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Introduction.


“Why don’t you Jews accept Jesus as the Messiah?”  

The question came from one of God’s providential set ups as we flew south to the Auburn Avenue Pastors Conference back in early January of this year.  We, with clerical collars, were seated with a middle-aged man who put a yarmulke on his head about half-way through the flight and began a mid-day prayer to a portion of the God that we Christians worship.  Now, without a word, the statements from custom and dress had been made; two men in this particular row were Christians and one man was a Jew.  As his prayer was completed, and as the social amenities were done with, and as our courage was mustered we asked,


“Why don’t you Jews
 accept Jesus as the Messiah?”


“Why should we Jews accept Jesus as the Messiah?” replied our neighbor with nary a pause to consider.


“Well, isn’t it obvious why?” we thought to ourselves.  His why on Jesus not being the Messiah is as obvious to him as our why is to us that Jesus is the Messiah.  In the conversation that followed we wandered on down the road to Emmaus together with our new Jewish acquaintance.  He sounded very similar to the disciples of yesteryear expressing their disappointment to a stranger who would turn out to be Jesus himself (Luke 24).  In a paraphrase, both this Jew and those men walking next to Jesus were saying, “Jesus didn’t redeem Israel as we had hoped, and he’s now dead with little accomplished, just as any other man dies.”  Our beginning with Isaiah 53 and expounding other scriptures caused no burning in his heart.  Our Zionist neighbor went on to address the failure of Jesus as compared to the recent successes of “the exodus” of 1947 and the “six-day war” of 1967, clearly pointing to the real Messiah still to come.  
That’s the sort of thing the true Messiah will do!  Free people and win victories!


But that’s just what he does do!  He did it then and does it now.  Why doesn’t our new Jewish friend see that?  Doesn’t he see that, just like Ezekiel did in our shared Book of the Law and Prophets, Christ raises bones from the dead and spreads the word of God on earth as the waters cover the sea?  Nothing could have been deader than those dry bones facing Ezekiel!  Ezekiel obeyed the Lord, preached to the bones, and got the job done.  Now it’s our turn to do as Ezekiel had done, with Christ as our heavenly leader.  Ezekiel did the right thing at the moment and place of God’s saving grace raising up dead bones and clothing them with life and hope.  Now the body of Christ, the Church, is doing just what Ezekiel did….Aren’t we?  
Before our journey to the Auburn Conference was over we would be challenged to wonder about the possibility that, unlike Ezekiel, our worship is not obedient to what God has called us to.  We American evangelicals have got our worship wrong.  The result is that a crippled witness is going out to a world of veiled hearts which includes this Jew seated next to us as well as to Gentiles and even professed Christians.  Oh, God forbid!
Covenantal Worship.

We’ll begin at the end which is very much in keeping with the optimistic eschatology sparking the spirit of the Conference.  Teleology is a good thing, so let’s see where we’re going.  In the final lecture on the program, Conference host, Steven Wilkins
, related liturgy to pastoral care and developed the thesis that “If a person does not worship, he cannot be helped.”  
Whoa! 
Implied in that statement is worshipping rightly and not just plugging in any old pagan practices.  Also, we can infer from the statement that, if the person cannot be helped, then he cannot truly witness to others such as the Jew on the plane. 

“If a person does not worship, he cannot be helped.”  This statement is exaggerated perhaps, and Wilkins would agree to that claim, but it underlines the centrality of covenantal worship to all of Christian life.  Bravely forwarding himself as a bulls-eye for those who think such talk means that the Church becomes a form of “works-righteousness,” Wilkins went on to say, “Salvation is inescapably social and corporate.  What God tells us about the Church means that no pastoral work can be done apart from the context of the ecclesial community.  Salvation involves being brought into the communal life of the triune God through Jesus Christ, and that means it is impossible to have an exclusively one-on-one relation with God.”

Is Wilkins suggesting that the private encapsulation of “me and Jesus” is wrong?  Does that mean folks have to come out from among their television sets and go to church?  
“You are not alone,” Pastor Wilkins continued.  “God’s plan is to have ‘a people’.”  A people!  “Mutual, sacrificial love and care, that is always true of God, must be embodied in the world by the Church.”  Wilkins then presented a compelling view showing how profoundly “the Church is the realm of salvation.”  The Holy Ghost isn’t a series of private pipe-lines to Heaven or inherited genes exploding inside each of us to bring out the ‘true self’.  Rather, God works through others to mold us.  Like the correcting rod of good parents or God’s Word in a good church service, God works on us through external and sacrificial means to transform us.  We are transformed from the outside in, not the inside out.  The American church has been influenced by a combination of rationalism, new age mysticism, and Gnosticism to think that the Holy Spirit does it all without external means.  Church, however, is much less a matter of pooled Holy-Ghost resources (the congregation) conjuring a unified Spirit than it is God’s hands, the Church through the Spirit, sanctifying our gifts and individual identities so that we shall become like Jesus.  “Because we are part of the body we share in the Spirit,” said Wilkins, and not vice versa.   
Now the meaning and power of covenant was coming together for us.  Worship, itself, is sacrificial.  The living sacrifices we become through the Lord’s Service enter into all of life and transform the world.  If the Church fails and doesn’t obey God like Ezekiel did, then a modern Jew next to us flying south on a plane can easily entertain the notion that our Jesus most assuredly was not the Messiah.


Pastor Peter Leithart had already embedded liturgical worship for our day in the practices of old and new covenant scriptures—and we will get to that—but Wilkins went on to place the essence of worship in who God is.
Perhaps what is most misunderstood or denied regarding this theme of covenantal worship is that God, himself, is eternally covenantal.
  God is social; God is relational; the meaning of “God is love” is that an eternal graceful and loving covenantal relation is what interconnects the Three within the One in the Trinity.  Furthermore, the social essence of God becomes the social essence of his Church.  The Persons of the Godhead “indwell and interpenetrate one another,” and that reflects how we are in the Church.    “If salvation means being made whole,” said Pastor Wilkins, “then we see that pastoral care works through the corporate body of the Church and that means worshipping in a church.  This is the way God is,” and it is the way he calls all of us to be.  “All fellowship is sacramental in the sense of being transforming,” Wilkins continued.  “Grace is not a substance inherent at birth or some invisible tube connecting each ‘saved’ individual to heaven.  Grace is the love and favor of God that is given through Jesus Christ and shared in the corporate, Church body.”

The Christian Engine.
When the Conference participants spoke of “liturgy” they referred to the central element of Christian life: Worship on the Lord’s Day and in the Lord’s Service.  “Worship is the engine that drives the Christian life,” said Pastor Douglas Wilson, stating a common theme among the speakers.  What we do on Sunday drives us—for good or ill—through the rest of life, he told us.  The problem is that we’ve failed to look under the hood of the Christian car to check out the engine.  Individual, “one-on-one,” tune-ups are important, but they are quite secondary to the corporate Church, and their contemporary emphasis only reflects the self-absorbed ethos of our culture.  The focus of this Conference was on corporate tune-ups.  We need to lift the hood of the Sunday-morning car and inspect what we do in worship and what we have become as worshippers.  
When we lift the hood, we see that, by and large, we have abandoned God’s worship service for us, as given in Leviticus and other Old and New Testament books. Instead, we have created our own form of worship.  Our worship is conjured up by us for God, and it often collapses into a modern form of “Christian” paganism in which we entertain God in order to appease him.  Having abandoned the power of God’s graceful service for us on Sunday morning, we follow up and try to patch up our failures during the remainder of the week.  The souls that were not sacrificed and touched on Sunday are presumably transformed in one-on-one counseling sessions in the pastor’s office during the week.  There is no longer a single, fitly joined-together engine—the Church that Jesus is building—driving the Christian car and pounding against the gates of hell.  We are left with vain imaginations which extol the creature and remain powerless.
Pastor Wilson was quite explicit about the power aspect.  Worship is “liturgy as warfare” through which God is dealing with us so that we can go out, as warriors with spiritual weapons, to deal with the world.  This is seldom happening.  There are failures at the individual level which greatly limit the efficacy of our witness to the world.  We fail to pierce the hood of each individual car and slice at the engine parts with the Word.  Congregants are not touched by the operations of a double-edged sword.  Pastors often are sweet fellows and nice guys who don’t proclaim the Word even when standing in the place of Christ.  Their warmth and entertainment skills woo the crowd rather than carving them up and cooking them to smoke ascending to the Lord’s Table.  With effete men behind the pulpits it is hardly surprising that they often are replaced by women and even that is seldom noticed any more.  In sum, Christ is not well represented. 
If sin is preached at all, the target is a wicked world beyond the congregation.  The church audience remains comfy because the preaching of sin has, in fact, been committed while the members of the audience, themselves, have been omitted.  Personal change—the transforming power of God’s Word and God’s sacrament—is co-opted by what will tickle the ears of the Sunday assembly and it would seem that, most of the time, the bigger the crowd the more the tickling.  Pastors shake hands and set up appointments rather than “thunder the Word” and “do something to the people,” continued Pastor Wilson.    No wonder secular psychology and church “departments” have become good bedfellows!  Also, no wonder our Jewish friend doesn’t sweat about Jesus as the Messiah and can dare to ask, “Why should we Jews accept Jesus as the Messiah?”

A number of the speakers discussed the “operation”—more strongly, the “butchering”—that accompanies “rich liturgical worship”.  Like the peace offering of the Jewish Temple, we are called into the Lord’s Service and killed by the confession of our sins.  “That’s a death!” exclaimed Peter Leithart.  Like the old goats of the Bee-Cee Era, the guts (our confessed sin) are separated and soon headed for a dump outside the “New Jerusalem”.  The meat that’s left (our pardoned selves) is neatly carved up by the two-edged sword and placed on the altar.  Unlike the old goats, however, our substitute is Jesus.  Because of Christ, each Sunday we, as consecrated and renewed bodies and souls, can go forward to our God, “a consuming fire,” and feast with the King of Kings at the Lord’s Table.  We are changed.   The covenant has been renewed and we are renewed.  We are not so much cleansed of the ravages of a hectic week as we are transformed each week into a newer person living, continually, toward a newer life. 
The main movements of orderly worship, as presented, especially, by Pastor Jeffrey Meyers, are, first, the acknowledgement and forgiveness of sins by God’s representative authority in each church—us pastors.  Second is the preaching, speaking, singing, and hearing of the Word.  Third, all of us—including baptized youngsters who don’t yet know the right words for the exam as well as senile oldsters who have forgotten the right words—all of us, each week, become the smoke, the sweet savor, wafting up to the Lord to join a joyous feast in his heavenly Kingdom.   Confession, consecration, and communion doth a well-functioning worship-engine make!  

The telos, the goal, of the Lord’s Service is, contrary to popular evangelical thinking, not to “give our hearts to Jesus”—remember that, by now, our deceitful hearts are headed for the garbage dump outside the City walls—and not “to go forward to make a decision for Christ”—we don’t have to sacrifice a perfectly good Service for new additions to the Kingdom that God will make daily anyway.  Rather, the telos is to feast with the Lord.  We ascend as children—all of us!—for a social time feasting, by faith through the Spirit, on the bread sacrificed for us and the wine of the new covenant.  Each week culminates in our participating in these immanent previews of the Eschaton.  

Liturgical Anchors in the Bible.


Peter Leithart gave three lectures showing liturgy and life being well-grounded in a continuous flow from the Old Testament to the New Testament.  Leithart took us from the existence of one sacrificial offering (the peace or sin offering) in one place (the Temple in Jerusalem) to the unfolding of God’s plan under the New Covenant in which there is a vast spread of temples and offerings throughout the world, whether from church groups to churched individuals as temples.  “The whole world is our temple,” he said.



He spoke of the liturgical pattern presented in the opening chapters of Leviticus and noted that when we confess our sins near the beginning of the Lord’s Service we, in effect and unlike Adam and Eve after their disobedience, come out of hiding from God.  The blood of Christ, our substitute Lamb, covers our sin so that we can ascend to the Lord.  This idea of confession, because of Christ, taking us from hiding—or, at best, a priest entering the holy of holies once a year—helped us listeners to envision Leithart’s general theme of our service as Christians to a fallen world.
Leithart’s analysis of linguistic terms and phrases pictured for us the continuation and expansion of liturgy and sacrifice from the Old Testament to the New Testament.  The term corban, for example, refers to any and all sacrifices, including, in the New Testament, the error of adult children giving to the priest what should have gone to their parents (Mark 7:11).  The point here was not the chastening of naughty sons and daughters but rather to show the wide range of sacrificial activities, from cooking a bull to giving money to parents, all of which fit the meaning of the term corban. 

Other phrases in the New Testament, having to do with sacrificial worship, are the “sacrifice of praise to God” (Hebrews 13:15) and the “work of ministry” (Ephesians 4:12).  Both phrases are linguistic equivalents to terms and phrases referring to liturgical worship in the Old Testament, but clearly they imply efforts going far beyond the confines of killing animals in an ancient, stone Temple.  Examples of such New Testament sacrifices range from the Gentiles sending money to the “saints” in Jerusalem (Romans 15:26-27) to Paul’s expending his life and being glad that he might be “poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrificial offering of your faith” (Philippians 2:17).  To follow up the example of “the sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name,” Leithart noted that these praises are part and parcel of “doing good,” “sharing what you have,” “obeying leaders,” and “praying” for Paul as well as others wandering the world to spread the Gospel (Hebrews 13:15-19).    

Going even further beyond the form of sacrificial worship implied in the meaning of liturgy is the term latria which refers to the highest form of worship.  “Words like service and ministry in the New Testament are equivalent to synonyms for latria in the Old Testament,” said Leithart.  As the meaning of liturgy shades into latria, the meaning of “liturgy and life” moves to a wholly sacrificial life.  We have seen, already, Paul’s example as a poured out libation, but a sacrificial life is also the essence of the Christian life.  Christians, as “living sacrifices” (Romans 12:1) giving their lives for Jesus Christ, show the vast distance and spread beyond the bloody particulars of ancient Temple worship.  Christian lives, driven by the engine of right worship, show how those ancient shadows of the Old Testament pointed forward to a world increasingly saturated in the blood of Christ.  Leithart’s linking, linguistically, the liturgical labors of the Old and New Testaments and so pushing beyond any languishing limitations, clearly illuminates the ultimate vitality and effectual light of a sacrificial life fully lived for the Lord!
Consistent with Leithart’s analysis were other speakers describing the actions of the New Testament as more sacrificial than the shadows presented in the Old Testament.  Because of its blood and guts realities—a slit throat followed within minutes by a dissected and sorted carcass, and all the stink and smoke that goes with it—the ancient Temple sacrifice is often viewed as the “real thing”.  That’s not so, however.  Saint Augustine wrote that, contrary to what people might think, the New Testament sacrifice of praise is the real sacrifice.  Christian praise on Sunday morning is the genuine article, not the vivid slaughter of lambs and goats.  As that praise becomes our lives, the extent of what is fully sacrificial is reached and so a multitude of temples, as the body of Christ, touch the world.  
After such a compelling analysis, who wouldn’t want to worship in God’s way? 
Teaching the Congregation.
Since Reformed Presbyterians, including the speakers and many in the audience, have not followed a tradition
 of liturgical worship, we are currently in the throes of changing worship practices in our home churches.  It’s not an easy task! 
 “It’s one thing,” bemoaned Pastor Jeffrey Meyers,
 “to write about it, or even present conferences on it, but quite another thing to lead and pastor people in a real, flesh and blood, local church from other, long-held traditions to covenant renewal worship.” Douglas Wilson said that the common response of “‘We’ve never done it that way before’ is a powerful argument,” not an argument to be bulldozed aside but nurtured patiently.  “Patience, patience, patience,” intoned Wilson like a realtor speaking of “location”.  He went on to quote others: “Make haste slowly.”  “The Christian lives in the light of eternity and can afford to be patient.”  Indeed, what Jesus once said could have a helpful double meaning to a group of pastors wanting to change worship and, at the same time, to keep their flocks together: “In your patience possess ye your souls” (Luke 21:19).  The extent of patience involved was shown by one participant who spoke of some changes taking ten years and another participant who spoke of changes taking twelve years.  In neither case was a soul lost for reasons of change!  Patience is a key factor.


“Let’s assume,” said Pastor Meyers, “that we agree on the norm of liturgical worship.”  Following John Frame’s “tri-perspectival typology,”
 Meyers broke his lectures into three parts: first, a brief account of the norm of right worship; second, summary points as to personal or existential concerns; and, third, situational factors that can make a difference.  
“One meaning of ‘orthodox’ is right worship,” Meyers said, and then laid out the criteria for what a “rich, liturgical service” would include: “(1) an understanding that it is God’s Service for us, in Christ by the Spirit, and embodied in the way the congregation is drawn near on the Lord’s Day; (2) forgiveness of sins and absolution through the pastor, God’s representative authority; (3) large portions of the Word in singing, hearing, and preaching; (4) all of it done together, in union and communion among ourselves and with God; and (5) all of it done dramatically with the flow of a musical symphony and not the stops and starts of a formula.”  


How do we bring this liturgical service to a local Church?


With the norm established, Pastor Meyers went on to make suggestions about both the personal or existential aspects of a decision to implement change and the situational or contextual factors as well.  In his discussion of the personal dimension Meyers focused on the person of the elder who is leading the change.  First, is the importance of humility.  As noted above, the teacher/pastor is no doubt a product/victim of what James Jordan would call the “Presbyterian heritage”.  Meyers spoke of the fact of the pastor learning as he teachers and the importance of the pastor’s reflecting on the current meaning of an Old Testament liturgical worship service.  Most of us don’t know how to dance in a way we’ve never been taught early in our lives.  Similarly, we don’t know how to “do” liturgy.  It is not in our bones.  Even today, Meyers frequently visits his childhood Lutheran church to imbibe the dance steps of liturgy—not so much the pattern of the steps as the flow and feel and spirit of the steps.  
A second personal matter is that, as regards worship change, the elder must have the courage and vision to trust it, to see it, and to do it.  Meyers looked up at us and exclaimed, “You have to do it!”  A died-in-the-wool Lutheran or Anglican has no trouble with the mystery of the dance, but we do!  So how do we avoid the mechanical, trust the mystical, and draw a congregation to “pour themselves into it”—?  “The answer,” whispered Meyers, “is ‘Yes’.”  Then he added, still softly, “Read the Scriptures.”    

The most compelling aspect of Meyers’ talk on this difficult, existential matter was his discussion of the minister’s willingness to suffer for his flock.  Jesus told us that the sheep won’t trust the “hireling”.  By the same token neither will a church follow a pastor who is unwilling to suffer so as to lead his flock toward the new pastures to which God is pointing.  Paraphrasing Paul (e.g., Colossians 1:24-29), Meyers said a pastor’s heart must express, “I suffer so that you don’t have to.”  What makes a glorious service?  At the personal level, it involves a pastoral leader sold out to “the Suffering Servant”.  Sold out, that is, both to the spirit of Christ and to the guidance of Christ and to the courage of embracing, slowly and patiently, a new and different liturgical venture.  


As to the situational aspect of John Frame’s analysis of ethical decisions and change, we can do no better than lay out a number of suggestions that Pastor Meyers gave us.  (1) Take time to learn the previous worship practices of your congregation.  We are reminded here of Wilson’s respect for the reply, “We’ve never done it that way before.”  What does the pastor do?  He listens.  (2) Similarly, learn the ecclesiastical background of your individual parishioners.  Yep.  Much as we want “union and communion,” we can’t lump everybody together as one when it comes to their church experiences and “druthers”.  (3) Identify elders, deacons and other church members who “are likely to be problems.” Go to them and, again, listen!    “Let them lay out their concerns,” said Meyers.  “Don’t argue or pontificate.”  (4) He went on to wonder about a “mystical” bond between the shepherd and his sheep and spoke of “the element of good taste….”   
Whew!  
(5) Just when we might have wondered about too much of Pollyanna in all of this, Meyers told a story about an important and influential elder in his church that kept his fellow elders under wraps by his well-placed threats to resign from his position.  Meyers attended a number of such meetings in which his elder threatened resignation.  Finally, at a meeting in which the threat was made, Pastor Meyers said, matter-of-factly, “I accept your resignation.”  The elder exited the meeting, leaving a room-full of stunned listeners and Meyers.  In fact, the elder resigned willingly and lived happily ever after in Meyers’ church.  (6) Avoid being “liturgical snobs”.  Emphasize the good qualities of other churches and follow through on your own very humble, historical status; introduce your church to liturgical quality in other churches.  (7) Don’t become a “liturgical perfectionist” both in the sense that good liturgy becomes the panacea for every Church problem or (8) in the sense that the church becomes a choir in which every note must be on key.  (9) Move with patience, plan your moves and tell them to your church, and periodically chart your progress for all to see.


As his last point, having laid out a host of suggestions regarding the local church situation, Pastor Meyers asked, “What should you change first?”  His answer was, “I have no idea!”  Once again, we are, not the blind leading the blind, perhaps, but relative newcomers teaching total newcomers.  Near the end of his presentations, Meyers encouraged us by quoting from a friend: “Since 1850 American Presbyterians have shown interest in moving beyond the boundaries of austere and minimalist worship practices [which represents] a shift toward greater liturgical catholicity.”  If the passion and excitement of our speakers and the energetic singing of their audience are examples, there’s a fiery awakening soon to come in our part of the Kingdom.  
The Musical Inspiration.


Hearing is believing.  Imagine Maestro James Jordan singing “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” as a funeral dirge worn down by years of dispirited overuse.  As they listen to Jordan’s droning drag, our ears tell us of sleeping soldiers atop the walls of a “Fortress” before the world ploughs through those walls and demolishes the Holy City.  
Now shift the scene and imagine a feisty Martin Luther, recently resurrected and teaching Mr. Jordan the same song with all its pops and shots and thumps and beats, sounding like weapons of warfare which are not carnal.  Imagine the heartily sinful Luther teaching Jordan during the very day of his talk and just before he was to go on our stage this afternoon.  Jordan sings to us again.  This time we hear an alert and joyful army on the walls overwhelming a woebegone enemy which is overcome with fear. 
Hearing is believing.  
With a number of such auditory demonstrations Jordan made his point long before he said a serious word.  We all knew, in those compelling moments at the beginning of his talk, that we wanted to have a covenant renewal worship service without, at the same time, having a dead church.  Fortunately, since most of us cannot easily sing the difference between an alive and a dead worship service—at least with the voice and rhythm and skill that Jordan can—Maestro Jordan gave us the words to take home and tell about this difference.


After creating a stir in our minds by stating that the Holy Spirit is the “music of God”; that Christian high school graduates should be able to recite (preferably chant) all 150 Psalms; that churches ought to mature by moving forward the form and drama of worship; that good liturgical worship is not a matter of “good-feeling” as our guide but rather being guided by the “regulative principle”; that choirs have no place in Sunday morning worship in which the ecclesia are the choir; and that the Bible was sung during the first century of the Church—after regaling us with these pebbles in the stone soup, Jordan went on to further aggravate or excite us by making a number of suggestions regarding the unique and separated-out event known as “Sunday morning worship”:

1) It’s congregational time.  The whole orchestra, so to speak, is involved and even the conductor (pastor) is part of the symphonic flow, mediating the upward movement toward God.

2) Worship takes place, not in the world, but in the wilderness.  It’s a time of wrestling with God; a time of the water from a rock being wine from stone jars; a time of simplicity and honesty, challenging the mind, yes, but not with complicated, high-blown exegeses.

3) Worship is distinct and separate with songs from the Bible as opposed to Christmas Carols and songs “written by people who grew up on advertising”.  Worship is “culturally unique”.

4) Worship is “high speech” in song and tone and words.  It is “serious language” yet expressed in the simplicity of love and joy.

5) We have inherited a “framed” form of worship.  Our “worship plan” often becomes like stone steps over which we stumble from one phase of the Service to another.  Clearly, Jordan wants us to keep the plan, but to develop a continuous flow, through the Service, of voices and vision—in prayer, in preaching, and in song.  Worship is a dance, not of a ballroom sort where objects can interrupt our way, but of a mind and voice sort where no stumbling is possible.  

6) Worship is a holy war.  Women are warriors for their children, and men are warriors for their women.  To exemplify the often-mentioned theme that the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, Jordan took us back to the Psalms and pointed out that, when David sings “teach my hands to war and my fingers to fight,” he is not talking about spears and bows or even slings, but rather the hands that “play upon a psaltery and an instrument of ten strings” so that David might “sing praises unto the Lord” (Psalm 144:1 and 9).  

7) Finally, Jordan didn’t so much “close” his talk as he ceased his wily words of wisdom after a brief skirmish with the time-keeper.  His parting shots to us had to do with our enemies such as microphones, the pulpit, and our Presbyterian heritage, and our potential friend—Gravity—who has tended to pull us down but from whom we, also, can spring up! 

Jordan’s demonstration was well placed in the Conference.  By now we had learned of the importance and structure of a rich liturgy, and how to convey that change to our churches at home, but without these two sessions by Jordan we might have been left with dry knowledge leading to a dead church service.  
First, as already noted, Jordan demonstrated “the difference” with a number of opposite (dead and alive) versions of psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.  Second, Jordan led us through a very absorbing and informative Vesper Service that left us wanting more.  We wondered if we would have so deeply pondered his biblical message in the Service had it been merely spoken rather than sung and chanted.  
Those few of us who have experienced years of “charismatic” worship, throbbing with rhythm and voice and spirit from one end of a church service to another, sat through Jordan’s Vesper Service mildly stunned.  It can happen!  Higher church doesn’t have to mean dead church.  
Jordan had already told us that we were, all of us, musical instruments of one sort or another.  He had already told us that the breath of God, the Holy Ghost, is the music of the church.  Now, we could see that the joyous and rhythmic thumping of a human tom-tom and the explosion of voices in an inspired, liturgical service did not require biblical foolishness and the anarchy of charismania.  Maestro Jordan taught us that “joy unspeakable” in worship is not limited to “happy-clappy” songs and pastoral opinions.  A delicious quality of rhythm and singing along with the dance-like move of our spirits can, in fact, happen within the boundaries of the regulative principle.  An exquisite quality that takes us beyond ourselves, and thus transforms us, can happen along with the wisdom and thoughtfulness of the mind as well as the joy and peace of the soul.  Jordan didn’t tell us that.  He demonstrated it. 
The Faith of Abraham.


“Amen!!” someone hollered, certainly not in keeping with the tone of the Conference.  The poor soul must have been beside himself with excitement to have so expressed himself in this bastion of southern gentility with its limits of fervent applause.  It happened only once during the fourteen and one-half hours of presentations at the Conference.  It happened when Douglas Wilson was talking about the faith of Abraham.  
Since the Reformation, the dialogue between Abraham and God has been the focus of much chaos.  God brought Abram “outside and said, ‘Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.’  Then God said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be.’  And Abram believed the Lord, and God counted it to him for righteousness” (Genesis 15:5-6).   Like Abram, we are justified by believing God.

That might have been the end of the matter of Abram’s faith had not Paul picked out these scriptures much later on, and tied them to the faith-and-not-works basis of our justification.  Paul wrote, “For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God.  For what does the Scripture say?  ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness.’  Now to the one who works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due.  And to the one who does not work but trusts him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Romans 4:2-5).  In this and similar verses Paul lit a fire which has been spontaneously igniting ever since, first here and then there and then in the Auburn Avenue Pastors Conference of six years ago.  Our speakers this year are not unfamiliar with “justification” controversies. 
Pastor Wilson was a prime target.  Wilson and his colleagues (including Bulls-eye Wilkins) are considered “neo-Arminians” who drag “works righteousness” in from off-stage, Left.  We’ve squabbled so much about the theological significance of Abraham’s believing that we’ve stopped paying attention to what Abraham believed.   So, asks Wilson, perhaps trying to shake off the slings and arrows of outraged opponents, “What did Abraham believe?”  
“Huh?  What kind of question is that?”

Abraham believed the vast numbers of stars and thereby, said Wilson, “he believed that the nations were God’s.”  Abraham believed that the victory in Christ was a done deal.  We fuss about the meaning of belief and forget about what was believed.  No wonder our Jew puts the exodus of ’47 and the six-day war of ’67 before Christ.  More problematic, however, are Christians who have lost the basis of Abraham’s faith in the welter of idols of the mind and struggles with the brothers.  The world still has been conquered in Christ.  The myriad of stars still shine.  Paul assures us that “all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (2 Corinthians 3: 22b-23).  If so, then what is our problem? 
“Take the globe!” said Jesus (Acts 1:8), as paraphrased by Pastor Wilson.
“And just how do we do that?”


“By the weapons of our worship,” replied Wilson.  “The weapons of warfare are the Word and Sacrament coming from Lord’s Service on Sunday.  Every Sunday we assemble before the gates of hell and take another battering swing at those gates; all of those citadels are coming down.  Every Sunday we move further toward victory with our weapons of the Word, the water, the bread and the wine.  Every Sunday, in Christ, we cast down every high thing—universities, governments, business dynasties—‘every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge of God’ (2 Corinthians 10:5).  Every Sunday in our worship, faith is established, and it is our faith that overcomes the world.”

Abraham had faith when he stood alone.  We lack faith even though two billion other people presumably stand with us and claim to believe Christ.  Not by evidence but by the faith of Abraham we must believe.  Not by works but by faith we must conquer.


We look forward to meeting our Jewish friend again.  The question is not whether, but when, he acknowledges Jesus as the Messiah.  Such was the inspiration of this Conference!   As living sacrifices, “we are more than conquerors” (Romans 8:37).  

Amen!!

� Thanks to Elder Michael Jones for listening to the mp3 tapes of the Conference and reviewing our report.


� Notice here the clumsy and offensive faux pas of the first author (Moishe & Ceil Rosen, Share the New Life with a Jew.  Chicago: Moody Press, 1976, p. 26).  We soon would learn that our problems of witness went far deeper than political correctness.  Our thanks to the participants for an excellent Conference!


� The participants of this year’s Conference were James Jordan, Peter Leithart, Jeffrey Meyers, Steven Wilkins, and Douglas Wilson.  In this article some quotes are approximations of what these men said while other statements that they made are only paraphrased and not quoted directly.


 


� See Ralph Smith, The Eternal Covenant. Moscow, Idaho: Canon Press, 2003.


� Through their presentation Leithart and other speakers commented on the unfortunate lack of teaching in Reformed seminaries on books such as Leviticus and Second Chronicles as well as Old and New Testament verses having to do with liturgy and worship.  An example was cited of a highly respected seminary spending one class period on Leviticus.  “Leviticus is the book of worship,” said Leithart in a tone of mild exasperation.


� We have done less well in this central issue of worship than, as examples, Lutherans, Anglicans, Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodox churches.  James Jordan spoke of the joy and power of liturgical worship in his childhood Lutheran church.


� Author of The Lord’s Service (Moscow, Idaho: Canon Press, 2003), a very influential book on liturgical principles and practices.


� As elaborated in John Frame, The Doctrine of the knowledge of God, Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1987.  Meyers described Frame’s analysis as follows: “every ethical decision involves the application of a norm to a situation by a person.”  
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