Power Dynamics in Liturgy Planning
In the Episcopal Church: Some Reflections
Introduction
The Liturgy is the public worship of the Church, in contrast to the private prayer and devotions of the faithful. The Gospel message is the Good News of God in Christ which the Church tries to faithfully proclaim. I believe that liturgy planning, like the liturgy itself, should not counteract or contradict the Gospel message. Yet nobody is perfect, and we make mistakes. We are not even aware of all the mistakes we make. This introductory paper is written to draw attention to the kind of power dynamics I was taught in seminary to be alert to, and especially to those I was taught (implicitly) that I did not have to be alert to or responsible for, but which I have come to see as worth paying attention to. 

One of the most basic concepts in communication theory is that we bear some responsibility not only for what we intend to communicate, our purposes, but also for how our communications function, what we communicate unintentionally. 
These reflections are not meant to be the definitive analysis of power dynamics in liturgy planning. For example, this paper only examines human, social power, and not divine, spiritual and sacramental power. Yet liturgy mediates divine power, so that mistakes we make in power abuse in planning and leading liturgies, or even sloppiness, can carry great weight. Liturgical leaders represent God, and the Church is perceived as speaking on behalf of God, sometimes with the voice of God. For many people the acts of the Church and its representatives have the halo effect of divine authority around them, which can be a great blessing, or a crushing blow. Actions may speak louder than words, by commission or omission. 

41 years ago 
When I went to an Episcopal seminary in 1971 the matter of power dynamics in liturgy planning, and the possibility of power abuse, were simply not addressed directly. Under canon law it was clear that the Episcopal priest was in charge of planning and leading the worship services if he was the rector of a parish. (The diocesan bishop was the rector of mission congregations, and ordinarily delegated the responsibility to the vicar.) Unless he was a musician himself, if the parish musician was trained, the rector would be wise to work with, rather than dictate to, the musician or music director. There were often weekly worship planning meetings for the professional staff of a parish, especially in the larger parishes—clergy, musician, and secretary, and maybe the Christian education director—but these meetings were often scheduled during the work day, and might only be open by invitation. Sometimes these meetings would be held monthly, or in advance of a liturgical season: Advent, Christmastide, Epiphany, Lent, etc. 
Two of the most basic questions about worship services were already decided: 

1. Question: What will be the basic structure of the service? 
Answer: Something in the 1928 Book of Common Prayer, with hymns from the Hymnal 1940. 

2. Question: Who gets to make all the other decisions? 
Answer: The rector, because canon law says so. The rector may delegate decisions, if the rector wishes to, maybe to a music director. But the rector is the final arbiter. The fact that rectors were always men was implicit. The idea that that might be significant was not addresses while liturgies were planned. 
So everything from which service to use, which hymns to sing, the hour(s) of the service, how many services, which Bible translation to use (from those listed in the canon law), sermon content, etc., was ultimately up to the rector. True, people could complain to the rector or to the vestry, and the vestry could make requests or recommendations, although they might not know it. The Altar Guild or the ushers could stop volunteering if they were really upset about something. The rector could rearrange the furniture or even hide it, but could not sell it or discard it, according to canon law, because property ownership was a lay responsibility, which the vestry held on behalf of the parish. Rectors usually left the flower arranging, the set up and clean up of the altar area, ordering of candles, palms, wafers and wine, Easter lilies, cleaning of fair linens, changing of hangings and vestments, holiday decorating, marking the lessons, etc., up to the Altar Guild, glad to be relieved of the chores.  
We were told as seminarians that a new rector, if he was wise, made few or no major liturgical changes during his first year, without a very good reason—probably something which had been negotiated before his arrival. Thus the new rector was expected to observe many parish customs as if they were sanctified, biding his time…But if he felt impatient, or if he was foolish, or if he had a very good reason, canon law allowed him to do whatever the rubrics of the BCP allowed. He had the power and authority to be a dictator. 
It was considered generally a good idea for the rector to develop a Liturgy Planning Advisory Committee, to share the workload of liturgy planning, to aid communication, and to get feedback and useful ideas, perhaps to meet monthly. The rector, music director, and head of the altar guild might be joined by whoever was in charge of any acolytes or ushers. A parish secretary might take notes. Sometimes it was open to anyone interested in sitting in on the meetings, and sometimes there was a vestry liaison. Sometimes it was a vestry committee. It was better to call the liturgy committee the Liturgy Advisory Committee, lest the members think they had a vote which had the power to trump the rector’s choices. It was a rare rector who had a sermon feedback committee, although privately it might be admitted to be a prudent thing to have.
 

I learned that seminarians were supposed to learn how to project their voices for Bible readings, sermons, and chanting so that they could be heard in Churches without sound systems; that one should not sway while leading worship, and that videotaping could be useful in teaching. Lay readers would benefit from the same training. 
I learned that planning and studying liturgy was mostly about studying words, (spoken and sung) written texts (rites) and music, and one could also study the history and theology of the texts. The actions were called ceremonies, and they could be studied, too. That is a pretty narrow view of liturgy! And I had learned from Article of Religion XXIV, p. 872 in the BCP, that, as a matter of principle, liturgy should be in a “tongue understanded of the people”—except that it was fine for the choir anthem to be in Latin or German, especially if a translation was printed in the bulletin. Because liturgy was the work of the people, and not a vicarious spectator sport, I disapproved of the choir singing any of the peoples’ parts in a way which precluded the congregation from singing along. This taught me that 95% of what really mattered about liturgy was the words and what they meant, both the dictionary definitions and their theologically significance. 
First, the other 5%: what else counted? What else matters?  
I knew that in addition to the printed and spoken words and musical sounds, and a few actions, during the service, the other 5% of liturgy consisted of such things as the sight of the vestments and sacred vessels, the stained glass windows, the lighting and the flooring, and the smell of candles or incense, a heating system, and the acoustics. Some Churches did not need a sound system or special lighting, but others did. Oh, and the grace of God fit in there, too. 
Some time later I realized that that arithmetic was wrong, that liturgy did not just consist of the things I have already mentioned, 95% + 5%, but that a number of other things which had never been mentioned in any of my classes must also be counted. These included the search on neighborhood streets for the Church sign, or the building and space and acoustics in the nave, or whether steps excluded wheelchair users, and the service leaflet which did (or might not) provide enough information, especially for newcomers. It was also about whether or not anybody was yelled at about how the leaflets were printed, whether or not the music director excluded women from the choir by saying their voices were too shrill, whether or not the rector decided to expose the parish to any of the trial rites being tested in those years for the next prayer book, and myriad other behind the scenes actions and decisions. Did the white rector preach about the relationship of white racism to the Gospel? So it was more like 25% + 25% + 25% + God! Or maybe it was an incalculable sort of arithmetic, since what counted enormously for one person barely registered for another. 
Who got the clean-up job at the end of the liturgy and at the end of coffee hour—was it somebody who needed the money? Could they do the work after participating in the coffee hour and adult ed? Or did their poverty put them at a social disadvantage which was translated into an additional spiritual disadvantage, so they had to do the cleanup while others sipped coffee and learned Church history or the Bible? Did the ushers know how to welcome people with disabilities? People with poor English skills? Those adults who could not read? After the last service, were flowers taken to shut-ins instead of the Sacrament being taken to them, or could they receive both? Who decided? Did the parishioners try to wear enough of a diversity of clothing so that visitors would feel welcome regardless of their attire—or did parishioners wear such similar clothing that anybody dressed differently would feel uncomfortable and unwelcome? How a member of the parish plans to dress is part of liturgy planning. This is one of those social class issues that Americans are often so uncomfortable talking about. Do most members of the parish plan their time so they can leave home in time to have a few minutes of prayer before the first hymn begins? That is also part of liturgy planning. Is the front door of the Church locked because all of the members come in from the parking lot door in back, and they are not really expecting or welcoming anybody else? I have heard of examples of that! Is there a website, and a phone answering machine, with up to date information about services, or are they still announcing the Christmas schedule at Easter? 
Do we recall the instructions Jesus gave his disciples about not exercising dominating power-over one another, as recorded in Matthew 20:25-28, and Mark 10:42-45, and Luke 22:25-27? Do we make a point of following that commandment in liturgy planning and preparation, liturgical leadership, and liturgical cleanup? The mundane and what happens behind the scenes is as much part of the picture as the grand public elements, and as the visiting bishop or the important holy day services. 
Unfortunately power abuse per se has not typically been widely understood or defined as a sin, let alone as a potentially grave sin, nor have its victims commonly been recognized as oppressed or abused, a condition often mentioned in the psalms. Monastics and clerics typically recite psalms and the Magnificat daily, and the Magnificat mentions scattering the proud in the imagination of their hearts, putting down the mighty from their thrones, exalting those of low degree, and sending the rich away empty. Bishops and other clergy with special opportunities to abuse power have rarely explicated the Magnificat in relation to their opportunities to abuse power. Elizabeth A. Johnson, citing Gubler, [p. 23] raises the question with a quotation: 

         “How is it possible,” writes Mary-Louise Gubler, “to pray Mary’s song 
         each night at Vespers without drawing spiritual and structural consequences 
         for the Church?”
 
Consequences for the Church matter even at the local level. Does your parish allow the acolyte director to be arrogant or nasty when an acolyte or altar server is late or makes a mistake? Does the acolyte director allow acolytes to treat each other like that? Does the director know how to give compliments, and constructive criticism, when that is needed? If not, good liturgy planning requires that the acolyte director immediately gets training in these matters, possibly by working with a mentor, or that the acolyte director be replaced (maybe temporarily), or that the acolyte program be suspended until the people working with the acolytes can treat them with respect. Manipulation, coercion, ridicule, shaming, keeping people in ignorance, etc., can be very powerful dynamics in training and/or working with liturgy assistants, such as acolytes, choir members, lectors, Lay Eucharistic Ministers, or ushers. Does your vestry allow your rector to be nasty, arrogant, manipulative, etc., without consequence? Or is the rector, too, held accountable?
Discrepancies between the teaching of Jesus about Christian leaders not exercising power-over, and the practices of clergy (or other Church leaders) who do exercise power-over others, were rarely publically labeled or addressed. Part of the problem can be addressed as clericalism, the Church’s habit of giving the clergy more status than we should, and the clergy habit of accepting more status than we should. What is legitimate deference to give clergy? What should clergy refuse or decline to accept? What should lay people refuse or decline to give? What is legitimate deference to give lay people? When clergy admit their sins and other mistakes, and apologize and ask forgiveness, this can be a critically important example.       

Do we ever ask the preschoolers what they do and don’t like about Church? Do we consider experimenting with changes on the basis of their feedback? Do we ask people who look in the door but don’t come in? Or who come once or twice, but not again? Or would we rather not know? Maybe we think people need to adjust to “how we’ve always done it.” Maybe we don’t consider that if we want to be open and welcoming, as our signs proclaim, we need to at least listen openly to what visitors have to say, and then we need to thank them, no matter what. 
Because I had entered seminary at 21, directly from college where I had majored in psychology, and because my home parish was trying all the trial use rites, including the dud Eucharistic intercession draft which began, “Pray, brothers, for the Church…Pray,… brothers, …” I understood basic principles of sociolinguistics and was well aware of just how important Just Words were. Clearly, words were important, words mattered. I didn’t care if archaic or contemporary words were used per se, but I had abandoned sexist words. I would never willingly choose Rite I wording when it arrived, but I had to use Rite I sometimes, or at least in its wording, if I wanted to participate in my parish. I find sexist wording offensive and a significant distraction in liturgy, and everywhere else I encounter it. It is a moral issue. People have been objecting to it in English for over 150 years, maybe much longer. English usage patterns have changed, and the meaning of words has changed, and this has been proved. So the selection of sexist language in liturgy, or the choice to avoid sexist language in liturgy, in rites and hymns and sermon wording, are exercises of power. At that time a far higher percentage of hymns had blatantly sexist language. I wrote a book about the choices liturgists have, mostly about sexism, but a few about racism.
 I didn’t recognize the few hymns with anti-Jewish wording then as being anti-Jewish, such as in “Now my tongue the mystery telling” when I sang “types and shadows have their ending for the newer rite is here,” or in “O come, O come, Emmanuel,” when I sang about “ransomed captive Israel [that] mourns in lonely exile here until the Son of Man appear.”  
So maybe the most basic question about liturgy planning in the Episcopal Church is: 

Who decides who decides what? Why? 
Then the next most basic question would be: 

How do they go about deciding that? Why?   

Maybe the third question is: 

Is everybody involved able to be honest with themselves and others about that? Why or  

    why not? 

Do we want to keep doing everything exactly this way? 
If not, what might we change, and how might we change it, and why? 

Maybe some people do things because they have been trained and hired to do them—it’s their job. We have systems which are international, training and accrediting musicians, training and ordaining clergy, parishes hiring musicians and clergy, etc. That’s a meta-answer. But we are free to ask, in every congregation, if we want to continue doing them that way. Certain answers would take us outside the Episcopal Church, or even outside Christianity, and I am not saying that the answers do not matter. I am saying that the questions can be asked, and the answers and their implications and alternatives can be explored. Other answers might lead us to do things which are permissible but unusual in the Episcopal Church, such as a parish which owned no buildings (there are some parishes like that), or one which had no paid employees. Or a parish with two people paid for three hours of work a week each, and one paid for twelve (maybe the preacher that week). There are a number of possibilities, and while the conventional arrangements will be preferable for many parishes, they are not required, and are clearly not right for every parish. 
Lay people have as much right and responsibility to read the parish by-laws, diocesan canons, and the “national” or Church-wide canons as clergy do. No vestry should automatically sign a contract with a musician, priest, custodian, or anybody else, supplied by the diocesan office. Instead, read it, and see if it is what you want to sign. If not, negotiate, and check your facts. Do you want a cancellation clause? It should work both ways. Should a part time Church musician receive any contributions toward a pension, as a matter of justice? 
“Knowledge is power,” as one aphorism says, and that applies, to liturgy planning to an extent. There are different kinds of knowledge, and knowledge of different things, of course. Knowledge of the culture and community where the Church is located, and knowledge of the parish community itself is needed. Knowledge of social class matters, music, music preferences, literacy, educational levels and specialties (which are not identical to schooling), ethnic mixes, racial matters and racism, forms of sexism, languages, political leanings, and a host of other factors are significant. Is some of this information secret? Is some of it unspeakable? Musicians often have expert knowledge of pianos or organs, much of which they do not need to share in liturgy planning, such as which notes form which chords, although they would want to mention if the typical vocal range of the congregation might be a problem for a particular proposed hymn or song. A Liturgy Planning Committee which reflects the community can better serve the community and make the liturgy welcoming.
 
Clergy, of course, also have expert knowledge, but not all clerics have the same expert knowledge. In 1971, they virtually all had the same core or basic knowledge about liturgy, because there was much less to know, and it had not changed since 1940! But now, not only is there the 1979 BCP, and the Hymnal 1982, but a host of supplementary publications, some with hymns and others with worship texts, have been authorized, some for trial use, and others for unrestricted use. Many priests have not even seen all this material, while others are adept at choosing from among these resources. Even fewer lay people, I hazard a guess, are familiar with all these resources. 

In liturgy planning the question arises, do those with expert knowledge share it, or hoard it? Do they identify multiple options, or only the ones they are interested in? Do they offer adult ed sessions on these subjects? Do they tell the vestry and the rest of the parish when such sessions are available in the diocese? Do they explain the relevant canon laws? Or are these things all mysterious matters which most members of the parish believe only clergy can understand? Does the priest always know best? In the same way, if the clergy and musician(s) have decided to avoid certain hymns in the parish’s liturgies, for theological, pastoral, or other reasons, do they schedule non-liturgical hymn sings a few times a year for those who might love those hymns, to choose and use them then? 
Keeping people in ignorance of how liturgy planning is done, if they have any interest in learning, is not for their soul’s health. I believe that when they understand the factors which go into planning and leading liturgy, they will get more out of it. I had a friend who thought that when the hymns and readings or sermon “happened” to have the same themes, except for Christmas & Easter, it was just a coincidence! The idea of planned thematic unity was utterly novel to her when I mentioned it. Even the idea that the lessons were deliberately related in a way she could recognize, was “a coincidence!” Once she understood this aspect of planning, she paid more attention to the service, and how the parts were related. 

There are a few canon laws which are relevant to liturgy planning, but not very many. Most lay people do not know that the Constitution & Canons are in a paperback anybody can buy, nor that they are online, for anybody to read. Also, canon law sets a few parameters for worship. I once read a murder mystery by Kienzele where one character asked another about the relationship between Roman Catholic canon law and the Gospel, and as I recall, the answer was, “None whatsoever!” That was clever, but is not entirely accurate for the Episcopal Church.
I think that what seminarians need to know about the power dynamics of liturgy planning is that the surface aspects are only the tip of the iceberg, yet the whole thing is significant: 25% + 25% + 25% + God = more than 100%.       
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� The power of the rector to be unchallenged as a preacher, to feel, if he wished, that nobody should even hint he might need improvement, meant that lay people’s opinions often went unheard. This conveyed that protecting the preacher’s ego was more important than having a clear proclamation of the Gospel. 


Some people gave brief feedback at the door when they left at the end of the sermon, usually positive or neutral, sometimes negative. It took some courage for a priest to ask for sermon feedback, and it was rarely done. It is still uncommon. Some clergy got together in small groups and shared their sermons with each other to get feedback, and this continues. It actually takes careful listening to formulate a comment every week which shows that one has been awake at least five minutes during the sermon. 


� Elizabeth A. Johnson, Truly Our Sister: A Theology of Mary in the Communion of Saints. NY: Continuum, 2003, p. 217. 


� In my 1976 book, Resources for Avoiding Sexism When Using Episcopal Hymnals, I identified one hymn with inherently racist content in the Hymnal 1940: “keep us white…”. I explore the use of light and dark imagery in hymns in alignment with racism with a 2000 paper, revised 2007, posted at � HYPERLINK "http://www.katrinasdream.org" ��www.katrinasdream.org�  under Just Words. These make what I contend is a functionally racist pattern of imagery, although light and dark images are not inherently racist.  


� One goal is to make the liturgy welcoming. Note, this is not identical to making people feel welcome. 





