
Vancouver School of Theology 
LS500: Introduction to Christian Worship 
Tuesdays 6-9 
Instructor: Travis O’Brian 
Email: tobrian@vst.edu 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Purpose 
 

Because it is God who always takes the initiative, Christian Worship is best discussed in 
the terms of response.  In worship, (the Church) is responding to God and this is true of 
the whole of the liturgy, whether it be praise, thanksgiving, supplication, or repentance, 
whether it be Eucharist or baptism, or liturgical prayer, or the celebration of the 
Church’s year. If this is so, worship must be seen in the context of saving history, which 
is the record of the divine initiative. 
 

With these words, J.D. Crichton begins his short essay “A Theology of Worship.”1  It lays out 
several of the aims of this course, which will concentrate on braiding together three strands of 
enquiry.  The aim of this course is to: introduce students to the study of the roots and 
development of the liturgies (primarily of Baptism and Eucharist); identify the structure and 
parts of the liturgy, and finally to learn to reflect theologically on the liturgy both as a whole 
and in its parts.  How is God shaping us, both individually and corporately, in and through our 
worship?  Can we contemplate, in faith, God’s purpose in doing so?  Is worship one activity out 
of many, or is worship in some way essential to our life in God and therefore to what it means 
to be a human creature of God? How does the worship of the Church shape its mission?  And 
how are we to evaluate our own traditions and congregations in the light of these reflections?   
These are the kinds of questions we shall be exploring together as we move through the course.   
 
Format 
 

The study of the liturgy can be confusing and complex.  For this reason, we shall concentrate 
our lectures on the trajectory of the development of Christian Worship from first century 
Judaism up until the Reformation in the West.  In our seminar discussions, we will then begin to 
apply that history, and our theological reflections on that history, to our experience of our own 
traditions and congregations.  It is hoped that by learning and theologically reflecting on the 
history of Christian worship, that we will be better able to evaluate what is at the core of 
Christian worship, thereby enabling wise leadership in our own worshipping communities. 
 
The class will meet weekly over a 12 week period for a total of 11 three hour weekly sessions. 
 
This course is available at the audit, Certificate and basic degree level. There are no 
prerequisites. 

                                                            
1 J.D. Chrichton, “A Theology of Worship” in The Study of the Liturgy, Jones, Wainwright, Yarnold (eds.) (London, 
SPCK, 1978), 7. 
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Competencies 
 

1. Ability to identify and describe basic ‘parts’ of the services of worship (the liturgical 
structures and rites) prior to and following the Reformation. 

2. Ability to identify cultural, historical, and theological factors that have influenced the 
development of those structures and rites, and to reflect on that development in terms 
of your own and other traditions. 

3. Reflect on Christian worship ‘theologically,’ that is, in terms of the purpose and mission 
of God’s Church.  

4. Ability to use primary and secondary sources in liturgical studies. 
 
Expectations 
 
In order to successfully the course, students will: 

1. Attend at least 80% of class sessions 
2. Complete the assigned readings. 
3. Prepare for and participate in lectures and seminars, including taking responsibility for 

leading one week’s seminar discussion of the week’s lecture topic. 
4. Attend one worship service in a tradition significantly different from one’s own and 

submit a written personal, historical, and theological reflection on the experience 
(maximum 1200 words)!  To reflect ‘historically and theologically’ means to reflect, not 
on the subject “Eucharist” in general for example, or on a particular ‘denomination’ in 
general, but on the particularities of the words and actions you observe in the particular 
service of worship you attend.  The ‘Thursday Worship’ at VST does not count as 
attending a tradition different than your own!  DUE DATE: Nov. 1 

5. Complete a 10 page written assignment applying the historical and theological learnings 
of the class to the worship either of your ‘home’ or ‘placement’ parish congregation.  
DUE DATE: Nov. 29 

6. Final exam in the exam period.   
 
For Audit students, expectations 1-3 apply.  For Certificate Students, expectations 1-5 apply.  
 
 
Evaluation 
 
Demonstration of competency objectives will be achieved through weekly participation in the 
lectures and seminars which reflects a careful reading of assigned materials as well as a one 
double-spaced page reflection on the previous week’s lecture; submission of two written 
assignments; and the final exam. 
 
Every assignment in this course must receive “Approved” in order to pass the course.  
 
 



Policy on Late assignments 
Submission of assignments on time is a part of academic, professional and pastoral competence 
and a part of every course at VST. All assignments in courses are due on the dates specified in 
the syllabus for each course. Failure to submit an assignment on time will be noted in the 
narrative evaluation of an assignment. Repeated failure to submit assignments on time may 
affect the final grade for the course. 
 
Apart from the weekly lecture summaries, two written assignments are due this term on the 
dates specified. Unexcused failure to submit either on time will result in reductions taken from 
the final grade.   
 
 
Required Reading 
 
** Schmemann, Alexander, For the Life of the World, 2nd Revised & Expanded ed., (New York: St 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press), 1973.   
 
** White, James.  Introduction to Christian Worship, 3rd ed.  (Nashville: Abingdon Press), 2000. 
 
Variety of readings available on the internet or as Reserve Readings held in the VST library. 
 

** Both these books are available online.  Paper copies only please ** 
 


