cushion on the pulpit’s edge.” 5


B)
“Puritan ministers offered sermons that had been in their studies after careful analysis of the Hebrew and Greek originals...” 6


C)
“The Puritans wanted their sermons to be plain and persuasive to all...they aimed to make extensive applications at the close of their sermons climatic and convincing...The Puritans did not cultivate pulpit oratory, but the exegesis and application of scripture.” 7
I agree with Paul, an ordained preacher, that other ordained preachers are called by God. I don’t believe we are all called to be the same kind of preachers, so we ought not feel an obligation to preach as the Puritan preachers did. However, it bears noting that they were well trained and were preachers who were always in pursuit of greater knowledge and understanding. I believe that preaching is among the most important components of church life. I hope we are united in wanting to be the best and most qualified preachers we can be. Are we? How can we improve?
	“The sermon was the climax of Puritan worship, 

as the exposition of the Word of God in both condemnation and consolation, expressing the Divine anger and the Divine mercy. 

Puritan ministers believed that every faithful preacher 

had to be a Boanerges or son of thunder 

before he became a Barnabas or son of consolation.”
Horton Davies–The Worship of the American Puritans, 1629-1730


Congregational Identity/Issues
We seem to be having a lot of dialogue and, at time diatribes, about who we are and perhaps more often, who we are not. For example, the last line of the Covenant of the Wisconsin Congregational Association states: “We also claim that each Church shall be free, independent, and forever devoid of any and all control by the Association.”  My sense, as a new member of the Congregational Way, is that we find ourselves at a new level of maturity as an association in the four decades which have past since our churches remained as continuing Congregationalist. That place seems to have some people asking who are we besides being non-United Church of Christ, besides being a people wounded by the merger.  The degree and complexities of these issues far exceed the scope of this topic.  

These are a few issues that concern me as a new minister in the Congregational Way:


1.
The fact that mainline Protestantism is on the decline is not a reason to conclude that a fundamentalist or conservative evangelical approach is an authentic response.


2.
The Congregational Way is most at risk of decline and demise because of the lingering radical independency that, in my view, cripples vision. If our NACCC forum is any indication of the pulse of our association, we spend far too much time rearranging Titanic deck chairs. That in our current culture, we would even be debating whether ordained ministers should be properly educated and trained (i.e.,professional, denominational norms) is appalling and well below the privilege we inherit which Butman called the “custodians of the  Pilgrim heritage.”8

3.
Those of us who consider ourselves mainline or moderate clergy ought not to remain silent as it is suggested that our Congregational Way has departed from biblical truth or as the sacrilegious practice of re-baptism is practiced.

Radical independency is like a SURVIVOR series. Survivor reality television rewards and extols people for their independence. The only reason that people covenant or have fellowship with one another is for the purpose of self survival, hoping to eventually eliminate everyone other than one’s own self. At the end, the winner has their independence, their freedom, the pot of gold–and they are all alone. That is immoral. That is hell.

We are the successors and inheritors of Congregationalism. We are continuing Congregationalists, the Congregationalists. We have a charge to keep, a mission to extend, a reign to help bring into fuller reality. We do this together, at the intersection of faith and culture, building stronger foundations.

	The covenant that binds the Church and Churches 

is one of heart-to-heart, 

which is best expressed in the act of worship.
–Steven A. Peay
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