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First Evangelical Church in Memphis, Tennessee, is a sixty-year-old church of about 2,000. From its early Presbyterian roots, it has developed into an eclectic congregation with a healthy mixture of ages and ecclesiastical backgrounds. With this diversity, however, comes the challenge of promoting unity. It is our firm conviction that corporate worship should unify rather than divide God's people; hence our decision to offer two Sunday morning services (rather than contrasting traditional and contemporary ones) in a style which has been referred to in the pages of this magazine as "convergence," where styles of worship and of music are blended. 

Everything In Theme
The key to the blend of musical styles in our worship is the thematic nature of each service. A particular theme (always theocentric in character) is developed in the worship service: the theme may be an attribute of God (e.g. holiness, omnipotence), a key biblical theme (e.g., creation, grace), or a particular aspect of Christ's redemptive work (e.g., Lamb of God, the Blood of Christ). The hymns, choruses and other songs, as well as any responsive or Scripture readings, all revolve around this central theme and develop its thought in the minds and hearts of the worshipers (the teaching of doctrinal truth is not limited to the preaching time!). 

Individual verses of hymns (those verses which relate to the theme of the day) are often used; and we have found that such verses out of the usual context of an entire hymn command more attention and reflection by those singing them. Also included in the musical flow may be a portion of an anthem (usually one familiar to the choir already) which deals with the theme. The choir is charged with leading the congregation in any hymns/songs unfamiliar to them. 

In the 15-20 minutes allotted for this worship time, the musical numbers are woven together with instrumental interludes, choral transitions, etc., and, along with any readings, form a seamless fabric which very often builds slowly to a powerful climax. Crucial to the flow of the service is the interchange between choir and congregation: the choir serves very much as worship leader, invoking God's presence and inviting the congregation to join in praising Him. The choir will sing from a packet of up to fifteen pieces of music (some of which they sing alone, some with the congregation); the back-and-forth dialogue between choir and congregation encourages participation by all​the congregation is never left just listening for very long​yet allows the choir to add its special expertise andpower to the overall mix. The choir plays a very big role in our worship; while they normally sing one regular anthem, they also are very much responsible for the smooth flow of the service.

Not Quite the Norm
Another unusual aspect is the rarity of solo numbers in the morning service. The motive here is to maintain a consistently theocentric focus by keeping the spotlight off any particular individual. Occasionally a solo may be used, but the robed soloist will always sing from his/her regular spot in the choir loft.

One somewhat unusual aspect of our services is the fact that no offering is taken Chests are available in the foyers for gifts. It is amazing how not having to work around an offering opens up the entire first part of the service to creative planning!

The Role of the Bulletin
An important tool for the accomplishment of this thematic worship is the bulletin. Overhead projection is not used in the morning service in our rather traditional setting​besides, projection may not be appreciated by all and can definitely distract. The example to the right is similar to one of our typical bulletins, showing the various ways in which the theme is introduced, emphasized, and enhanced. The theme is first of all suggested by the Scripture verse found in large letters at the very top of the first page. Worshipers are encouraged to meditate on this verse in preparation for what is to come. The next step is the Scripture reading, which is done by an elder after a prelude which ends "big." The reading also develops the theme of the worship time to come (it also quiets the congregation!), and it is followed by a softer second prelude.

Following the greeting of visitors, announcements, and any other prelim-inary matters, a brief organ interlude provides the bridge to the actual worship time. This interlude is related musically in an obvious way to the theme and refocuses the worshipers on what is ahead. A title placed in the bulletin at this point introducing the purely worship portion of the service, is usually a Scriptural phrase or line from a hymn that is clearly suggestive of the theme. 

Given the amount of musical material used in the typical service, it would simply not be feasible to skip from song to song in a hymnbook fast enough for the music to flow. This is where the bulletin plays its most important role: every text sung appears in its entirety in the bulletin in boldface when the congregation is to sing, in italics for them to be able to follow the text when the choir is singing (see illustration). Normally at least one hymn is sung in its entirety and from the hymnal with ample introduction for the people to turn to the correct page! Hymns or hymn numbers are never announced in this portion of the service. In fact, no verbal directions of any kind are given to the congregation, but they have learned to trust the bulletin . . . and to follow the worship leader! I have found that even rounds such as "You Are My Hiding Place" can be effectively carried through with the appropriate arm gestures alone, apart from verbal instructions or even forewarning.

One additional worship-enhancing element to be found weekly in our bulletin is "This Week's Prayer Focus" (see illustration). This always relates to the theme as well, and normally includes a relevant quotation along with additional Scripture passages. Many of our people keep and use their bulletin through the week as a devotional guide, which enables them to reflect further on the theme and internalize its truth.

In our traditional congregation, we are somewhat limited in terms of acceptable responses to the emotions aroused by genuine worship. One good solution we've found is to allow the congregation to respond in song at the conclusion of the worship portion. The pastoral prayer then affords the opportunity for the pastor to respond in prayer in terms of what has gone before the theme, and then make whatever transition is necessary to the preaching of the Word. 

A Unifying Blend
It is remarkable how our worship and our music serves as a unifying element in our congregation when so often it can lead to strife and division. Our young people have learned a new appreciation for the great hymns of the faith when their noble texts are understood as they develop the theme in sometimes new and unusual ways. And our older saints enter fully into worship, singing along even with the worship choruses, as these songs contribute to a coherent development of timeless, God-honoring truth.

We consider that for our worship to be truly honoring to God and unifying for God's people, its need to be sensitively blended, consistently thematic, deliberately participatory, uncompromisingly theocentric, and reverently dignified. God has truly blessed these emphases at our church and helped us grow as people who seek to worship their God "in spirit and in truth" (John 4:24).

 Program Example:

Cover Verse: Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Jn. 1:29

Inside: 

Preparation for Worship
"O God, Our Help in Ages Past" (W. Croft)
Reading Revelation 5:11-13
"Be Thou But Near" (J.S. Bach)
Welcome/Interlude Ron Man

The Worthy Lamb
Songs of the Lamb

(Choir) Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to receive power and riches/And wisdom and strength and honor and glory and blessing/Worthy is the Lamb!

(Cong) We will glorify the King of Kings, we will glorify the Lamb; We will glorify the Lord of Lords, who is the great I Am. (T. Paris) 

(Choir) Your only Son, no sin to hide; but You have sent Him from Your side/To walk upon this guilty sod and to be called the Lamb of God. (T. Paris) (Cong) Oh Lamb of God, sweet Lamb of God/ I love the holy Lamb of God/ Oh wash me in His precious blood/my Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God. 

Hallelujah to the King of kings, hallelujah to the Lamb; Hallelujah to the Lord of lords, who is the great I Am.

(408v.1) I will sing of my Redeemer and His wondrous love to me/On the cruel cross He suffered, from the curse to set me free/Sing, O sing of my Redeemer, with His blood He purchased me/On the cross He sealed my pardon, paid the debt, and made me free. (J. McGranahan)

(Choir) Precious Lamb of Glory!/God's most wondrous story!/ Sign of God's redemption of man/ I worship the Lamb of Glory! (G. Nelson/P. McHugh) 

(85v.1) (Cong) Crown Him with many crowns/the Lamb upon His throne/Hark! How the heavenly anthem drowns all music but its own!/Awake my soul and sing of Him who died for thee/And hail Him as thy matchess King through all eternity. (M. Bridges/G. Thring/G. Elvey)

(232) (Cong) Jesus paid it all, all to Him I owe/Sin had left a crimson stain/He washed it white as snow/For nothing good have I whereby thy grace to claim/I'll wash my garments white in the blood of Calvary's Lamb. (E. Hall/J. Grape)

(Choir) Behold the Lamb, behold the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. For sinners crucified, O holy sacrifice: Behold the Lamb of God, behold the Lamb. (Cong repeat)

(Cong) Crown Him, crown Him; worthy is the Lamb/Praises, praises, heaven and earth resound/Behold the Lamb.

*Hymn of Response "Crown Him With Many Crowns"
(85 vv.1,3; lyrics would be included here)

Corporate Prayer
Ministry of the Word Ronnie Stevens

*Communion Hymn: Worthy is the Lamb that was slain/ Worthy is the Lamb that was slain/Worthy is the lamb that was slain to receive/Power and riches and wisdom and strength, honor and glory and blessing/Worthy is the Lamb!/Worthy is the Lamb/Worthy is the Lamb that was slain/Worthy is the Lamb!

Communion

*Hymn of Response "Crown Him With Many Crowns"

(85 vv.4; lyrics would be included here)

*Benediction

Postlude "Alleluia" (W.A. Mozart)

Also included: 

This Week's Prayer Focus
Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God

"John (the Baptist) intended this expression to express his conviction that in Jesus Christ there is fulfilled all that is foreshadowed in all the sacrifices. Jesus accomplished the perfect sacrifice which completely removed the sin of the world. He is the complete embodiment of all truth to which the sacrificial system pointed. That the Lamb is said to be 'of God' would indicate that the perfect sacrifice is the one which God Himself provides. It is only God who can produce the sacrifice which completely deals with sin."--Leon Morris

Related Scriptures: John 1:29, 35-35; Revelation 5:11-14; Genesis 22:8; Exodus 12:21-22; Leviticus 14:12-13; Isaiah 53:7; Jeremiah 11:19. 
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