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The Sacraments Course

Tutor Guidelines – an introduction to the course for anyone considering mounting the course or interesting in tutoring on it.  
Thank you for your interest  These guidelines aim to give you an introduction to the course as a whole and a commentary on the content each part of the course as it has developed over the years.
What it’s all about.

For a number of years Wimbledon District of the U.R.C. has been offering a module on Presiding at the Sacraments as an obligatory part of its training programme for the District Recognition of Lay Preachers.

Increasingly,  lay people, particularly Elders and Local Church Leaders are finding themselves called upon to preside at  services   which include Holy Communion and Baptisms, for which the approval of District Councils, now the Synod, is normally required. 

The Sacraments module, which has proved  a most popular course, is now being offered on a wider scale within the Synod.  It is open to students seeking to qualify as Lay Preachers, to others who might be called upon to preside occasionally and to anyone who wishes to learn more about the Sacraments as understood within the U.R.C.
The course seeks both to safeguard the special nature and quality of these services and to give confidence to those called upon to lead.

The Course 

In its original  form, the course consists  of 3 evening sessions each lasting about 2 ¼ hours weekly or fortnightly, plus home study lasting for most of an evening before the first meeting  and between each of the subsequent sessions.    The home study does not expect any high academic level but is an essential part of the course.  Students are expected to make notes in their home study sessions and to hand these in each week.  They are returned by the tutors with (hopefully!) helpful comments.  
There are other possible formats (see below) but the “3 evening pattern” has proved undoubtedly the best.   It is particularly important that students have time before and between course meetings to work at, think about and internalise the learning.  The course is NOT therefore suitable for compression into one study day.
 The aim of the course is that, by the end,  Students should have:

· An understanding of the place of symbols in worship

· An understanding of the N.T. context from which our present sacraments have been developed

· Knowledge of the Reformed – and U.R.C. – understanding  of the sacraments.

· Explored the significance the material and actions in the traditional (ecumenical) order of service. 

· Considered practical arrangements and preparation for leading worship and presiding at the sacraments.

· and gained confidence in selecting and structuring and leading an order of service with which they and their congregations will be comfortable.

Course contents

Home Preparation:

· The origins of Holy Communion in the Passover

· The origins of Holy Communion in he Gospels
· An introduction to the idea of critical study of available material and the content of Rejoice and Sing
 At the first session we:

· Share our current understanding about the nature of Sacrament

· Explore, with demonstrations, the background to Communion in the Jewish Passover

· Explore the New Testament teaching on Holy Communion

· Look at the content of the liturgy for Holy Communion

Second Homework:

· Detailed study of the Orders in “Worship from “

· Some theological and liturgical  reflection

At the second session we :

· Explore the Reformed tradition and the place of the sacraments in public worship

· Consider the great traditional actions in the Eucharist

· Help students to construct a liturgy they are comfortable with

· Look at the practicalities of leading Holy Communion and

· Participate in a brief Communion service.

Third Homework:

· Students prepare an order of service for communion that they feel comfortable with and would be able to use subject to the demands of the inviting congregation
· Students explore the meaning of baptism from a leaflet that can be used in baptismal preparation and critically examine the Order for Baptism in “Worship from”.

:
At the third session we:

· Explore the Jewish background of baptism

· Have an open forum discussing Christian baptism with its forms and alternatives from early church times to the present day.

· Time is also given to answer any  questions that may have arisen from the course as a whole.

Successful completion of the course does not, of itself, guarantee that approval to preside will be given  but may be taken into consideration when applications are made.
Alternative models

With the longer travelling times involved in a wider catchment area a number of other configurations are possible.

Daytime and week day courses can be offered where all students are likely to be     available during the day
Sunday afternoon courses can be made available

Possibly the best alternative would be Session 1 in  2 ½  hours in an evening or afternoon followed a fortnight later by an all day (10 – 4) meeting for the remaining sessions.

There is no fee for the course.  Students will be supplied with some study material but will be expected to have access to Rejoice and Sing and “Worship from: the United Reformed Church” and to bring their own Bibles. 

Setting up a course.

The course is interactive and informal in its approach.  It is designed for a maximum of 6 students and doesn’t work with less than 3.  I could be mounted for 12 students if there are two experienced tutors, able to lead the sessions requiring smaller numbers.
It may be held in a home or a church room but it is suggested that the same venue is used throughout and it is important that the tutor in is control of the venue throughout. At least half an hour is needed for setting up the room for each session and for clearing away afterwards.  Delays and pressure caused by keyholders, interruptions etc. can seriously disturb learning.
Good planning is necessary well in advance as students have to receive their first preparation pack between 2 and 3 weeks before the first meeting.  Closing date for applications from students needs to be 4 weeks before the first meeting.  Dates and venues should be finalised by this time.  

If dates and venues are to be customised to meet students’ needs, consultation needs to be started at least 2 months before the first session.

As a tutor you would need to be satisfied that this timetable is adhered to – either by taking responsibility yourself or, if you are not in contact with potential  students or the local scene, by delegation to a reliable local administrator (eg. Lay Preaching co-ordinator )
The course requires quite a lot of handouts and you will need to ensure that these are photocopied and available well in advance.

On the following pages you will find detailed programmes for each session  plus (in italics) teaching notes suggesting how the session might be run and the intended learning outcomes.

Where do you go from here?

Individual churches, groups of churches, ACTs or local Lay Preaching Co-ordinators, 
are invited to contact:

 the Synod Lay Preaching Commissioner  or
Rev Mike Hensman,  89 Sparrow Farm Road,  Stoneleigh, Epsom KT17 2LP

                 Tel.  020 8393 4183  E-mail. mikehensman@89sfr.freeserve.co.uk

for any further information and to negotiate the model most appropriate for their situation. 
The programme
Homework - preparation   before arrival..   ( In ALL   homework Students are asked to make notes and hand them in.  The purpose is twofold (i) to assist their own study and give  something to refer back to and (ii) to show, in sufficient detail for the tutors to understand, what has struck the students and any further help needed. (iii) The homework may also give evidence if the question arises as to whether the student has “successfully completed” the course)
(i) The Origins of  Holy Communion in the Passover.   Read and make notes on  the enclosed introductory booklet -  the Haggadah - about the Passover rituals.

(ii)       The Origins of Holy Communion in scripture.  Compare the gospel narratives as they relate to Passover meals, looking particularly at what words were recorded as spoken.  Read and note the differences between the  four gospel stories  of the Last Supper. – 

      Matt.   26: 17 – 35 :  Mark 14;  22 – 25   Luke 22; 14 – 30     John 13;   1 -35  and 18;1.   See     

      also John 6;4 and 35-58.   See also what John records as table talk between 13;32 and 18.1.

                               (Try to read these in the RSV, NRSV or NIV)

As you read these gospel stories, make a written note of all the points which reflect or directly include any of the words or actions of the Passover Seder as you read it in (i).           

(iii)      Look up in Rejoice and Sing nos. 3, 4, 10 and 12.  Where there are alternatives consider which you prefer and note why.
Session One 
( 5 – 10 minutes)  Welcome,   introductions, explanations (as required), nature of the course (including a pass/fail element),  worship and prayer
     For this session a table should be prepared with sufficient of the Passover setting to demonstrate the aspects covered.  This should include the three pieces of matzot in the cover, the common cup, bitter herbs, water jug, bowl and towel and possibly candles.

1.  (15 mins)   The definition of “sacrament”
      Drama, the power and use of symbol.

   Students are offered the traditional definition –“ An outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace”
A  paraphrase “Acting out on earth what God has done or is doing in heaven” and the URC Manual statement about baptism “making explicit at a time and to a person what God has accomplished in Christ….”

Students are asked to think of some symbol which has a profound effect on them eg flags, pageantry or whatever and to understand the drama of the sacrament as being much more than words.
They are invited also to consider how their own understanding as president will communicate itself in a number of ways to the congregation …..without words.
2.  (15 mins)   How  students understand the communion service.  

         Denominational differences in understanding of Holy Communion/the Mass/the Eucharist -     

         The real presence; what happens at the consecration; sacrifice, memorial, anamnesis.

          What different members of their congregations may understand

         The URC Manual statements about the Sacraments. Students are expected to have understood and assented to the Manual statements (2000 edition) on pages A2 to A4.
3. (30 mins)  Background in the Passover.  Discussion of what was gained from the preparation.    

     Celebration of deliverance.  The blessing.

      Demonstrations of the drama.  The Telling; the washing, dipping of bitter herbs, the “Hillel sandwich”  the broken middle piece; the aphikomen.

            This is likely to lead to a new (and sometimes fundamental) understanding of  what went on in the Last Supper  and the emphasis on the “mighty works of God”, “Deliverance from slavery” “celebration (there were 4 glasses of wine!)”  “the reality of God in action” and the Old Testament ideas of God as the background and basis of Jesus’s teaching.
      Also the way the Jewish celebration still forms a major plank in the survival of Judaism and in education the children.  The celebration looks back into history and forward to Messiah
4.  (30 mins) Bible Study background in the NT.:  the Words of Institution (1 Cor 11;23-26):  The marriage feast of the Lamb (Rev.19; 7-9)

         Compare the 4 gospel accounts  The purpose of this is to get the students looking for biblical authority, to encourage their discernment, and to realise that there are differences in the way the last supper is recorded – which gives us permission to vary and develop our own wording and orders of service.
5.  (30 mins)  The essentials and the liturgy   What must be included.  How do you decide on the order.

     The handout provided recaps the teaching of this session and lists the traditional content of main stream Christian churches

Handouts given out at session One:

Extracts from the Manual – pages A2-4

Leaflet “The Sacrament of Holy Communion”

An order of service formerly used at Christchurch and Upton (URC/Baptist) chapel

An extract from the Roman Catholic “Bible Alive” daily study notes

Note on theology and liturgy produced with the draft order of service tested out before “Worship from:..” was published.
Homework instructions
Homework before session two

1. Examine the orders of service and suggested contents in Rejoice and Sing,  the four orders in “Worship: from the United Reformed Church “  ,  the Christchurch and Upton Chapel order and any other order in use in your church      Reflect on why each part is placed where it is.  You may find a particular part (eg. The Lord’s prayer or the Peace) is in quite different places in the different orders.   When you find this, try to work out why and what are the pros and cons of each position.  Write notes on your conclusions.

As you go through, reflect also on what you like/don’t like about each order of service. Again make notes 
2. Read also the notes headed “Notes on the theological bases of the liturgy” which were prepared when the Orders in “Worship from:” were being drafted.   Again make notes.

Session 2
For this session, a table should be set out in advance with bread, wine, coverings etc. This is used for demonstration and finally, for the service.

Prayer and welcome
1. (20 mins) The place of the sacrament in a public worship service.  The Reformed Tradition.    

            The place of “Word” with “Sacrament”. The invitation.  Congregational participation. The role and  function of the celebrant.

Students should achieve a good grasp of the URC conventions, authority, the need to prevent other denominations from thinking we devalue the sacraments – hence training  and authorisation for lay presidents.  Also the issues surrounding who may be invited to receive, varied conventions and views, ? children, the need to check when visiting other churches.
Students have rarely thought through the roles of president: servant, creator of drama, facilitator, leader, member of the body, sometimes prophet, priest, explaining to visitors, responsible for “decency and in order”, and,  ultimately, Jesus, enabling the congregation to encounter the living God..
2. (20 mins) The 4 great Actions – Taking; Breaking; Distributing; Receiving – what they  signify  and what they contain.    Actions vs words    Silences.

It is here particularly that students realise that, if they really understand the actions eg. The Incarnational element in “the Taking”, they will automatically convey, perhaps mind to mind or, more likely,  spirit to spirit something of the unseen mystery of the sacrament.
3.(20 mins)  Construct a liturgy with the group which they would feel comfortable using.  

This is a fun session grovelling on the floor and shuffling round cards bearing all possible( and some impossible)  elements that can occur in the communion liturgy of many denominations. Hopefully(but not always) they end up with an agreed order of service.  It gives rise to a lot of discussion of pros and cons and crystallises the work they did as homework in preparation. The tutor needs to manage the event and to encourage discussion eg. Why do you want put it there?
4. (20 mins)  Practice gestures, movement, reading and continuity.
The aim is to give each student, affirmation and confidence in speaking and (especially) in gestures.  Each in turn is asked to read sections 20- the end of the responses in section 22  from Fourth Order in “ Worship from” while standing behind the laid out communion table.  They are asked to comment on how they felt and other students are asked to comment as “members of the congregation”.  This exercise needs careful management by the tutor. It is quite time consuming and 6 students is the absolute maximum in any one room – 4 is better.  For more than 6, another tutor and room and table is essential.  This is a very powerful session in the programme that students have been known to refer back to years later!
5. (20 mins)  Practicalities ;  The Table setting. What is optional – Chalice or small cups,  receiving in own places, coming forward, role of servers  etc

This session takes considerable preparation by the tutor bringing various sorts of bread, wafers (which brings in reference to hospital or home communions with sick or dying people) , size of pieces of bread and the effect on the timing of eating and meditating, authority of the president to ensure it is done as he/she requires, alcohol, non alcohol etc etc.   On the basis that “what you hear, you forget; what you see, you remember; what you do, you know” the tutor should be prepared to make this a “doing” session.   Sadly, it is often necessary to stress the importance of clean and well laid linen and silver ware and all the practicalities as being to the glory of God
6.    (20 mins)   A brief communion service led by the course tutor.

Handouts given out at Session 2.
Note about home/hospital communion.

Leaflet: Baptism for your baby

Printout of “Worship from:” Baptismal service (if students do not have access to “Worship from”)

Homework instructions.

Homework before Session 3
1. Prepare your own order of service for Holy Communion for use in the future.  Show this to your tutor.

2. Read and make notes on the leaflet Baptism for your Baby and the order of Service for baptism in “Worship from” and, if you can get hold of it, the orders of service in the Service Book  for infants and believers.
Evening 3

BAPTISM

(5 mins).   Prayer and welcome

1. (10 minutes)URC understanding of baptism The Manual p.A2;14  The definition of “sacrament” – Different denominational understandings.   How RCs, Baptists and Anglicans see baptism as fitting into their institutions and church life  What is important – the ritual or the spiritual grace it enacts?  Much of modern church thinking about baptism is based on confused understanding.  Students need to be faced with this and enabled to live with the contradictions.  .  

2. (20 minutes) Background in early church    Jewish washing rituals and their purpose; John’s baptism; the Trinitarian formula; catechumenate in the early church, vigils; instruction; baptistries.

3. (30 mins)  Questions from homework  (as raised by students but ensuring the following are covered)

· the Baptism leaflet.  Believers’ baptism/ infant baptism – differences in theology.

· The right of a minister  not to baptise an infant but the duty of the church to arrange for someone else to do it.

· Christian baptism as rite of entry to the church – what this means; requests by non-Christians; does everyone have the right to “have their child done”.

· How to handle sincere requests for rebaptism of believers who were baptised as infants.
· Preparation for baptism – the person to be baptised,  (if a child) the parents, the god parents.       How this is undertaken, who should be seen, when, how often etc. (for a church family.  For a totally unchurched family.)

· Role of the congregation – at the service; in following years.

4. (30 mins)  Liturgy  Construct a liturgy from cards of all possible contents:-  for infants ; for believers. This is another fun session of grovelling on the floor and allows the tutor to teach on all the following at appropriate points.  All should be covered. Greek and Russian orthodox liturgy may raise issues about exorcism. Students may also raise issues of Baptism in the Holy Spirit and tutors should be prepared either to respond immediately or to refer the student elsewhere or to books.

All the following issues should be covered. 

Testimonies. Confirmation?  Reception into Church membership, right hand of fellowship, presentations.    The Reformed tradition

Methods of administration – immersion, consignation, pouring.  Other symbols – candles, clothing. Anointing with oil and its meaning.  Laying on of hands and its meaning. It is helpful to demonstrate how to hold and  immerse someone (without the water!); how to reassure them, give them an arm to hold on to, permission to hold their nose etc..
Practical arrangements –   venue, towels, change of clothes, keeping warm, baptismal registers, cradle rolls, certificates.  
5. (20 mins) Finally Any remaining questions from the whole course.

6. Prayer  - (if appropriate including commissioning and/or praying individually for each student( 5 mins)

Handouts given out at session 3.

URC Statement on rebaptism;
 Notes:
1. Where the course is mounted in any configuration OTHER than 3 evenings a fortnight apart the Homework will need to be rearranged, possibly setting two lots at one time (and allowing an extra week’s gap for students to do it) and/or setting the task of creating their own order of service for Communion after the final session to be returned to the tutor within a fortnight for marking etc.  All the homework is necessary and important as is time for students to internalise their learning from homework and the teaching sessions.
2. Tutors will need to have worked out what constitutes “satisfactory completion” of the course.   Any student missing session 3 may, if the tutor agrees be taken through the session on a one to one basis after the course is over.  All 3 sessions must be completed and if either session one OR session 2 is missed BOTH must be completed at a subsequent course.

3. A reasonable attempt at note writing is required for all homework but students are not marked for academic standards.
4. Rarely, a student might prove to be quite unsuitable for authority to preside.  This should be discussed with the student’s minister or church leader and support and counselling  arranged so the student can be directed into some more suitable area of service.

5. The Synod Lay Preaching Commissioner should be informed of all students satisfactorily completing (or onward transmission to the Pastoral Committee) and any who “fail”

6. Certificates of satisfactory completion should be issued by the tutor and sent or presented to students when the final homework is returned after marking.
