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UNDERSTANDING THE AME
CHURCH ORDER OF SERVICE: A
GUIDE TO WORSHIP IN THE
AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL
TRADITION

The  African  Methodist  Episcopal  (AME)
Church stands as a historic and vibrant
denomination  within  the  broader
Christian tradition.  Founded in 1816 in
Philadelphia  as  a  response  to  racial
d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n  M e t h o d i s t
congregations,  the  AME  Church  has
developed a rich and distinctive worship
culture  that  blends  Methodist  liturgical
structure with the expressive fervor of
the African American spiritual tradition.
For visitors, new members, or longtime
a t t e n d e e s  s e e k i n g  d e e p e r
understanding, the AME Church order
of  service  offers  a  meaningful
framework for encountering God through
structured yet Spirit-led worship.
The worship service in the AME Church is
not merely a sequence of activities to be
completed. Rather, it is a sacred journey
that  moves  the  congregation  from
preparation and praise to proclamation
and  response.  Understanding  this  flow
helps  participants  engage  more  fully
with  each  element,  recognizing  that
every  part  of  the  service  serves  a
spiritual  purpose.  While  specific
practices may vary from congregation to
congregation,  especially  between
traditional  and  contemporary  settings,
the core elements of the AME Church

order  of  service  remain  remarkably
consistent across the denomination.

THE THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATION
OF WORSHIP IN THE AME
CHURCH

Before  examining  the  specific
components  of  the  service,  i t  is
important to appreciate the theological
convictions that shape AME worship. The
denomination  traces  its  roots  to  the
Methodist  movement  founded  by  John
Wesley,  which  emphasizes  personal
holiness, social justice, and the means of
grace.  These  means  of  grace  include
prayer,  Scripture  reading,  preaching,
and  the  sacraments.  The  AME  Church
adds  to  this  foundation  a  profound
appreciation  for  the  African  American
experience,  incorporating  musical
traditions,  rhetorical  styles,  and
communal  expressions  that  reflect  the
history  and  resi l ience  of  African
American  Christians.
The  AME  Church  order  of  service
reflects a balance between structure and
freedom. The liturgy provides a reliable
framework that connects worshippers to
the  broader  Christian  tradition,  while
leaving room for the movement of the
Holy Spirit and the particular gifts of the
local congregation. This balance ensures
that worship remains both grounded and
dynamic, reverent and joyful.

PRELUDE AND PREPARATION:
SETTING THE ATMOSPHERE FOR
WORSHIP

Most AME worship services begin with a
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prelude,  typically  instrumental  music
played  on  the  organ,  piano,  or  by  a
praise band, depending on the musical
style of the church. This prelude serves
as  a  t ime  of  t ransit ion,  invi t ing
worshippers to shift their focus from the
concerns of daily life to the presence of
God. The music during this time is often
meditative,  helping  to  quiet  the  mind
and prepare the heart for worship.
During  this  preparatory  period,  ushers
may  seat  latecomers,  announcements
may be displayed on screens or printed
in  bulletins,  and  the  atmosphere
gradually shifts from casual conversation
to expectant silence or soft prayer. Many
worshippers use this  time for  personal
prayer,  silently  asking  God  to  cleanse
their  hearts  and  open  their  ears  to
receive  the  Word.  This  preparatory
phase is essential to the AME Church
order  o f  se rv i ce  b e c a u s e  i t
acknowledges  that  worship  requires
intentionality  and  readiness.

THE CALL TO WORSHIP AND
PROCESSIONAL HYMN

The formal  beginning of  the service is
marked  by  the  Call  to  Worship,  a
Scripture verse or liturgical reading that
invites the congregation to worship God.
This call is often given by a minister or a
lay liturgist and is responded to by the
congregation with a reading of their own.
The Call  to  Worship sets  the thematic
tone  for  the  service  and  reminds
worshippers  that  they  are  gathered in
response to God's invitation, not merely
out of habit or obligation.
Following  the  Call  to  Worship,  the
congregation  stands  and  sings  a
processional hymn. This hymn is usually
a  traditional  standard  from  the  AME
hymnal, such as Holy, Holy, Holy  or O
For  a  Thousand  Tongues  to  Sing.  The

processional hymn serves as a corporate
act of praise, uniting the voices of the
congregation in a shared declaration of
God's worthiness. In some churches, the
choir  or  clergy  may  process  into  the
sanctuary  during  this  hymn,  adding  a
visual  element  of  solemnity  and
celebration to the AME Church order
of service.

THE INVOCATION AND LORD'S
PRAYER

After the processional hymn, a minister
or worship leader offers the invocation, a
prayer that calls upon God's presence to
be with the congregation throughout the
service.  This  prayer  typically  asks  for
God's  blessing  upon  the  reading  and
preaching  of  the  Word,  the  singing  of
hymns, and the fellowship of the people.
The  invocation  acknowledges  human
dependence on divine grace and invites
the Holy Spirit to guide the service.
In  many  AME  congregations,  the
i n v o c a t i o n  i s  f o l l o w e d  b y  t h e
congregation reciting the Lord's Prayer
together.  This  practice  connects
worshippers  to  the  prayer  that  Jesus
taught  his  disciples  and  unites  the
congregation in a common petition for
God's  kingdom,  dai ly  provision,
forgiveness, and deliverance. The Lord's
Prayer  is  often  recited  with  reverence
and familiarity, serving as a touchstone
of  Christian  unity  within  the  AME
Church  order  of  service.

THE HYMN OF PRAISE AND
GLORIA PATRI

The service  continues  with  a  hymn of
praise, which may be either a traditional
hymn or a contemporary worship song,
depending on the musical  style of  the
congregation.  This  hymn  is  typically
upbeat and celebratory, expressing joy
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and  gratitude  for  God's  goodness.
Congregants  often  clap  their  hands,
raise their hands, or sway to the music
as expressions of heartfelt praise.
Following the hymn of praise, many AME
churches sing the Gloria Patri, an ancient
doxology  affirming  the  glory  of  the
Trinity.  The  Gloria  Patri  is  a  brief,
reverent response that directs attention
to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
Even  in  congregations  that  embrace
contemporary worship styles, the Gloria
Patri  often  remains  as  a  link  to  the
h i s to r i c  l i tu rgy  o f  the  church ,
demonstrating the continuity of the AME
Church  order  of  service  with  the
broader Christian tradition.

SCRIPTURE READING AND
RESPONSIVE READING

The reading of Scripture holds a central
place  in  the  AME  Church  order  of
service. Usually, two Scripture readings
are  inc luded:  one  f rom  the  O ld
Testament  and  one  from  the  New
Testament.  These  readings  are  often
selected according to the lectionary,  a
schedule  of  Scripture  passages  that
guides many liturgical churches through
the Bible over the course of three years.
The  lect ionary  ensures  that  the
congregation  hears  a  balanced diet  of
Scripture,  including  the  Psalms,  the
Prophets, the Gospels, and the Epistles.
In  many  services,  the  congregation
participates  in  a  responsive  reading,
typically  from  the  Psalter  or  another
biblical passage printed in the bulletin or
projected on a screen. The liturgist reads
a  line,  and the  congregation  responds
with the next line. This call-and-response
pattern  reflects  the  deeply  interactive
nature of  AME worship and allows the
congregation  to  engage  with  Scripture
actively  rather  than  passively.  The

responsive reading is  one of  the most
distinctive and participatory elements of
the AME Church order of service.

CHOIR SELECTION OR SPECIAL
MUSIC

Music is an essential element of worship
in the AME Church, and the choir plays a
p rominen t  r o l e  i n  l ead ing  the
congregation  in  praise.  The  choir
selection  is  often  an  anthem  or  a
spiritual  that  reflects  the  theme  of  the
service or the season of the church year.
AME  choirs  are  known  for  their  rich
harmonies,  passionate  delivery,  and
abi l i ty  to  b lend  tradi t ional  and
contemporary  styles.
In addition to the choir, many services
include  a  solo,  duet,  or  instrumental
piece  as  special  music.  This  music
provides  an  opportunity  for  individual
members  to  share  their  gifts  with  the
congregation  and  often  stirs  deep
emotional  and spiritual  responses.  The
special music may be a gospel song, a
c lass i ca l  p iece ,  o r  an  o r ig ina l
composition,  depending  on  the  talents
and traditions of the local church. This
segment of the AME Church order of
service  highlights  the  emphasis  on
musical  excellence and the belief  that
mus ic  i s  a  powerfu l  veh ic le  for
experiencing  God's  presence.

THE PASTORAL PRAYER AND
PASTORAL CONCERNS

The pastoral prayer is a central moment
in the AME Church order of service.
The  pastor  or  a  designated  minister
leads  the  congregation  in  prayer,
interceding for the needs of the church,
the  community,  the  nation,  and  the
wor ld .  Th is  p rayer  i s  typ ica l l y
extemporaneous,  reflecting  the  pastor's
awareness  of  current  events  and  the
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specific  needs  of  the  congregation.  The
pastoral prayer may include petitions for
healing, provision, guidance, justice, and
peace.
Before  the  pastoral  prayer,  the  pastor
often shares pastoral concerns, such as
members who are hospitalized, grieving,
or celebrating significant life events. This
practice reinforces the communal nature
of  AME  worsh ip ,  remind ing  the
congregation that they are a family that
bears  one  another's  burdens.  The
pastoral  prayer  is  followed  by  the
congregation joining in the Lord's Prayer
or a choral amen, bringing this segment
of worship to a reverent close.

THE OFFERTORY AND DOXOLOGY

The offering is both a practical necessity
and a spiritual act of worship in the AME
Church. During the offertory, ushers pass
collection plates or baskets as the choir
sings or instrumental  music plays.  The
offertory  music  is  often  joyful  and
celebratory,  reinforcing  the  biblical
principle that God loves a cheerful giver.
Members are encouraged to give tithes
and  offerings  as  an  expression  of
gratitude and as an investment in the
mission of the church.
After  the  offering  is  collected,  the
congregation rises to sing the Doxology:
Praise God from whom all blessings flow.
This  brief  hymn  of  praise  directs
attention to God as the source of every
blessing and consecrates the gifts that
have  been  given.  The  Doxology  is
followed by  a  prayer  of  dedication,  in
which the minister asks God to bless the
gifts and use them for the advancement
of  God's  kingdom.  The  offertory
sequence  is  a  key  part  of  the  AME
Church order of service, emphasizing
stewardship and generosity  as integral
to worship.

THE SERMON: PROCLAMATION
OF THE WORD

The  sermon  is  the  centerpiece  of  the
AME Church order of service. Rooted
in  the  Methodist  tradition  of  vigorous,
biblical  preaching,  the  AME  sermon  is
both  instructive  and  inspirational.  The
preacher typically  begins by reading a
Scripture  text,  then  expounds  on  its
meaning,  applies it  to the lives of  the
hearers, and calls for a response. AME
preaching  is  known  for  its  rhetorical
power, its use of narrative and imagery,
and its ability to connect biblical truth to
contemporary life.
The  sermon  is  delivered  with  passion
and conviction, often building to a climax
that  elicits  verbal  responses  from  the
congregation, such as Amen, Preach, or
Hallelujah.  This  call-and-response
dynamic is a hallmark of AME worship,
reflecting the participatory nature of the
service. The sermon typically lasts 20 to
40 minutes, though it can vary widely.
The  length  is  less  important  than  the
impact; a powerful sermon can leave the
congregation  feeling  challenged,
encouraged,  and  transformed.

THE INVITATION AND ALTAR CALL

Following  the  sermon,  the  preacher
extends an invitation for response. This
may  be  an  invitation  to  Christian
discipleship,  to rededication, to prayer,
or  to  membership  in  the  church.  The
invitation  is  often  accompanied  by  a
hymn of decision, such as I Surrender All
or Just  As I  Am,  sung softly  while  the
congregation  reflects  on  the  sermon's
call.
In  many  AME  churches,  the  invitation
includes  an  altar  call,  during  which
individuals are invited to come forward
to  the  altar  rail  or  kneeling  bench  to
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pray.  The  pastor  and  other  ministers
pray  with  those  who  come  forward,
offering  guidance,  comfort,  and
intercession. The altar call is one of the
most  emotionally  and  spiritually
significant moments in the AME Church
order  of  service ,  providing  an
opportunity for personal encounter with
God in the context of communal support.

THE RECESSIONAL HYMN AND
BENEDICTION

After  the  invitation,  the  congregation
sings a recessional hymn, often a hymn
of  sending  or  commitment,  such  as
Blessed Assurance or Go Ye into All the
W o r l d .  T h i s  h y m n  s e n d s  t h e
congregation  forth  with  a  sense  of
purpose  and  mission,  reminding  them
that  worship  continues  beyond  the
sanctuary  walls.
The  serv ice  concludes  with  the
benediction,  a  blessing  pronounced by
the  pastor  or  presiding  minister.  The
benediction invokes God's grace, peace,
and presence upon the congregation as
they depart. In many AME churches, the

benediction  is  followed  by  a  choral
Threefold  Amen,  a  musical  conclusion
that  seals  the  service  and  sends  the
congregation  forth  with  a  sense  of
completion and blessing. The recessional
and  benediction  provide  a  fitting  and
orderly conclusion to the AME Church
order of service.

ANNOUNCEMENTS AND
FELLOWSHIP

I n  m a n y  A M E  c o n g r e g a t i o n s ,
announcements  are  included  either
before  the  offering  or  after  the
benediction. These announcements keep
members  informed  about  upcoming
events,  ministry  opportunities,  and
needs within the church body. While not
strictly  a  part  of  the  worship  liturgy,
announcements  serve  an  important
function  in  building  community  and
facilitating  ministry.
Fol lowing  the  service,  a  t ime  of
fellowship often takes place, either in the
sanctuary  or  in  a  fellowship  hall.  This
time  allows  members  and  visitors  to
greet one another, share conversations,
and deepen relationships.


