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Praise the Lord! 

Praise God in the holy sanctuary; 

praise God in the mighty firmament! 

Praise God for God’s mighty deeds; 

praise God according to God’s surpassing greatness! 

Praise God with trumpet sound; 

praise God with lute and harp! 

Praise God with tambourine and dance; 

praise God with strings and pipe! 

Praise God with clanging cymbals; 

praise God with loud clashing cymbals! 

Let everything that breathes praise the Lord! 

Praise the Lord! 

(Psalm 150) 

 

 

It is Composer Festival Sunday. And I am in the pulpit. Earlier this fall, on Choir Dedication 

Sunday, I was in the pulpit. Elbert, our senior pastor, who is in the holy land this Sunday, can 

sing. Dan Hart, who is preaching today at our Shine contemporary service, has musical talent. I 

may be the least musical member of our clergy team. And here I am, again, in the pulpit on a 

Sunday when music is celebrated.   

 

Barbara can sing. She’s been in bell choirs. She has talent. All three of our children played 

musical instruments. Our oldest played tuba; our youngest plays viola. Our middle child, Abby, 

was an oboe major at the University of Michigan and is now an elementary school music teacher. 

 

Me? I am a piano lesson dropout. I made it to “Grandfather’s Clock.” It is the last song I learned 

to play before quitting, in tears.    

 

Yet, I sing. I don’t do it well. But I sing. And occasionally, I forget to turn off the wireless 

microphone when I do so, and if you’ve heard me when I’ve done this, I do apologize. 
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The first collection of hymns for we Christians called Methodists was published in 1761. John 

Wesley, the founder of Methodism, included a short guide to singing in the front of that 

collection. Every Methodist and United Methodist hymnal published since then has included 

these rules. They are found in the front section (page vii) of our current United Methodist 

hymnal. Wesley’s third rule for singing is this: 

 

Sing All – see that you join the congregation as frequently as you can. Let not a 

slight degree of weakness or weariness hinder you. If it is a cross to you, take it 

up and you will find a blessing.1 

 

And so I sing.     

 

And I sing not so much because doing so is recommended in Wesley’s third rule for singing, but 

because there are times in life when I find I can do no other than sing.    

 

My experience is captured in the refrain of our middle hymn: “Since Love is Lord of heaven and 

earth, how can I keep from singing.” What was true when the Psalms of the Hebrew Scriptures 

were written is true still today: We and all creation have been made to praise God. With trumpet 

and harp, clanging pipes and cymbals, and indeed our very breath, with every form of song, we 

are made to praise God.  

 

We are blessed to have Andrea Ramsey, our weekend composer in residence, with us this 

morning. As a self-confessed piano lesson dropout, I am going to be bold, even in Ms. Ramsey’s 

presence, to suggest that music has lessons to teach us about discipleship and what it means to 

journey in faith. 

 

The first lesson of music is this: Great music doesn’t just happen. There is a lot of practice 

involved. A lot of discipline. A lot of serious intentionality required. You need to know your 

part. You need to know how the part you play fits into the whole. Sometimes the work to be 

done is done alone; sometimes the work you need to do is in a small group, a sectional. And 

sometimes you need to work as a full ensemble. Great music takes learning and work. Apart and 

together. And even after you’ve got it going well, it still requires intentionality and practice.   

 

So, too, the life of faith. We do not earn God’s grace or love. We receive them as gifts. But 

growing in a life of faith, discipleship, is like musicianship. It requires intentionality. It requires 

practice and discipline—alone, in small groups, and in large groups. In Jesus’ own life, we see 

him seek time alone, we see him with those closest to him—his sectional—and we see him with 

the crowds. A life of faith requires intentionality. It takes learning and work. Apart and together. 

And even after you’ve got it going well, it still requires intentionality and practice.    

 

For me, one of the wonders of music is that the whole is greater than the sum of the individual 

parts. I am not a musician, but there are moments in which I experience the holy in music. 

Sometimes it is while I am driving and suddenly realize that what is being played on the classical 

station is incredible; sometimes it is during a hymn in church. In great music, there is a power at 

work beyond the sum of what each musician contributes.   



3 

 

Great music is more than a literal reading of notes on a page. Yes, it requires intentionality and 

practice and discipline. The notes on the page are necessary, but they are not sufficient. What is 

required is an openness to the Holy Spirit, the creator and still-creating God at work even now, in 

you and in me. In the life of faith, an openness to the divine, the holy other, to mystery is critical.    

 

Yes, develop faith practices. Be intentional in Worship plus Two, in worship and in nurturing 

your soul and caring for others. Study the Bible, alone and in small groups. Know the traditions 

that inform our understanding. And…and…acknowledge that you can’t do it—life, discipleship, 

relationships, holy or human— completely on your own, but that a higher power, a holy mystery, 

will be part of it all. Be humble and open to the word of God speaking still, beyond the words, 

beyond the notes on the page. 

 

In music and its practice, in the mystery and power of music, there are lessons for life and faith.  

 

At all three services, our offertory anthem is one of Ms. Ramsey’s best known compositions. It is 

a work based on an anonymous poem, the Soul’s Own Speech. The poem is printed on the front 

cover of today’s worship bulletin: 

 

For the common things of everyday, 

God gave us speech in a common way. 

For higher things we think and feel, 

God gave us poets, their words to reveal. 

But for heights and depths no soul can reach, 

God gave us music, the soul’s own speech. 

 

Last Sunday afternoon my world—our world—was shaken once more by the news of yet another 

mass shooting in our country. Newton, Connecticut; Washington, D.C.; Charleston, South 

Carolina; Roseburg, Oregon; San Bernardino, California; Orlando, Florida; Los Vegas Nevada; 

Sulpher Springs, Texas; the First Baptist Church…      

 

Words fail. Words fail. In the face of tragedy, communal or personal, words fail. There are 

heights and depths of experience for which there are no words. When we forget this, we do so at 

our peril and the peril of those we would seek to comfort. 

 

There are times when the best thing we can say is nothing. There are times when the best we can 

do is simply stand with those who grieve. There are times when the best we can do is to silently 

weep with those who mourn. Be it on a national or personal scale, in the immediate aftermath of 

tragedy, words fail.    

 

So then, what do we in the church do in the face of tragedy? We stand with those who grieve. 

And we avoid easy words, even words that speak of prayer when such words are empty, 

something blithely offered as rhetorical response.   

 

So then, what is our response? Prayer, yes. The anguished prayer of grief. The prayer that is the 

inward groaning of the Spirit of which Paul speaks in Romans, chapter 8. Prayer not as pat 

response, but as the Holy Spirit’s groaning within us.   
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And this as well: When the time comes to talk and to listen and discern whether and how to act, 

we, the church, may affirm the idea of a common good, a collective benefit. Great music is not 

about individual instruments or voices, it is about how voices and instruments balance and 

combine. The concept of individual rights grows out of the enlightenment, not our faith tradition.   

When words are appropriate, when words might be spoken, I pray that voices in the church 

might speak for the collective good, the common good, to be considered and valued. 

 

Two weeks ago today, at a United Methodist Church in Nashville, Tennessee, the SAFE ministry 

(Soldiers and Families Embraced) presented a concert. The songs performed were the songs 

composed in a healing retreat for veterans in which veterans struggling with Post Traumatic 

Stress disorders were paired with professional song writers. The retreat is a music therapy 

experience through which veterans and songwriters work together to tell each veteran’s story 

through the creation of a song. The power of this process was described yesterday in a piece 

shown on ABC news.2 Music…music…has been effective in the healing process for many 

struggling with PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder) and the aftermath of battle. Music heals.   

Music teaches.    

 

Music lessons… On a morning last April, when I opened the daily devotional email that lands in 

my inbox each morning, the devotional was titled, “Sing.”3 The author of the devotion for the 

day was Quinn Caldwell, a pastor in New York. I quote Rev. Caldwell: 

 

There are about 5,400 animal species that make complex, intentional, repeatable, 

musical vocalizations. That is, there are about 5,400 species that sing. The 

majority live in the trees, a few live in the oceans, a very few live underground, 

but there is one—only one—singing species that lives on the ground: us. 

 

Another thing: humans are the only singing species with a precise and shared 

sense of rhythm, which is what allows us to sing together. Two birds might sing 

the same song, but they cannot sing it together. 

 

Another thing: if a roomful of people sings at the same time, they start to breathe 

at the same time as well. Some studies suggest that if the drumbeat or bass line is 

strong enough, their hearts will begin to beat together, too. And if we're singing 

together and breathing together and our hearts are beating together, then it’s like 

we’re one body. And you know Whose body it is. 

 

Another thing: all the other species stop singing when danger approaches. But 

humans sing louder the closer the danger gets. We sing together, and we become 

large, and we do not back down. 

 

So, come evil, and we will sing “We Shall Overcome.”    

 

Come fear, and we will sing “Standing on the Promises.”   

 

Come failure, come shame, and we will sing “Amazing Grace”  
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Come threats of division and schism, for “Blest be the Tie that Binds.” 

 

Come death, for “Jesus Christ is Risen Today.” 

 

Come beauty beyond our ability to speak and we will sing, “Praise God From Whom all 

Blessings Flow.”    

 

Come, heights and depths no soul can reach, for God gave us music, the soul’s own speech.  

   

Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 “The United Methodist Hymnal: Book of United Methodist Worship.” Nashville, Tenn.: United Methodist Pub. 

House, 1989. 

 
2 http://abcnews.go.com/GMA/video/helping-veterans-current-service-members-heal-music-51081852 

 
3 http://www.ucc.org/daily_devotional_sing 
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