
A couple of weeks ago, I preached about the structure of this 
service, this ‘Holy Communion’, or Eucharist.  A number of you 
were kind enough to thank me for it, and some of you even 
asked me to go a little deeper into some of the elements that 
make up what we do together, Sunday after Sunday.  A bit 
more teaching, and a little less preaching….for a while at least!

So today, I’m going to focus on the Liturgy of the Word.
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I hope you will remember that I told you how the whole 
service is divided into two basic sections – the liturgies of 
Word and Sacrament.  
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I hope that you might also remember this chart, called ‘the 
Dip’.  It is based on the basic idea that to make progress in any 
part of life, whether that is in sports or learning or 
employment, there is always a Dip.  The dip comes between 
our initial enthusiasm for the task, and our eventual success.  
The dip is where the hard work happens…where we have to 
dig deep, focus hard, and make the effort required to 
eventually win through.

In the context of worship, I suggested that whilst we begin our 
service with a moment of praise we still have some hard work 
to do together.  We have to focus, think, be prepared to 
change, before we can go out into the world with our hearts 
singing, ready to carry out God’s mission in Havant.  The hard 
work section is the Liturgy of the Word.
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The entire Liturgy of the Word is comprised of a 
number of elements, all of which are shown here.  
But today, I want to focus on the central element –
namely the reading of Scripture, and then the 
Sermon.

It is sometimes a bit of a puzzle as to why we have 
the readings we do.  I know our Readers are 
sometimes quite baffled! 
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Our choice of readings comes from a recommended reading 
list, called a Lectionary.  It sets out a range of readings, Sunday 
by Sunday, over a three year cycle – focused around the three 
so called ‘synoptic’ Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke.  
(‘Synoptic’ means that they are similar, linked, and 
comparable.)  The fourth Gospel, John, is rather different from 
the other three, and is generally used at key points in the year, 
such as Christmas and Easter.

This three year cycle of Sunday readings doesn’t cover the 
whole Bible.  To do that, one has to commit to the lectionary 
for morning and evening prayer, which does go through the 
whole Bible, in two years.  
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The point of the Sunday lectionary is twofold:

First, it makes sure that the most important, 
fundamental aspects of Jesus life and teaching are 
put before us.

Secondly, it matches the seasons of the church’s 
year, so that we hear the most appropriate 
Scriptures in the most appropriate seasons.
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So, if the Lectionary is based around the Gospel, how are the 
other readings chosen?  

Well, the Lectionary offers us readings from the rest of the 
Scripture which are related in some way, to the Gospel of the 
day.  Here’s where some of that hard work I was talking about 
happens.  As readers, we are invited to look for the links 
between the passages…to find those synergies... to get those 
synapses firing and making connections…so that we might go 
on to make connections that relate to our own lives.
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And of course, this is where the sermon comes in.  

In times gone past, when services of Mattins were rather 
shorter, and sermons were rather longer, most preachers 
would go to enormous lengths to help their congregations to 
make those connections.  

Careful expositions of Scripture could take place…drawing out 
the sometimes hidden meaning of texts, 
lining up the three primary readings alongside each other, 
digging into their history, 
and then applying them to every-day life…

often with great passion, or humour, or a great deal of pulpit-
thumping.
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And that still happens in some churches.  In fact, 
there are churches within this area where sermons 
of 45 to 60 minutes are considered quite 
normal…where people who are hungry to 
understand God’s Word to them hang on every 
sentence of the preacher, taking notes, and then 
discussing the readings in Bible Study groups 
throughout the week.
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But that’s not our pattern here.  Here, I know that once the 
clock has chimed 10, most of us are wondering when the 
preacher is going to shut up.  And that’s OK too.  

Long sermons are not for everybody.  Some of us have been 
through earlier stages of our Christian lives when we loved 
long sermons…but now find them too repetitive of what 
we’ve already studied.  Others are just too frail to sit for long 
periods through an in-depth sermon.  

That’s OK.  We are not God’s only church in Havant.  We are 
just one expression of it.  We offer short homilies, rather than 
long expository sermons, because that’s who we are, at this 
stage in this congregation’s life.  

10



And so, we find other ways to go deeper into 
Scripture.  Our FaithTalk gathering, once a month, 
attempts to take a Christian idea or doctrine, and 
then explore it in more detail.  Our Sunday Evening 
sermons, when delivered during Evensong, tend to 
be a little longer than morning ones…with a bit more 
of a chance to go deeper.  Our “God in Art” evenings 
have been helping us to explore Faith through the 
artistic talents of others – musicians, film-makers, 
poets and artists.  Lent courses, house groups and 
the Following Jesus course we did a few years ago 
are other examples.
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But I do wonder whether this is enough, for 
everybody.  I wonder what you think?  I wonder 
whether some of you would respond warmly to 
regular, say monthly, chances to hear a detailed 
exploration of Scripture, or of theological ideas, 
delivered in a more reflective style.  Perhaps on 
a week-night? Perhaps you’d let me know what 
you think later.
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For now, with only a few seconds left of the time we 
normally allocate…let me just see if I can fire your 
synapses over today’s readings.  

Open up your service sheet, and look again at the 
readings we’ve just had.  Look first at the Gospel.  
Jesus offers stark choices to people of faith.  
Following him means taking up a cross, hating one’s 
family and even life itself.  And finally, he says that 
none of us can become his disciple if we do not give 
up on all our possessions.  Stark stuff – and I wish I 
had time to explore it all with you. 
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But how is this reflected in Deuteronomy?  Moses 
also says that following God is about making a 
deliberate choice...obey God, or disobey him – it’s 
our choice.  He offers us ‘life and prosperity’ on the 
one hand, or ‘death and adversity’ on the other.
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And what about Paul’s letter to Philemon, carefully 
and tactfully asking Philemon to accept back his 
slave, Onisemus, not just as a slave, but now a 
beloved Christian brother.  

Paul is saying, to Philemon and us, that following 
Jesus means being prepared to set aside all the 
norms.  Slavery was the norm in the first century.  
Paul is encouraging Philemon to choose to do his 
Christian duty…
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Ultimately, the Hebrew Bible reading, the New 
Testament reading, and the Gospel reading are all 
about choices.  You and I have choices to make, as 
followers of Jesus.  

We can choose to put God first, or choose our family 
or our personal wealth and comfort.  We can choose 
to go along with the norms of our society, or (like 
Philemon is encouraged to do), find a new way of 
living with others.  
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So, as I hope I’ve demonstrated, the Liturgy of the Word is at 
least as important as the Liturgy of the Sacrament.  As we 
receive the body and blood of Christ together, we nourish our 
souls with spiritual food.  But it is in the Liturgy of the Word 
that we nourish our brains, and our sensibilities to the life of 
love, witness, sacrifice that following Christ demands.

Next time, we’ll ponder the Liturgy of the Sacrament 
together…but for now, a chance to reflect as our choir sings a 
much loved anthem, inviting God to continue to lead us into 
his righteousness…

Amen.
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