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Scripture Reading Guidelines
At Highland Mennonite Brethren Church we consider reading scripture aloud an important component of
our worship services. It helps listeners become familiar with what the Bible has to say and raises their
anticipation of how the preacher will address the subject at hand. Our hope is that people will be
challenged to grow in their faith and be transformed by the words they hear. In order to read God’s word
confidently and as distraction-free as possible, some preparation is required. Malcolm Guite puts it in
perspective in his sonnet, ‘The Lectern’:
Some rise on eagles’ wings, this one is plain,
Plain English workmanship in solid oak.
Age gracefully it says, go with the grain.
You walk towards an always open book,
Open as every life to every light,
Open to shade and shadow, day and night,
The changeless witness of your changing pain.
Be still the Lectern says, stand here and read.
Here are your mysteries, your love and fear,
And, running through them all, the slender thread
Of God’s strange grace, red as these ribbons, red
As your own blood when reading reads you here
And pierces joint and marrow… So you stand,
The lectern still beneath your trembling hand.
www.malcolmguite.wordpress.com
Here, then, are some suggested steps to help you read scripture aloud in our worship services:
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Prepare your heart:
 Ask God to show you what He wants you to see in the passage. Ask for insight and take the time to
understand what you’re reading. Meditate on it. Allow it to transform you as you pore over it. You
may find it helpful to block it by concept. For more complex concepts, block it into smaller ideas.
Then read each block aloud and slowly. When it speaks to you personally, it shows in how you
read.
 Ask God to use you as an ambassador to convey His word to the congregation. Ask Him to speak
through your reading. Convey with your attitude that you have something important, exciting, and
wonderful to share with your listeners.
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Get organized:
 Confirm that you are able to serve on the Sunday you are scheduled or trade with another
scripture reader. Have a back-up plan in case of illness or emergency.
 Access the service order on www.myworshipplanning.com or contact the church office to find out
what passage of scripture you will be reading. HMBC uses the New International Version most
often, but sometimes another Bible translation is preferred for specific wording.
 Use a Bible with print large enough to see when standing or print off the passage from a site such
as www.biblegateway.com in a font size that is easily legible.
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Improve your skill:
 Slowly and thoughtfully read the passage aloud several times.
 Look for phrases or verbs that grab your attention and allow your voice to express excitement,
energy, or emotion (appropriately and authentically). Practice saying words in different ways.
 Look for the story, and prepare to take the congregation on a journey through the beginning,
middle, and end.
 Try memorizing the passage of scripture, or memorize the first and last phrase so you can look up
at the congregation.
 Speak clearly. Use your diaphragm. Use inflection (pitch, tone) and change volume to emphasize
essentials.
 Practice in front of a mirror, paying attention to your hand gestures and other movements.
 When you have practiced and prepared well, the words will flow naturally.
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Some of these ideas on the public reading of scripture have been gleaned from the book,
McLean, M. & Bird, W. (2009). Unleashing the Word: Rediscovering the public reading of Passage of
scripture. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan.
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On the Sunday you are reading:
 Arrive 20-25 minutes ahead of the worship service start time for a sound check.
 Practice where you will read during the service, with the sound system on.
 If possible, practice the whole process – from going to the front, to getting the microphone
adjusted, to introducing the passage, to reading it. For some people the transitions can be more
awkward than the actual reading.
 During the service, pay attention to the service order and come on stage promptly.
 Place your Bible or the print-out where you can see it easily.
 Position the microphone. If you need help with this, talk with the sound tech ahead of time. Rather
than saying, “Testing 1, 2, 3” or, “Is this microphone working?” use a greeting phrase such as,
“Good morning” to ensure that the mic is on.
 Stand still; balance yourself.
 Have a friendly demeanour. Smile, if congruent with what’s being read.
 Introduce the passage by repeating the “address” twice (e.g. say “Matthew 5 verses 1 through 5”
when you first get to the microphone, pause briefly to collect your thoughts or find your place in
the Bible, then say “Matthew 5 verses 1 through 5” again just as you are ready to start reading.)
 Before you start reading, quickly scan the first line, then look up and begin.
 Speak conversationally and across the room. Imagine you are talking to someone who is 20 feet/6
metres away. Adjust your speaking to ensure that you can be heard.
 Take deep breaths to help you pace yourself and slow down, particularly if you are nervous and
tend to rush when speaking. Use your diaphragm throughout your reading.
 Try to periodically look up and make eye contact with the congregation.
 If you don’t get flustered by phones ringing, babies crying, things dropping, etc., congregants will
be more likely to keep their focus on the reading. (Under extreme circumstances, someone in
leadership may intervene and ask you to pause.)
 When finished reading, look up and briefly pause before returning to your seat.

This article first appeared in the December 2014 issue of Christianity Today.
Used by permission of Christianity Today, Carol Stream, IL 60188.
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