
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


The Second Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 76 & 125
1st lesson:
Deuteronomy 20:1-9
2nd lesson:
Luke 14:12-24
Faithfulness in Worship
It's always said that when the sermon involves the theme of church attendance, the wrong people hear it; that the preacher should somehow get the word out to those who are absent, and not burden those present with the message. But we can all be strengthened in our faithfulness in worship; and perhaps by our example and concern can encourage more participation by those who have, for inadequate reasons, gotten out of the habit of worshipping "God every Sunday in his Church."
In the parable of the great supper, we heard that when everything was fully prepared, the invited guests were notified: "Come; for all things are now ready." But all of them, perhaps unaware of the thoughtlessness of their actions, "with one consent began to make excuse." When these replies were brought to the host, he angrily told his servants to go out and bring in anyone they could find to take the places of those who had been invited, but had refused at the last minute to come.
The parable warns us that we can't take our places in the Kingdom of God for granted. The metaphor of the great supper also points to the spiritual banquet of the Holy Communion, and to our participation in all the worship services of the Church. One of our communion hymns speaks of that central and life-giving part of our worship in these terms: "My God, thy table now is spread, Thy cup with love doth overflow, Be all thy children thither led, And let them thy sweet mercies know" (Hymn 203).
Various psalms came to be associated with the Eucharist; and considered in that context, tell us of its benefits. For example. Psalm 36 addresses God and declares, "They shall be satisfied with the plenteousness of thy house; and thou shalt give them drink of thy pleasures, as out of the river" (Verse 8). Psalm 63 says, "My soul shall be satisfied, even as it were with marrow and fatness" (Verse 6). The account of the Feeding of the Four Thousand is used as the Gospel for the Seventh Sunday after Trinity, and tells us about this same characteristic of the adequacy of God's table: "Thy did eat, and were filled." (Mark 8:8)
The Prayer Book says that it's our "bounden duty . . . to worship God every Sunday in his Church" (Page 291). This admonition recognizes that God has put within us all a powerful impulse to worship, and that whom or what we worship is of major importance. Our worship of God as made known in Christ gives Him the recognition that is His due, and builds up the Body of Christ both individually and corporately.
One of our Bishops has pointed out that "churchless religion" is popular among many people today, but that a person "cannot really be Christian in the fullest sense in isolation from the Body of Christ." He reminded his people that by their attendance at church and participation in its services, they make a witness to their community. He put it this way: "If a visitor sees nearly all the seats taken and hears the congregation participating in the liturgy with a good will, making all the responses and singing the hymns with gusto, he will receive the impression of confidence and feel that these people do have a deep devotion to our Blessed Lord."
Christ Himself set the example of faithful worship. After He had begun His ministry, he came back to His hometown of Nazareth to preach there; "And as his custom was," wrote Saint Luke, "he went into the synagogue on the Sabbath day" (4:16). The Fourth Commandment, "Remember that thou keep holy the Sabbath-day," and Christ's own example, are obeyed and followed in Christian worship on the first day of the week. The book of Acts tells of Saint Paul in the port city of Troas, on the western tip of Asia Minor, where he met with the church people; who, with him, "upon the first day of the week...came together to break bread." (Acts 20:7)

"To break bread" was to have the Eucharist, the distinctive form of Christian worship. To meet on the first day of the week was to meet on the corresponding day the Resurrection had taken place. It was also fitting and appropriate that the New Covenant instituted by the Lord Christ should have a new day of worship.
One set of lessons appointed for Morning Prayer today has the Old Testament passage from the sixth chapter of Genesis. It tells that human beings had become very wicked; and, in what some- one has called the saddest verse in the Bible, that "it repented the Lord that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at his heart" (6:6). But Noah was faithful to God. He built the ark as he was commanded to do – the ark, which Christians see as a symbol of the Church – and he and his family were saved.
In the New Testament lesson, the Lord warns us that we must be ready for His return: "As were the days of Noah, so will be the coming of the Son of man," He said. That is. He explained, people will be carrying on all the ordinary activities of life, but in a way heedless of God. It will happen to them as it did to the people of Noah's time: "They did not know until the flood came and swept them all away." He concluded, "Watch therefore, for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming . . . You . . . must be ready." (Matthew 24:32-42); ready, we can add, in prayer, worship, and faithful living for Christ.
Sometimes work schedules or other personal circumstances make it very difficult or impossible to be at church every Sun- day. The sick must be cared for, and some processes of society can't be stopped. But we must be careful that it is necessity that keeps us away, and not excuse.
In this, as in all Christian gifts of character, perhaps some have received to a greater degree than others the gift of faithfulness in being present at the worship of God. However, Saint Paul admonishes us, "Covet earnestly the best gifts." (1st Corinthians 12:31) This is a spiritual gift and grace that is so important that we should all pray that God will strengthen and sustain us in our worship of Him.
Our Lord recognizes the difficulty of being true to Him: "Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat: Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it." (Matthew 7:13-14)
But He also issues that life-giving invitation, "Come; for all things are now ready." He meets us with strength and blessing as we respond and come to His heavenly supper of worship and praise.
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