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"With gratitude in your hearts, sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs to God." (Colossians 3:16) Today’s service is a time to sing the faith.

As a congregation, a covenant community, our singing together is a crucial act of faith and crucial to maintaining our faithfulness.

Can we be a genuine Christian community without singing? I doubt it. We come here to teach the faith, learn faith, and live out the faith. But it’s hard to imagine teaching, learning, and living out faith without singing the faith. When our voices rise together, the music gives energy that propels the teaching, learning, and living of faith. 

When it comes to singing, some of us have "the can’t-help-its." For us, singing is as necessary as breathing. As I’ve said before, we will likely forget most of the sermons we have heard; but we don’t forget the hymns we sing. Hymns tend to stick, and these hymns form us in faith. This means that over time, we sing our way into faith. "Praise precedes faith," as Rabbi Abraham Heschel said it. 

If you ever wondered what you believe, your faith statement, your theology, look carefully at a list of your favorite hymns. There you will see your faith – in the text of the hymns, with music that lifts the words to new levels of meaning and significance for your life. That’s why in planning worship, we usually choose hymns for this service first based on the text and secondly on whether the music illumines and enlivens the text. "Lift High the Cross" is a good example of a hymn text that is married to music that gives energy and power to the words. With hymns we choose music that gives life to—enlivens -- the Word.

In the passage we read today from Deuteronomy, it is fascinating that when God had something very important to communicate through Moses, God gave Moses a song. In the Bible it’s not unusual for a song to be given at crucial moments. When the Hebrews got to the other side of the Red Sea, Miriam joined Moses in a song of joy (Exodus 15). When Mary learned that she was to give birth to Jesus, she sang a song: "My soul magnifies the Lord." (Luke 1:46-55) When Jesus was brought to the temple as an infant, old Simeon could only sing his soul’s satisfaction: "Lord, now let thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word; for my eyes have seen thy salvation." If we look closely at Paul’s writings, we discover more and more hymns and fragments of hymns that were part of early Christian worship. (Example: Philippians 2:5-11) That’s why Paul encouraged the people, over and over, to sing hymns and songs with thankfulness in your hearts. And of course, the Psalms were written as songs to be sung, expressing the heights and depths of human faith and struggle. (from Michael Hawn, "When Only a Song Will Do," a sermon at Pullen Memorial Baptist Church, Raleigh, NC, July 6, 1986)

All of this emphasis on hymns and songs is enough to convince us that long ago God made a decision to ride on music. God’s chosen vehicle for forming us in faith is singing. 

Maybe that’s why God told Moses to write a song. When God first called Moses, Moses was making excuses, mainly saying that he had some kind of speech difficulty. We don’t know what it was. Maybe he stuttered. But stutterers can still sing. I’m told that the reason stutterers are able to sing without stuttering is this: Speech is located in the logical, left side of the brain, but singing is located in the right side of the brain – the creative, feeling part of the brain. When we sing together, we can feel a range of emotions – joy, sorrow, pain, comfort. It touches us, both our heart and our mind. (from Tere Tyner Canzoneri, "Singing Together as Metaphor for Church," Oakhurst Baptist Church, Decatur, GA, July 1, 1990)

Many years ago I went to England on a friendship exchange with a group from Raleigh. We were gathered for a party on the 900th anniversary of the city of Newcastle. There was dancing through the evening, with a live band. As the evening came to a close, the band stopped, and suddenly I heard an older man, about 70, shout to those around him, "Let’s sing CWM RHONDDA!" I got caught up in the moment and gathered in a circle with this group of about 20 senior men as they launched with gusto into the Welsh hymn "Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah, pilgrim through this barren land. I am weak, but Thou art mighty, Hold me with thy powerful hand. Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, feed me till I want no more. Feed me till I want no more."

Everybody was smiling. I had goosebumps. People I did not know became my friends. As Martin Luther wrote, "Music makes people kinder, gentler….and the devil flees before the sound of music." 

Being a part of that spontaneous choir gave me the sense of being church. When any of us sings in a choir or the Great Choir of the congregation, we have the chance to join our individual voices in a greater mission. We come here with different voices---soprano, bass, tenor, alto, and in between. But as we offer our voices, we find our differences blending to bring a unity.

When we sing together, we are building a community, where our differences don’t divide us, they unify us. We celebrate the differences. And we join our differing voices in one common mission.

How is that possible? Singing together is a metaphor for church. For choral or congregational singing to sound right, several things have to happen. We have to agree on tempo, and volume, and the mood of the piece. Sometimes this can happen in a leaderless group; but usually it happens best when the group trusts and relies on a director to see that we stay together while we sing. Otherwise, think what it would sound like if each of us decided to sing our own song at once, or sing the same song at different tempos or volumes? It would be confusing if everybody tried to sing on his or her own. It’s the director who guides us, who sets the tempo, yea even sets the standard for the music we will sing. 

Isn’t this a lot like church? We each bring our individual voice – our dreams, goals, ambitions, hurts, fears, longings—and we contribute these to the identity of the whole. But while we’re expressing ourselves, it is not our own agendas that church is all about, but God’s agenda. We give ourselves over to a trusted guide, a life-director, whom we call God, or the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit of God who gives us our cues, our entrances and cut-offs. God directs us, guides us, to express what is in our hearts and souls. God doesn’t dictate that we obey; but God invites us to submit to the Spirit’s leadership. Likewise in church, we are invited to submit to the leadership of the Director of Music or the organist or others who might guide us in singing God’s song in this place. (from Tere Tyner Canzoneri)

There’s another thing that needs to happen when we sing our faith together. We need to listen to each other. In any choir or congregational chorus, I have to hear the voices of others around me in order to blend with them, to get in tune, to match pitch, volume, intensity. Sometimes to find my note, my pitch, I do it in relation to the other notes being sung. So I have to listen, I need to be attuned to others around me if we’re going to make music together.

Sometimes in worship or in choir, we may be asked to sing a piece of music that’s not my favorite. Have you noticed that God has a way of doing that too? God sometimes calls us where we’d rather not go. We may be asked to sing a song that’s in a minor key, or a song that has a contemporary beat, a spiritual, or a song that is a complicated Bach piece. Again the metaphor for church keeps applying. God the Director is inviting us to expand our repertoire. God is inviting us to widen the circle of those with whom we sing, and to widen the circle of the songs we sing. God loves variety. If we sang only gospel hymns, we’d get stuck in one groove; if we sang only Bach and Mozart, some of us would be delighted, but others would be wanting something else. If we sang only praise choruses, we’d be limiting ourselves to one small area of music. God loves variety, and God invites us to sing the songs of many lands, many cultures, many types of music. 

I can’t sing music alone. We need each other to sing God’s song. We need each other to sing for God. We need to be attentive to God’s direction and God’s standard. After awhile we see that God keeps on asking us to sing a new song. God keeps inviting us to sing the faith, to sing the faith until we live it, to sing the song until the song of God sings us.

When the song gets into us, then we’ll sing wherever we go. The song will sing us, even when we didn’t initiate it. Have you noticed that sometimes a song will come up from inside us, and we hum it, even when we didn’t consciously intend to hum that one? When the song starts singing us, then we will carry our songs into the streets, into the community shelter, into the soup kitchen, into Walltown, into our homes, and into the neighborhoods where we live. 

"With gratitude in our hearts, let us sing songs, hymns and spiritual songs to God." (Colossians 3:17) "Besides theology," Luther says, "music is the only art capable of affording peace and joy of the heart."

So may it be. Amen.
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