Opening Prayer Service 2009-10

“Put on the Whole Armor of God”

Preparation

This prayer service is designed for use by schools, religious education programs and other parish programs. Adapt it as needed to fit your group’s needs. 
· Decorate a prayer table with a nice cloth, Bible and candle. 
· In advance, photocopy and cut apart enough bookmarks so that every participant gets one. Put one on each seat, or pass out as they leave. 
· If you desire, make each piece of “armor” out of cardboard, paper or cloth. (For some ideas, go to: http://daniellesplace.com/html/bible_themes_armorofgod.html#armorcostume.)
· Before the prayer service, choose a person who will put on the armor and prepare him or her. Let the person practice putting on the armor.

· It may be helpful to type out the reading and place it in a Bible or lectionary for ease of use, as different versions of the bible translate this passage very differently.
Opening Song 
(Sing Out Earth and Skies, Blessed Be the Lord, Glory & Praise, or some other song that everyone knows.)

Call to Prayer/Sign of the Cross

Presider: We begin our prayer service with the sign of our salvation: (making the sign of the cross) In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.


We gather today in prayer to mark the beginning of the new school year/parish religious education program. In the world there are many challenges facing us, but there are also many opportunities to grow closer to God. Our Catholic religion has much to teach us about standing strong in our faith. In fact, St. Paul gave advice to the community at Ephesus, who needed to know how to defend themselves in a spiritual way. St. Paul taught them about six virtues that they could “put on” like pieces of clothing, to help them stand strong in the face of temptation or persecution. Let us now turn our attention to the Word of God, and listen carefully to St. Paul as he tells us how to “put on the whole armor of God.”
Scripture: Ephesians 6:10-18

Lector: A reading from the Letter of St. Paul to the Ephesians.

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his power. Put on the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil. For our struggle is not against enemies of blood and flesh, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. Therefore take up the whole armor of God, so that you may be able to withstand on that evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand therefore, and fasten the belt of truth around your waist, and put on the breastplate of righteousness. As shoes for your feet put on whatever will make you ready to proclaim the gospel of peace. With all of these, take the shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench all the flaming arrows of the evil one. Take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. Pray in the Spirit at all times in every prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert and always persevere in supplication for all the saints.
The word of the Lord.

All: Thanks be to God.

Preaching

Note: There are two sample reflections – a long one and a short one. Choose one based on your participants. Using the items you prepared ahead of time out of cardboard, paper or felt, have a participant “put on the whole armor of God” as you mention each item.
Long Reflection

St. Paul gives us a marvelous image of how Christians are to defend themselves against temptation and persecution. He names six items that Roman soldiers wore, clothing items that were familiar to everyone at that time. St. Paul links each item to a virtue or quality that we need to practice in order to follow Jesus.

First, he names the belt of truth. Truth is very important. The most important truth in the whole universe is that God exists, and God loves us. A belt is very important. It holds our clothing in place so that we can move forward. If we can remember always the truth that God exists and God loves us, everything in our lives will be held securely together, and we can move ahead with confidence. 
The second item St. Paul names is the breastplate of righteousness. Righteousness means living in right relationship with God. It means we are holy and pure, free from sin. We are living in a way that pleases God. The breastplate covers our heart – and that is where the desire for righteousness begins. If we love God, we want to be righteous in his sight, and to keep our hearts pure and holy.
Third on St. Paul’s list are shoes to announce the gospel of peace. When Jesus came, he taught us not to fight and be violent, but to love and be peaceable. His gospel is all about love – God’s love for us, and our love for God, and how to love ourselves, our neighbors, our enemies and the earth. If we love others, then we have no room for hate or violence. We must be willing to walk in the gospel of peace, and we need shoes for that journey. 
The fourth item is the shield of faith. A shield is an item used to protect someone. It allows a person to deflect arrows so that they don’t hit the person and cause harm. There are many kinds of arrows – think about insults or making fun of someone else. These words fly through the air and can be just as hurtful as real arrows. Sometimes, being a Christian will mean standing up for what is right, even if that is not a popular thing to do. It means that people might insult us or make fun or us for doing what is right. If we have faith as a shield, then these verbal arrows will not hurt us.

The fifth item is the helmet of salvation. Salvation is the experience of being saved by Jesus. This means that we know we cannot live without Jesus and his love. When we are friends with Jesus, and when we realize how empty and sad our lives would be without his love, then we are experiencing salvation. The helmet of salvation goes on our head showing that our minds must be protected from anything that tempts us to doubt God’s love for us. With the helmet of salvation in place, we KNOW that Jesus’ love will save us.
The sixth and last item is the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. The word of God teaches us all about truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith and salvation. Knowledge of the bible, just like a sword, can help us get out of trouble. When we are temped to sin or do the wrong thing, we can call to mind scriptures that remind us to choose God’s way.
Every morning, we should think about St. Paul’s teaching and put on the whole armor of God, as a way to prepare for the day. In this way, we can stand firm and grow in our faith.
Short Reflection

Note: Using the items you prepared ahead of time out of cardboard, paper or felt, have a participant “put on the whole armor of God.”

St. Paul gives us a marvelous image of how Christians are to defend themselves against temptation and persecution. He names six items that Roman soldiers wore, clothing items that were familiar to everyone at that time. St. Paul links each item to a virtue or quality that we need to practice in order to follow Jesus.


The first item is the belt of truth. Truth is the opposite of lying. It means not false. We must always seek to tell the truth.

The second item is the breastplate of righteousness. Righteousness means to be pure and holy, free from sin. God wants to live in our hearts and to help us be righteous.


The third items are shoes to announce the gospel of peace. Jesus did not teach us how to hate or be violent; he taught us how to love and live in peace. We must always be ready to teach others about God and God’s love and peace.


The fourth item is the shield of faith. Faith means that we believe that God exists and that God loves us. Our faith can keep us safe like a shield when others try to hurt us or circumstances make us doubt God’s love. 


The fifth item is the helmet of salvation. Salvation is the experience of being saved by Jesus. This means that we know we cannot live without Jesus and his love. When we are friends with Jesus, and when we realize how empty and sad our lives would be without his love, then we are experiencing salvation. Our task is to keep our minds safe and strong with the knowledge of God’s saving love in our lives.

The sixth and last item is the sword of the spirit, which is the word of God. The word of God teaches us all about truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith and salvation. Knowledge of the bible, just like a sword, can help us get out of trouble. When we are temped to sin or do the wrong thing, we can call to mind scriptures that remind us to choose God’s way.

Every morning, we should think about this scripture passage and put on the whole armor of God, as a way to prepare for the day. In this way, we can stand firm and grow in our faith.

Petitions

Presider: Let us now lift up to God our practical needs in prayer, asking for help in all areas of our lives. Our response will be “Lord, hear our prayer.”

For all our students/participants, that they would “put on the whole armor of God,” seeking to stand firm in their faith as they meet the challenges of this new year. May they receive the blessings of truth, righteousness, peace, faith and salvation, and come to love the word of God, we pray: Lord, hear our prayer.

For Pope Benedict and church leaders throughout the world, that they would continue to stand firm in faith as they proclaim the gospel of peace to all people, we pray: Lord, hear our prayer.

For President Obama, the Congress and all elected officials in our town, state and nation, that they would seek righteousness and truth and be guided by wisdom and charity as they serve the people, we pray: Lord, hear our prayer.

For 

, our principal/DRE, Father 

, our pastor, and for all our (religious ed) teachers, school/parish staff and volunteers, that the Holy Spirit will lead them and guide them in their duties this year, and that they would always know of our love and respect, we pray: Lord, hear our prayer.

For all the sick, the lonely, the unemployed, the homeless, the unborn, the poor and for all who are needy in any way, that God would use our hands and hearts to comfort them and meet their needs, we pray: Lord, hear our prayer.

Presider: Loving Father, you know all our needs before we speak, our material needs and our spiritual needs. Please give us what we need, and open our ears to hear your call to help others. We make this prayer through Christ our Lord, Amen.

Our Father

Presider: Jesus taught us that God is like a loving father, and so we have confidence to pray using family terms:
Our Father…

Closing Prayer
Presider: As we come to the end of our prayer service, we ask God’s help as we all “put on the whole armor of God.” (Act out the motions as you encourage everyone to do the same). Join me as we put on:
The belt of truth

The breastplate of righteousness

The shoes of peace

The shield of faith

The helmet of salvation

And the sword of the Spirit!

In joy and gratitude for God’s saving love for us, let us sing our closing song: _____________.

Closing Song

(Choose to sing the final two verses of the opening song, or choose another song.)

