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Reading the Lessons in the Church 
Service

1. Purpose of the Reading

We read in order to proclaim God's Word, to convey a biblical message to 
our listeners. When we look at a passage of Scripture we see a body of 
printed words. This is not the message. In a sense these words are like 
notes on a sheet of music. The notes are not the song or the piece of 
music, just as the printed words of the biblical passage are not the 
message. If we were to hear a robot pronounce each of the words, I do 
not think we would feel we were getting the message of the text 
adequately. Just as road signs for a traveller indicate the way, so words 
for the reader are guides to the message.

The reader's task is to put flesh on the words, so to speak, to embody 
the printed words of the message, to give a voice to that message. The 
reader must strive, as far as possible, to communicate the total meaning 
of the sacred message, rather than just its words. 

The reading should make the words live, must make the words mean 
what they say. If, for example, we read "the glory of the Lord," we should 
strive to make the word "glory" sound as if it really means glory. Meaning 
is more than the dictionary definition of words. Rhythm, pitch, sound, 
tempo, volume, pauses--all these are part of the meaning to be 
communicated.

2. Preparation

The responsibility of communicating and proclaiming the sacred Word is 
not to be taken lightly. We have all heard readers who stumble over 
words or mispronounce them and even give the impression that they are 
seeing the passage for the first time. Unprepared readings are rarely 
successful. How should you prepare? Here are some suggestions:

a. Begin preparing well before the day of the reading. Readers should 
have their reading assignments a week ahead. A full week of 
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preparation time is not too much.

b. It goes without saying that when you read over the passage the 
first time you should make sure you check the pronunciation of any 
words you are not sure of.

c. Search for the meaning of the passage. Find out what you can 
about the background, general meaning, and purpose of the book in 
which it occurs. Examine its context to determine its relation to the 
rest of the book. See if you can identify the emotions involved in 
the passage you are to read. The important thing is, not necessarily 
to feel them, but to convey them to the listeners. If, for example, a 
certain passage moves you deeply, your listeners are not interested 
in seeing you in tears. It is much better if you can arouse that 
emotion in some of them and evoke their tears. Try to identify the 
aim of the passage. Is its purpose to narrate, to dramatise, to 
prophesy, to admonish, to explain, to exhort, to chastise, to exalt, 
to praise, to present a vision?

The aim and general tone of a passage will influence to a large 
extent how it should be read. If you read about the expulsion of 
Adam and Eve, for example, you should try to let the listeners hear 
Adam's voice, Eve's voice, the narrator's voice, and God's voice. 
The voice of the Apostle Paul is quite different from the voice of the 
prophets. When you read Paul's Epistles you may find that a certain 
objective clarity and logic are required in your tone of voice. But 
sometimes Paul exhorts or even chastises the people to whom he 
writes, and your reading should reflect this tone also. Many 
passages have a prophetic character. You should not read these in 
a calm, matter-of-fact tone. Think of a more elevated tone as if 
somehow the message is coming from a higher sphere. 

Many parts of Revelation are visionary in nature, as if the voice 
embodying the vision were coming from outside our world. While it 
is not easy to say what kind of voice would convey that quality, it 
helps if you have such an image in your mind. Some parts of 
Scripture (notably the Psalms) are lyrical in tone. That is to say, 
they sing. They do not present a drama, they do not explain, they 
do not prophesy. They may sing the praises of God. When reading 
them, try to feel the rhythm and the beauty of the sounds. Think of 
them as songs.

d. Read the passage aloud every day during the preparation period. 
Try to incorporate into your reading everything you have learned 
about the text as suggested in c) above. Experience the text. Live 
the text. Visualise attitudes, gestures, and feelings of the people in 
the text, but do not use gestures yourself in front of your listeners. 
The direct experience of the passage at all its levels will help you 
communicate it as a living message. Deeper understanding helps to 
produce better reading. Repeated readings aloud will deepen your 
own understanding, and consequently that of your listeners. 

We are perhaps familiar with comments such as the following: "He 
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(She) puts so much into it." That may be meant as a compliment 
but it really isn't one. Never, never, "put" something into a passage 
of Scripture; instead, try to "take out" of the passage as much as 
you can. Another way of saying this is that you should not put into 
the passage what you think it should mean, but rather try to 
discover all the treasures that are already in it.

e. During your days of preparation decide where you will raise or 
lower the pitch of your voice. Experiment to see what pitch 
variations will best express the message. Another decision you will 
have to make is where to slow down, and perhaps where to speed 
up. Determine also whether and where you will make pauses. It 
may be useful to use a tape recorder and listen to yourself.

f. Though it is not necessary to memorize the reading. Know it so well 
that you do not have to keep your eyes glued to the page. If you 
are to communicate with your listeners you need to have eye 
contact with them as much as possible. Look at specific people (but 
not always the same ones) rather than over their heads. If you 
have thoroughly prepared, you should ideally have acquired a 
feeling of the importance of the reading. A genuine desire to 
communicate the message should help to solve the problem of eye 
contact.

g. Lastly, pray about your reading. Most of us want to do a good job. 
We appreciate positive feedback. There is nothing wrong with that. 
However, you should regard yourself as the instrument of God and 
pray that God may use you to proclaim His Word effectively. Your 
reading should not be for your glory, but for the glory of God.

3. The Reading

Now the day of your reading is here. Your thorough preparation should to 
give you confidence. There are still a few considerations to keep in mind: 

a. Many people feel it is important that you read from a Bible rather 
than from loose sheets of paper or the service folder. The Bible in 
your hand is a strong symbol and adds to the dignity of the event.

b. Be sure that you have a bookmark at the passage to be read. You 
should not be searching for the passage in front of your listeners.

c. Occasionally it may appear that a passage could present problems 
for the listeners because it seems too much out of context. For 
example, let us suppose it begins with the pronoun "he." Who is 
"he"? A few brief words by the reader to situate the passage may 
be desirable so that the listeners can grasp the context. Such 
explanations should be brief. The listeners are not ready for a 
sermon at this point.

d. Look at your audience as you announce the reading. Leave a short 
interval of time before you begin the reading. At the end of the 
reading leave another space. Let the reading echo and resonate in 
the listeners' minds before you announce the end of the reading. 
Your announcements must not appear to be part of your reading.

e. Try to apply what you practised during your preparation. Articulate 
clearly and project your voice. Speak to your listeners, not to your 
Bible, and look at them as much as you can. Communicate.
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f. Read slowly. Most of us read much more quickly than we think we 
are reading. Listeners must have time to absorb the message and 
to register the sounds and images. Do not be afraid to make 
pauses. They can be extremely effective if used judiciously.

g. Read with intensity. Intensity does not mean loudness; rather it has 
to do with energy. Passages read softly (or even whispered) may 
require just as much intensity (energy) as those read loudly. To 
read without intensity, in most cases, is to read without 
involvement.

h. Be involved. You are trying to convey the living truth of a sacred 
text.

--By Al Harms

Book Review

"On Hearing and Reading Scripture" by A.E. Malloch. Worship,
Volume 68, no. 6, November 1994.

In a recent article, A. E. Malloch, retired professor of English literature at 
McGill University in Montreal, makes some interesting and provocative 
comments on the reading and hearing of Scripture in the Sunday liturgy. 
The Scripture we hear on Sunday, he says, is quite different than the 
Scripture we encounter in study groups and in private reading, since it is 
mediated wholly through voice and ear.

First of all we notice the abrupt opening and closing of each passage. This 
may at first offend our sense of continuity, of what comes before and 
after. But it also focuses on the iconic nature of discrete passages from 
the lectionary, allowing the words to incarnate for us a particular theme 
or lesson, and allowing this to resonate with other Scripture passage, and 
with times from our own lives.

This aural resonance, Malloch says, is important. Whereas in " Bible 
study," a visual encounter, we deal in contexts of " before-and-after," in 
the oral proclamation of Scripture in worship it becomes for us "a body of 
discourse whose passages are members one of another, a body which 
offers many and varied contexts for any passage, if we will learn to hear 
them."

This leads him to ask "Why must we always read Scripture rather than 
hear it? To follow a printed text during the reading is to re-route 
Scripture back through the eye, to avoid an encounter with Scripture 
which can be as rich as it may be unfamiliar. To insist on following a 
printed text during worship is to withdraw from corporate worship, and 
turn the liturgical reading into a mere ceremonial utterance."

Sometimes I am glad that our Sunday lessons are printed on the back of 
the service folder, especially if the lector is a poor speaker, or has not 
practised the readings. But Malloch is right: proclamation is for the ear 
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and mouth,not the eye!

Listening to Scripture in the liturgy is a corporate activity, in which the 
reader proclaims the lessons for all of us. It belongs not to my eyes and 
mind, but to our ears and hearts.

Listening, unlike visual reading, is a linear activity, something which 
musicians have always known. You cannot jump back to re-hear what has 
gone past, as you can on the printed page. In aural proclamation, you 
have one chance to hear the Word, and then it is gone. For this reason, 
we have to put forth an effort to grasp what we hear, and we have to do 
it together. Again, Malloch: "Listening together in silence is a powerful 
and intimate communication."

If this insight is correct, then what does it mean? Are we to cancel our 
subscription for ELCIC bulletin covers, and other inserts with Scripture on 
them? No need. But we can and ought to encourage worshippers to listen 
to Scripture when it is read, rather than to have eyes glued to the 
bulletin cover.

This also places greater onus on our lectors, to read responsibly and with 
a sense of proclamation. Public reading of Scripture, they need to hear, is 
a performance which requires preparation. Each of the many genres we 
find in the Lectionary (epistle, poetry, story/parable, historical narrative, 
prayer, dramatic dialogue, etc.) requires its own style of reading. 

We need to speak more slowly, clearly, and eloquently, too, when we are 
reading publicly, than when we speak to someone one-to-one. Mini-
workshops with lectors in our congregations would be a good idea.

We have forgotten that the fullness of Bible includes hearing the Word of 
God. Malloch reminds us of this: "Ready access to copies of the Bible has 
made it easy for us to treat Scripture as an object... If we become 
preoccupied with Scripture as an object for study, we can overlook the 
fact that Scripture is (and always has been) the living discourse of the 
people of God, telling their stories, prophesying, instructing, exhorting, 
rejoicing."

What better way to honour the full nature of Scripture, than to respect its 
oral/aural nature in its proclamation in the Sunday liturgy?

--By Rev. Don Nevile

Original Hymn

O God, Our Creator, Provider, and Friend

To be sung to St, Denio, LBW 526
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1. O God, our Creator, Provider, and Friend,
Your blessings are countless, Your love knows no end.
The earth yields its bounties, the great oceans teem,
And mountains and valleys in majesty gleam.

2. With love You created each bright living thing:
The deer in the thicket, and bird on the wing.
The lamb and the lion, the fox and the hare
Attest to Your infinite wisdom and care.

3. The planets in orbit, the star-spangled skies,
The seasons, with balance and harmony, rise.
A joyful oblation the heavens record:
Almighty, eternal, omnipotent Lord!

4. O gentle Creator, Sustainer, and Friend,
In grateful devotion our praises ascend.
Your lovely creation we'll cherish anew,
And by it be drawn ever closer to You. 

Reprinted with permission from the author. When you use this original 
hymn, please send a copy of your bulletin to the author, Barbara Adam, 
297 9 Ave NW, Swift Current, SK S9H 1A6

Children's Story

Theme:
Prayer, Jesus - Source of Energy 

Materials:
flashlight with dead batteries, new set of batteries 

This looks like a good flashlight. The switch works and the bulb is not 
burnt out. Can we tell by looking at it if it works? Well, last night I went 
to use it and it won't work. What do you think is wrong with it? (allow 
time for response) The batteries?

(Pass flashlight to someone to change batteries.) We are like this 
flashlight. We look good on the outside, but sometimes there is 
something wrong on the inside. Do you ever get a "down in the dumps" 
feeling, maybe you're mad at someone, someone's mad at you, or 
someone has hurt you feelings.

Just like this flashlight has batteries to make it work, we have something 
right here (point to heart) that makes us work.

Sometimes we need to charge up our batteries (our heart) and the way 
to do that is to take our troubles to Jesus.

How do we talk to Jesus? Just like the batteries have energy charged in 
them to make the batteries work, Jesus charges us up with love to make 
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us work.

Prayer:
Dear Jesus, lease help us to share our problems with you in prayer. 
Amen

--By Rev. Chris Nojonen

Announcements

● The NATIONAL WORSHIP CONFERENCE, "Gather Us In," will be held 
on August 19-23, 2000 in Camrose, AB.

● The Committee is looking for special worship suggestions for the 
year 2000. We have a hymn fest on the Nicene Creed, submitted by 
Darryl Dewalt. It is available from any committee member. Perhaps 
you have an idea for a devotional, a litany, art, banner, 
song...Please share them with us. 
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