Notes on the theological bases of the liturgy
1. The liturgy celebrates the prevenient grace of God and our response to his initiative. It should therefore begin and end with the proclamation of the grace of God (opening sentence or greeting, closing blessing) and ensure that this note is central throughout. 

2. Its theology is that of the Bible and the Creeds, and the Church’s reflection on these across the centuries. The language, imagery and symbolism of Scripture informs it.

3. The liturgy is a whole, in which each element is articulated in harmony with the rest, in respect of structure, theology, language and action. There is movement and progression through the whole (for example confession followed by forgiveness, preaching and the Eucharist followed by the call to offering and service).

4. The liturgy must be repeatable: it is something into which people can grow, rather than something which has immediate appeal but of which people quickly tire or which becomes rapidly dated.

5. The liturgy builds up the whole community in its Christian vocation. It belongs to the whole community, to those absent as well as to those present. It forms a privileged time and space for hearing the word and for responding and sharing in communion. Individuals bring their joys and their sorrows but are liberated from absorption in self. The life of the community is nourished by it; mission is enabled. This understanding of liturgy must take priority over those which approach it as a teaching and learning experience.

6. The celebration of the liturgy should avoid anything which suggests that those who lead it do so in place of those who participate in it; leaders of the liturgy are the focus for the worship of the whole community, not a substitute for it.

7. The liturgy is ecumenical in four senses. First, it is in continuity with and shaped by the liturgical traditions of the Church as they have developed over the centuries. These traditions are rich in their diversity; even the New Testament has different accounts of the Last Supper. But it must not be severed from its roots. Second, in an age of theological and liturgical convergence between separate communions, the liturgy of any one confession needs to be prepared not in isolation from but in dialogue with the liturgies of other Churches, so that it is open to enrichment by them. Reformed liturgy is not a new invention; early Reformed liturgies, were Reformed masses. It is therefore important to have in mind not only the needs of the moment but also to demonstrate a sense of continuity with the worshipping communities of the Christian ages. Third, the liturgy must enable a respect for legitimate theological pluralism to flourish. It cannot be the expression of a single way of reading or interpreting the Bible and salvation history. Fourth, the world is present in the liturgy in the lives and concerns of worshippers. The liturgy is a sign of the reconciliation of all things in Christ, of which the life of the Church is the first fruits, never an end in itself.
8. The liturgy is both universal and local; universal in the sense that it is part of the worship of the whole Church through the ages, local in the sense that it connects with the particular needs and concerns of each Christian community. It is the meeting-point of the life of the world and the life of heaven, the collective and the individual, the past, the present and the future, and it reconciles them where they are in tension. In these respects its model is the Incarnation. Liturgy is rooted in the life of the Christian community and is the living expression of its faith.

9. The liturgy is not restricted to words; actions and symbols may speak louder than these. Each part of a church building and each work of art within it may express aspects of the meaning of the Gospel; this is equally true of the actions and gestures which accompany the liturgy. Function and meaning should not be separated; nothing is “merely” functional or “merely” symbolic.
10. The liturgy ministers to a wide variety of people, many familiar with it, others not. It should not simply sustain the private spiritual or ritual comfort of those who feel at home in it; it must be open to the unexpected and be able to reach out to the stranger. It needs clarity, but it should point beyond itself to the mysteries of faith. It needs to be accessible to people of all sorts, conditions and ages, but such accessibility is not to be confused with superficiality or with the fashions of the moment.

11. The liturgy is intended to be participative, in preparation and in celebration. Participation should not, however, be too narrowly defined. There are ways of participating which work through awakening receptiveness as much as through encouraging activity. The value of music as a means for many to participate both actively and reflectively should be affirmed. 

12. It is in the light of principles such as these that practical issues, such as the place and choice of music, the balance between formality and informality, the presence of children, all-age worship, local customs and local culture, need to be considered.

It is intended that the new Service Book of the United Reformed Church will base itself, as far as possible, on such principles. They owe a considerable debt to the most recent liturgical thinking of the French Reformed Church. But they have no status other than as a series of reflections, initially offered to the Doctrine, Prayer and Worship Committee and now made available for those interested in the progress of the new Service Book. 
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