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A sermon preached on July 26, 2020 by Rev. Greg Rapier
Mark 12:28-31

Psalm 150
“Let every living thing praise the Lord!”

Psalm 150:6 (Common English Bible)

“A Lifetime of PrAise”

P raise God with 
the blast of the 
ram’s horn! Praise 
God with lute and 

lyre! Praise God with drum and 
dance! Praise God with strings 
and pipe! Praise God with loud 
cymbals! Praise God with clashing 
cymbals! Praise God with organ 
and piano. Praise God with choir 
and hymnal. Praise God with guitar 
and synthesizer. Praise God with 
saxophone and clarinet. Praise God 
with DJs and record samples. Praise 
God with banjo and didgeridoo. 
Praise God with music. Praise 
God with songs. Praise God with 
worship. Praise God with dirt?

 There was a kid in rural Kansas 
who went by the name of Nate. Nate 
was a hard worker, the way that 
people in small agrarian communities 
tend to be. Growing up, Nate went 
to school, worked on the farm, and 
on Sunday mornings he attended 
the local Mennonite church. This is 
simply what was expected of boys 
his age. This is what everyone did. 

 When Nate got older, he 
discerned for himself a call into 
ministry. If you were to ask him, he’d 
tell you he remembers distinctly the 
moment where he left for seminary. 
The moving truck was packed with 
all of his belongings, and as he left 

the farm to begin his drive east to 
the big city, Nate had this thought 
that everything in his life up until 
this point―everything he knew 
about the farm, the sun, the soil, the 
seasons―was all for nothing. That 
it was all pointless, irrelevant. And 
Nate mourned that. He mourned the 
soil. The farm. The life that gave 
him pleasure. As he began his call to 
ministry, Nate mourned his former 
life, because he knew that to turn 
toward God was to turn his back on 
the farm. 

 Fast-forward eight or nine years. 
It’s now around 2014, and Nate is an 
ordained minister in the Mennonite 
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church. He holds a Master’s degree 
in Divinity, and is in the process 
of graduating from Princeton with 
a PHD in Practical Theology. Nate 
is at a bit of a crossroads now. He 
has a lot of options when it comes 
to work: He can continue with 
congregational ministry, he can 
teach (as so many PHD students 
do), or he can go back to the farm. 
And all throughout seminary, these 
past eight or nine years, it was the 
farm that kept calling back to him. 
You can take the kid out of Kansas, 
but you can’t take Kansas out of the 
kid…or something like that.

 He’s stuck at a crossroads 
between the farm and academia, 
but more than that, he’s stuck at 
a crossroads between the farm 
and God. Suddenly, Nate has a 
realization: There is no crossroads. 
Nate realizes that he does not have 
to choose. He realizes that God has 
always cared about the farm, and 
that God has always cared about 
that kid from Kansas too. And Nate 
realizes that God’s hand has always 
been in his life, uniquely preparing 
him for this moment.

 So, Nate goes to the Seminary 
President’s office. President Barnes 
is intimidatingly tall and reserved, 
but when Nate gets to the office 
President Barnes is there waiting 
for him with a smile, holding a 
set of blueprints. Nate’s confused, 
thinking, “That’s not really like 
him. He’s not a sad man but he 
doesn’t smile all that often. Why is 
he holding these blueprints? What 
are these blueprints about? What 
do they have to do with me?” Then, 
President Barnes hands Nate the 
blueprints and says, “It turns out… 
we own a farm.” 

 On that plot of previously 
unused farmland, Nate created 

an official, accredited, seminary 
curriculum, combining his ministry 
experience, his PHD training and 
his farming background all at once. 
On any given day, you can drive 
by the Farminary (that’s what they 
call it) and you will find seminary 
students shoveling manure and 
turning compost and pulling 
weeds and planting seeds. At the 
Farminary, students learn what 
it means to tend to the soil―and 
also the soul―and they learn about 
the interconnectedness of life and 
death, and they consider what it 
means to care for the lives of others, 
and they see through the seasons a 
very natural cycle of life, death, and 
resurrection. 

 The Farminary was, and is, so 
successful that other seminaries 
have begun to imitate Nate’s idea, 
and Nate’s work has gone on to 
receive international recognition 
from outlets ranging from Modern 
Farmer magazine to Christian 
Century and Christianity Today.

 So yes, praise God with soil. 
Praise God with manure. Praise 
God with compost. Praise God with 
sweat and hard work. Praise God 
with plants that live and die and live 
again. Praise God with every season. 
Praise God with innovative ideas. 
Praise God with your passions. 
Praise God with those parts of you 
that you thought you’d left behind. 
Praise God with farmers. Praise 
God with teachers.

 There’s a woman named Darcy, 
who knows God, and who loves 
God, and who spent her whole life 
teaching English at the college 
level. Specifically, she taught 
creative writing. Darcy is a brilliant 
writer. She’s published about a 
dozen books over the years. But you 
will find no grand innovations with 

Darcy, nothing like you would with 
Nate. Darcy simply woke up every 
morning, wrote for a little bit, and 
then drove about an hour down the 
mountain, and poured the rest of her 
day into her students. As a creative 
writing teacher, Darcy’s biggest 
job was to train students to see the 
world the way artists and poets do. 
The way God does. To encounter 
everything, from nature to human 
nature to everyday interactions, with 
both awe and specificity. To see 
beauty and goodness and sacredness 
all around. To see something, or 
someone, worthy of being written 
down and captured and celebrated, 
for no other reason than existing, 
because in God’s kingdom existing 
is enough. We all hold the essence 
of God, and Darcy taught me how 
to see that essence. Darcy taught 
me how to see the world around me, 
and I’m a better pastor because of 
her and her work.

 Praise God with teachers. Praise 
God with students. Praise God with 
school. Praise God with work. 
Praise God with curious eyes, and 
with creativity. Praise God with 
beautiful images. Praise God with 
poetry. Praise God with nouns, and 
with verbs, and maybe an adjective. 
Praise God with language.

 You may remember from your 
own English classes that sonnets 
have a particular structure: fourteen 
lines, iambic pentameter, and four-
line ABAB verses with a rhyming 
couplet at the end. There’s a clear 
structure to a sonnet. 

 Likewise, many of our Psalms 
fit within the common structures of 
their day. We have acrostics, where 
the first letter of each line or stanza 
spells out the Hebrew alphabet. 
We have psalms of lament that 
very often, about two-thirds of the 
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way through, flip from being about 
sadness to about praise. Then we 
have several other types of psalms 
following their own predetermined 
rules and structures according to 
their genre and their day. But Psalm 
150 has none of that. It’s erratic, it’s 
chaotic, it’s gleefully disorganized. 
Look again, it says:
 

It’s as if the author is reaching for 
everything he can think of, almost 
like a grocery list of praise: “We 
need to praise God with a rams’ 
horn! And strings! And we need 
pipes! And cymbals! In fact, 
let’s get two types: loud and 
crashing!” You can imagine 
the author reaching for 
everything he could possibly 
use to praise God, because 
the message is simple: you 
can praise God with just about 
anything.

 I know of a woman who praises 
God with her camera. Ellen had a 
rough childhood to say the least. 

She had abusive parents, she was 
in and out of the foster system―
you name it, she’s experienced it. 
Growing up, Ellen had very few 
reasons to smile. When she became 
a little bit older, about 12 or 13, she 
was adopted by stable and loving 
parents, and those stable and loving 
parents took her to a Christian 
summer camp every year, without 
fail. With those parents, and at 
that camp, Ellen learned what it 
meant to smile again. When she 
graduated from high school and 
aged out of being a camper, Ellen 
arranged it so that she could spend 
every summer as a staff member at  
this camp. 

 Her job was to take pictures. To 
capture smiles and little unexpected 
moments of joy and of peace. Each 
night, after all the campers had gone 
to bed, she’d log on to the camp’s 
only computer and upload those 
pictures to the camp’s website. 
She did this so that worried and 
curious parents could log on the 
next morning and see the absolute 
delight on their children’s faces, 
and so that the children, when they 
left the camp, could look back and 

remember those feelings they had, 
when they knew they were loved 
and when they felt moments of 
absolute bliss.

 Ellen’s older now, and she no 
longer works at the camp. But, she 
still takes pictures. And this woman, 
who for a long time had no reason to 
smile, has made it her life’s work to 
capture and to celebrate the smiles 
of others.

 Praise God with smiles. Praise 
God with cameras and photographs. 
Praise God with technology, even if 
your camp only has one computer. 
Praise God with goofy summer 
camp games. Praise God with little 
moments of joy. Praise God with 
stories of triumph. Praise God with 
new beginnings. Praise God with 
adoption.  With children. Praise 
God with selfless work. Praise God 
with art. Praise God with your heart. 

 There’s a group that meets on 
the church campus in a building 
known as Holly House. These 
women, and some men, mostly 
retired, gather together week after 
week. They check in with each 
other, laugh together, and look out 
for one another. They have created 
a fantastic support system for each 
other, and when one of these ladies 

is sick or misses a day, I’ll be 
sure to hear about it from at 

least one of them. That’s just 
the sort of community they 
are. Together they knit, they 
stitch, they sew, they bead 
and make jewelry, and they 
craft. Everything they make 
is either donated or sold, and 

the proceeds are then donated 
to worthy causes. You don’t 

need me to tell you that their 
work is incredibly important and 
meaningful and a form of praise. But 
it all hit me a little differently this 

“Praise God in his 
sanctuary! Praise God 
in his fortress, the sky! 
Praise God with the blast 
of the ram’s horn! Praise 
God with lute and lyre! 
Praise God with drum 
and dance! Praise God 
with strings and pipe! 
Praise God with loud 
cymbals! Praise God with 
clashing cymbals! Let 
every living thing praise 
the Lord!”
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past month, when I unexpectedly 
found myself on the receiving end 
of a Holly House craft. 

 Many of you know that Lissette 
and I are expecting our first child, 
a baby boy, in October. What we 
weren’t expecting was a hand-
knitted baby blanket in the mail 
from Holly House. I cannot begin 
to express how much this blanket 
means to us, with each stitch prayed 
for with love and knitted together 
with purpose, given generously to 
my child, to someone who is not 
even born yet. This blanket was 
lovingly made for no other purpose 
than to make his life a little bit 
easier.

 Praise God with your heart. 
With your hands. With blankets. 
With what you knit and sew. Praise 
God with what you create. Praise 
God with whatever it is you do 
with love. Praise God with gifts. 
Praise God with charity. With 
tithes and donations. Praise God 

with community. With people who 
care about each other, and with 
people who notice when you’re 
missing. Praise God with laughter. 
Praise God with babies. Praise God  
with life.

 The farmer, the teacher, the 
photographer, the knitter…what 
do these stories have in common? 
Nothing in particular. And that’s 
kind of the point, isn’t it? I could 
have told you about the pizza 
delivery driver who prays over 
each pizza before delivering it to 
the home. I could have told you 
about the manager of a fast-food 
restaurant who treats her mostly 
teenage staff with kindness and 
with patience, and who pours into 
them not only job skills but also 
life skills. I could have shared with 
you the story of the house painter 
who does good, honest work at a 
fair price, because that’s his way of 
making the kingdom of God a little 
bit brighter. I could have shared 
with you the story of the principal 

who uses Christian values to lead his 
schools and to better equip parents. 
I could have shared about the mover 
who is currently traveling from 
hospital to hospital transporting 
ventilators to the facilities that need 
it most. I could have shared about 
the blind albino rapper who raps 
about seeing with your heart rather 
than your eyes, and who travels the 
world preaching songs of freedom 
and hope. I could have shared about 
the classically trained vocalist who 
performs every Sunday morning 
week after week in her church. We 
have a few like her here with us.

 So, what about you? What are 
some of the ways you can praise 
God, and what are some of the ways 
you already praise God? What are 
your stories, both those already told 
and those yet to be written? Friends, 
these stories are beautiful and they 
are not all that unique. The world is 
full of these stories, and the world is 
full of praise. You need only look to 
find them. Amen. l


