THE WEEK OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY 2023

Instructions for preparing your ecumenical worship service


During this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, Christians from many different traditions and confessions around the world gather to pray for the unity of the Church. This year’s materials and worship service have been prepared by a group of Christians in the United States of America (USA) convened by the Minnesota Council of Churches. The working group chose this verse from the first chapter of the prophet Isaiah as the central text for the Week of Prayer: “learn to do good; seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan, plead for the widow” (Isaiah 1:17).

Some suggested music and motif is attached. Depending on your local context, appropriate hymns and songs that highlight this year’s theme can be substituted. Parts of the service assigned to a Reader may be shared among several different readers. Similarly, texts assigned to the Leader may be shared among clergy or leaders from the different traditions and communions participating in the worship. These leaders may pronounce the Sending and Blessing together.

Several items should be prepared for the part of the service to which the river/water motif has strong cultural relevance for the local committee designing these worship resources.    For the Minnesotan context  the  river  and  water  have  meant  both  cultural genesis and genocide at points in the history of this region. This motif also has theological and liturgical significance.  

The connection between stone and water in the Native Minnesota context is about understanding the value and importance of life. In most Native American wisdom, water and stone occupy sacred positions. Water is  life  and  stones  represent  the  sacredness  of  the  ground  upon  which  many generations  have  stood.  All of creation is endowed with the Spirit of God, therefore we are all related.

Idea how to greet people to the service.
Two symbols will be used in the worship service: water, representing our baptism into new life and stone representing our personal and ancestral history. After greeting  the  assembly,  we  pause  for  a  moment  of  confession  and  forgiveness  which incorporates the principal text for the Week of Prayer (Is 1:12-18). 

Ritual action suggested
During the ritual action, as part of the  penitential  act,  the  presider  pours  a  pitcher  of  water  into  the  baptismal  font  (or  a  basin) during the reading of verses 16 and 17. It is important that this is done slowly and audibly so the congregation may meditate on the meaning of what is being said and what is being symbolically recalled. After the act of confession and pardon, there follows an opening prayer, hymn and liturgy of the Word. 

Suggested homily theme and ‘Stones and Stories’ actions
Grounded in the text from Isaiah, the homily or sermon needs to link the issues of Christian unity and racial injustice which is both individual and systemic or institutional. All presents be given a stone as they arrive. The communities that plan the worship together could identify and invite two or three persons to tell stories about racial injustice and about how Christian unity can serve the overcoming of injustice. After each story, the speaker places his or her stone around a cross or lit candle, the symbol of Christ the corner stone.  This ritual action should be planned to be about 15 minutes in duration.  At the conclusion of this symbolic act, the presider can invite the congregation to continue the telling of their stories after the worship.

Music

The following hymns have been suggested by the Minnesota Council of Churches, who prepared of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2023 and are published under its responsibility. Local hymns can be substituted. The videos of hymns which are not in English can also be used for reflection.
Hymn		Many and great, O God (Dakota Hymn)
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This is an African American Jubilee Spiritual by Frederick J. Work and John Wesley Work Jr. (1901), based upon 
the narrative of John 5:2-9. For the enslaved,  this  song  represented  the  struggles  of  life  and  the  empowerment  of 
freedom. Within the context of the ‘troubled’ waters of life there are healing waters, because God is in the midst of 
the turmoil.
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Hymn		What a fellowship, what a joy divine?
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This hymn, authored in 1887 by E. A. Hoffman, was inspired by Deuteronomy 33:27. It is meant to help contemplate 
what it means to find refuge in our heavenly Father's arms in times of fear and trial, and to allow God’s joy and peace 
to replace our loneliness and anxiety.



Closing Hymn		Lift every voice and sing
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This is an African American Jubilee Spiritual which was written by James Weldon Johnson (1900). It is often referred to as the Black national anthem in the United States. The song is a prayer of thanksgiving for faithfulness and 
freedom for the enslaved voicing a cry for liberation and affirmation for African American people.
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