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ii corinthiAns vespers

R eaders may recall that in the Summer 2011 issue of  lF 
I shared my Exodus Matins. Its origin was a longing 

for a more intense liturgical experience of  the Scriptures in 
contrast to the typically broad rather than deep approach 
taken by traditional liturgies. Some time after its publica-
tion, I had the great joy of  praying the Exodus Matins dur-
ing chapel at Luther Seminary, accompanied by a splendid 
pianist and led by lF’s own hymn editor, Sally Messner. 
This book-specific approach to liturgy seemed to strike a 
chord (pardon the pun), so I have given it another try with 
this ii Corinthians Vespers.

Somehow it seems inappropriate to have a favorite book 
of  the New Testament and for Lutherans even a bit disloyal 
to choose something other than Romans or Galatians or 
possibly the Gospel of  John. But I must confess the truth 
that ii Corinthians is indeed my favorite (the other three 
competing for second place, of  course). I am particularly 
captivated by its consistent use of  exchange language and 
imagery, the total entanglement of  the divine-human 
Christ with his human sisters and brothers, and theirs with 
each other through him. I am astounded again and again 
by the christology and soteriology of  5:21, “For our sake 
He made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we 
might become the righteousness of  God.” I have tried to 
give these and other themes a chance to shine through in 
the liturgy here, modeled on the classical form of  Vespers.

Some notes about the liturgy itself. Vespers traditionally 
opens with Phos Hilarion, called in the lbw “Joyous Light of  
Glory”; here, the text follows Paul’s connection of  the Gen-
esis account of  the creation of  light with the light that is 
Christ himself, to the tune of  “O Jesus, I Have Promised.” 
(It will also work with “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded.”) 
I realize that the psalmody, entitled “Aroma of  Christ,” will 
probably elicit snickers from a certain age group, but Paul 

makes such striking use of  the traditional incense imagery 
of  prayer (Psalm 141 is normally used in Vespers) in talk-
ing about Christ as mediator between us and the Father 
that it seemed worth the risk of  a few snorts of  derision. 
The psalmody’s verses quote Paul quoting the Old Testa-
ment, in particular Isaiah 49:8, Leviticus 26:12, Exodus 
29:45, Jeremiah 31:9 and 33, and ii Samuel 7:14 (note that 
Paul makes a point of  including daughters, which the Old 
Testament verses do not). The tune is my own composi-
tion and because the correlation of  syllables to notes in the 
verses is not consistent, it may be better to use a cantor and 
have the congregation join in on the more straightforward 
refrain. The suggested psalms are all christological psalms. 
Any Scripture text(s) can be read, but since the liturgy itself  
draws so heavily from the New Testament it would be fit-
ting to counterpose a reading from the Old. The canticle, 
based on Paul’s account of  his sufferings for the sake of  the 
gospel, can be chanted to any psalm tone, though my own 
suggestion is: F dFA / d# cd#F. The prayers put especial 
emphasis on the joyful exchange motif. It may simply be 
too weird in American culture to end the service with a 
“holy kiss” (ii Corinthians 13:12) instead of  a handshake, 
in which case feel free to white-out that notice at the end. 
But it would be very much in keeping with the spirit of  ii 
Corinthians to conclude with a collection for churches in 
need, since that is exactly what Paul asked the Corinthians 
to do in ch. 8.

Vespers is not the most common of  services anymore, 
but this could be used for evening Bible studies—it would 
be a great match for a study on ii Corinthians itself—or 
midweek Advent and Lent services or even council meet-
ings. If  you try it, please let me know what works and what 
doesn’t. LF
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