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Psalm 100, Col. 3:16&17
Weathering the Winds of Change~With a Song


There is a certain quality of music that we have grown accustomed to here at First Baptist Church in Beverly, and not just when the bells ring or the choir sings or Esther glides her fingers across the keys of the organ or piano.  With their help, we are used to sounding pretty good as a congregation too. It turns out, that’s not always been the case in New England churches.  Back when the colonies were young, because few church-goers could read, congregational singing typically took the form of what is known as lining out.  The minister would sing a line of a psalm and the congregation would respond by singing the same words and by trying to sing the same tune.  In his 1721 work, The Grounds and Rules of Music Explained Thomas Walters suggests that this practice didn’t always work out so well.  He wrote, “… the Tunes that are…in use in our Churches…are now miserably tortured, and twisted, and…in some Churches, into a horrid Medly of confused and disorderly Noises…like Five Hundred different tunes roared out at the same time.”  

Even when it sounded that awful, congregations sang.  Congregational singing has always, since the very beginning, been a part of Christian worship.  Never was there a time without it.  And never has there been a time when music in church was not accompanied by both great appreciation and harsh criticism.  Whenever an innovation was introduced to the music of worship, it was sure to be met with resistance either by a few or by a crowd.  

For example, during the first thousand years of Christian worship, music was sung and passed on from generation to generation entirely by memory.  At the turn of the first millenium, notation, the writing of notes, written music, began to be developed.  And with it grew the possibility of moving beyond people singing just melody to polyphony, people singing several harmonious melodies together.  The change was resisted because melody, everyone singing the same tune, symbolized Christian unity while polyphony did not.  When in the 18th century, Bach’s career as a church musician began, some were mesmerized by his work.  One prince heard Bach play and was so inspired he took off his jeweled ring and gave it to Bach.  Yet a noble woman was so distressed by his work she exclaimed, “God save us my children!”  The Reformer Jean Calvin forbid the use of musical instruments in worship arguing that the gospels report that at the end of the last supper Jesus and his disciples sang a hymn.  Since the gospels do not mention musical instruments, Calvin argued they had no place in a worship service.
Clearly music, congregational singing, has been and is vital to worship.  It has been profoundly appreciated while at the same time it has generated and encountered many storms.  Music itself has weathered the winds of change. And yet despite all of that, music, specifically congregational singing, has remained a key element of worship.  Why?  Why not just be rid of something that has caused so much upset and disagreement?  There has to be more to the answer than simply that music sounds good or that it’s enjoyable to sing.  There just has to be something more, and there is…it’s just such a challenge to describe that more, to put it into words.  There have been countless attempts to explain all that congregational singing does and means for people.  So this morning it’s just not possible to get at all of it, but we can get at some pieces of it, particularly the piece that has to do with weathering the winds of change…because the songs and hymns we sing in worship have the power to strengthen us, to move us, to help us face life’s challenges.  Music has been and will continue to be so central to our worship because it can inspire us to weather winds of challenge and change.
Music opens us, leads us, expands us, to what is beyond us.  Music, even some of the simplest songs we sing together on Sunday morning, has the capacity to lead us to an encounter with the power of the Creator of all things, the power of God.  Some of the earliest writings of Christian theologians talk about this so exquisitely.  Andrew Wilson-Dickson in his book The Story of Christian Music prints this quote: They “imagined that the integrated patterns of music were part of a great symphony of order, initiated and sustained by God, the ‘greatest of all composers, who has composed the universe of universes.’”  Early in the church’s history music created by people became symbolic of God’s power to create.  They were intertwined.  Quoting Wilson-Dickson again, music was symbolic of the “infinitely grander patterns and synchronies of God’s creation.”
And so we sing, “O Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder, consider all the worlds thy hands have made.”  Our ability to be creative points us, leads us to, reminds us that out of chaos, God created the world.  It reminds us that God is big, out there, able to create mountains and valleys, stars and moons, and with astonishing detail, the human body. Our ability to create music, the harmonies and words, assures us that the God who made us is powerfully creative and offers to us, you and me, the strength to face life’s challenges, to weather the winds of storm and of change.  The enduring beauty of creation assures us that power will never be drained.  It is available to us.

There’s a story that dates back to the days when door-to-door salesmen were common.  A vacuum cleaner salesman approached a farmhouse and when the woman of the house opened the door and let him in, he started talking and didn’t stop.  He began his sales pitch, excitedly pointing out its enormous power to suck up everything in the house even warning that the vacuum was so strong it just might take up the floor.  At several points, she tried to interrupt but the salesman was persistent.  Eventually he dumped out a bag of garbage on her floor and boasted that he would eat with a spoon everything he had just dumped out if the vacuum didn’t pick it all up in two minutes.  The woman quietly went to the kitchen then handed the man a spoon.  Insulted, he stopped talking long enough for the woman to explain that the farmhouse was not equipped with electricity so he better start eating.  The house had no source of power.  
I’ve had moments in my life, maybe you have too, when I have felt completely powerless.  I did not have the strength or courage to face one more problem.  Just making it through another day seemed challenge enough.  Our God was, is, powerful enough to create the universe.  Our God was, is, willing to empower and strengthen us.  Music, its harmonies, its creative beauty, the words of our hymns, point us, lead us, guide us to what is beyond us, to God, creator of all there is.
And the songs we sing as a congregation can assure us that we do not stand alone.  We are not alone.  We will never be alone.  The music offers us that assurance in two ways.  First, we stand in a long line of people who have combined music and words to express their faith, specifically the words we find so readily in our Bibles, the psalms.  For literally thousands of years, people of faith have joined their voices, singing those very same words, maybe in different languages, maybe to different tunes.  But when we sing the words to the 23rd psalm as we did a few moments ago, we add our voices to generation upon generation of people who have done the same.  Maybe I’m just weird, but there is just something in that…that feels astounding, comforting, powerful.  The singing of psalms was a practice early Christians carried with them from their Jewish heritage.  Centuries before Jesus was born, when worshipers gathered at the temple in Jerusalem, the cantillation or chanting of scriptures was first practiced.  Rather than use the routine voice of conversation, the chanting or singing of scripture made clear that the psalms were different, were holy.  The chant lifted up the sanctity of the psalms.  When we sing the hymns of our faith, so many of which still borrow so much imagery from the psalms, we add our voices to generations of God’s children who have sung those very same words. If they made it through life’s challenges, then we too can weather the storms of change.  We are not alone.
And second, the hymns of our faith, and in particular the psalms, assure us that we are never alone for God will never leave us.  God’s faithfulness endures forever.  We may wander from God, but God is ever present to us:  “You bring my wandering spirit back, when I forsake your ways;”
A minister was visiting an elderly member of her congregation.  The two settled in the living room for a chat.  The minister looked around, taking in the family photographs and artwork.  Her gaze fell upon a shelf where a Christmas decoration sat.  She turned away quickly, hoping not to embarrass her host for having missed that one ornament when cleaning up after Christmas.  But her host said, “Oh that’s not a mistake.  I always leave out one decoration to remind me that God is with me.  Every day God is with me.”  God’s faithfulness, about which we so often sing, God’s promise to be with us always…assures us there is no challenge, no difficulty, no wind of change we will ever need face alone.
And music, the songs of our faith, remain so vital to our worship life because they allow us to give expression to our sentiments, our emotions, our feelings.  Sometimes with music we can express boldly and clearly what we cannot say in speech.
A minister, having served the same church for many years, was called to a new position.  He chose to announce his resignation at the close of a worship service.  He said to the congregation, "The same Jesus that called me to this church many years ago has now called me to leave and serve another church." Spontaneously all sang out, "What a Friend We Have in Jesus." 
On a more serious note, hear this expression of feeling.  The tune and the words express the weariness so fully.  And then we hear the cry to God for help.  Precious Lord was written in 1932 by Tommy Dorsey soon after his beloved wife baby died in childbirth and his baby soon thereafter.  Mr. Dorsey spent his musical career in and out of the church, preferring jazz and blues to gospel.  But as Mahalia Jackson once noted, “blues are the song of despair, gospel songs are the songs of hope.  When you are singing gospel you have a feeling there’s a cure for what’s wrong.  When you’re through with the blues you’ve got nothing to rest on.”  In his time of utter despair, Dorsey embraced gospel, and gave expression to all he felt, weak and worn and carried through it all by God.
It’s really no wonder, then, that we hold on so to music, or why it’s so vital to our worship.  It’s because of all that it can do…music has the power to open us to what’s beyond, to our Creator, to assure us we do not stand alone, and to give expression to all we may feel.  When the winds of change and challenge blow, come to worship and sing.  It will make a difference.
Resources for this sermon include:

Andrew Wilson-Dickson, The Story of Christian Music:  From Gregorian Chant to Black Gospel  (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 1992).

Brian Wren, Praying Twice (Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2000).
The online resource www.homileticsonline.com, The Kilogram Shift, June 2008.
