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Sermon

It wasn’t too long ago, the first time I came here, when I started my sermon by asking you to pray with me, so I might again…

And then I sang…

Come thou fount of…

And I swear, I heard someone in the back start to sing along.

…every blessing, tune my heart to sing thy grace.
Streams of mercy never ceasing, call for songs of loudest praise.

What is that? Where does that come from? Why is that so powerful?

For thousands of years, people have been gathering to sing these songs together. It’s good, because the Psalms are some of
our most profoundly human-focused scripture. There are songs of lament, of anger or despair… of joy and celebration of earthly
events and kings. There are Psalms where the psalmist begs for God to extract horrible and awful revenge on his or her enemies.
And there are psalms like this one, hymns of praise… full of amazement and wonder… and the promise to keep singing along
with God.

Praise the Lord, O my soul!
I will praise the Lord as long as I live;
I will sing praises to my God all my life long.

So today, with this song, all I want to do is stand up for singing. I’ve got three reasons: one scientific, one Christian (but maybe a
little scientific, too, because that’s the kind of Christian I roll, and one just plain old God.

Scientific

The science on why singing in a group is powerful… 
Endorphins… skip the gym, excellent news.
Oxytocin… alleviates anxiety and stress, also adds trust and bonding.
Connects powerfully to memory… 

That’s all chemistry and electricity, but there’s even just straight up mechanical: The bass drum is our heart… and eventually
pulls our hearts into sync with one another and with it. I really grew up travelling around in a band with 8 of my closest friends
crammed into a winnebago. 260 nights a year, my night started with my friend Dave’s bass drum… just sound check… thump,
thump, thump

260 nights a year, my heartbeat got re-synced with all my friends.
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Christian-y

Marshall McLuhan left us with the chestnut, “the medium is the message.” What does that mean? Well, in our case, it means if
you’re trying to teach something, the way you teach should also have the content built into it. My professional development
goals for me and for us are the old pesky metrics of disciples living resurrected lives just out there in the world.

Why did singing become a spiritual practice?

1. It was the best way to teach people the language of faith. In a time when literacy was less common than not, if you wanted people
to learn words, and hold them, you had to teach them orally. Call and response, song and echo… these became the tools of
teaching. There’s a reason we teach the alphabet to a song… we connect those sounds and those concepts… and thank goodness,
because I still don’t know how to alphabatize things without singing.

2. Singing together in repetition allows us to hear the words differently, and to see each other in the words as well.
3. Singing models Christian formation. I sing, you sing back.

Open my heart… 
I sing, you sing back. You don’t sing back exactly right? Guess what we do? Keep singing. We call this grace. The whole Christian
project right there: find a song worth singing, share it with friends, if they don’t get it right away, keep singing anyway… advanced
credit, if they help you find a new way to sing the song, consider that an opportunity, not a threat.

4. Singing is for everybody. A weird thing has happened since we made recorded music portable. Since we had access to
professionals performing music on a regular basis, we got the mistaken impression that music should be made by professionals,
and not us. Us with our pitch-yness, or maybe just a nasal tone, or maybe just maybe, nobody has ever let us feel confident enough
to just open our mouths at all. NO. When our ancestors in faith sang, they did it because it was the most visceral, real, present
music they could experience. And today? It still is. As it turns out, the surround sound quality that most of us pick up is better than
dolby digital.

Loud and Proud, and Strong and Wrong… just sing.

God-y

All of this singing would be well and good… but if you read the psalmist’s vow of singing and the mighty deeds ascribed to God
afterwards in our psalm as separate, I’m not sure you could come up with a case for why we need to sing.

the Lord executes justice for the oppressed
The Lord sets the prisoners free…
The Lord lifts up those that are bowed down…

We? Maybe we’ll sing… but we can’t do those things.

I’ve tried myself, and mostly I make a mockery of justice and myself. If singing is separate from God’s work, then all I can do is
just sit and wait.

But, of course, they aren’t separate. Here they are together, right here in this psalm. So how are they connected?

When dealing with God, it is best not to get mixed up with dogs. God doesn’t need a treat to perform. We don’t sing to get
God’s good graces. God is that which executes justice for the oppressed, sets prisoners free… it’s baked right into who God is,
no singing for our supper required.

No, the singing thing is connected to God, but it’s through the science, and the formation… Our heartbeats begin to sync up, our
words travel somehow deeper into us, we begin to model grace for each other… The singing opens us up to be close and
receptive to God’s work in the world… it pulls us forward into action.
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My favorite description of the Kingdom of Heaven isn’t in our bible, it’s in the Gospel of Thomas… which sadly didn’t make the
cut… Jesus says here: It is not here or there, the Kingdom is spread out over all the earth, but people do not see it. I think we
can sing it though.

Today, the challenge to us comes from the opening heart of this Psalm. We, singing along with ancient singers, long to sing all
our lives to God in harmony… because without singing, we are the ones whose breath departs and returns to the earth. In the
song of praise to God our breath is elevated to something else…

People sang songs for racial justice: We shall overcome, or We who believe in freedom can not rest and they did overcome, and
they do not rest even to this day.

Today’s Labor Day, and when you think of a labor strike, what do you imagine? Picket signs and chants, right? Song. We sang
ourselves to a work week, and sick leave, and vacation time… we sang with the God who executes justice and lifts up those that
are bowed down. We are still singing for parental leave, and health care, and more.

And, today, I am aware that I do not know the songs or even the language of the refugees flowing into Europe from Syria and the
surrounding area. But we will have to learn. We hear their song, we sing back, we get it wrong… but we don’t stop singing… for
in the song, we find the oneness, the unity to move into action and care and compassion, to be part of God’s song that will lift
them up.

I will sing to you as long as I live,
I will praise you while I am.

Thanks be to God who lifts our breath from the dust and makes it soar into music that will join in God’s work of justice, hope,
that upholds the widow and the oprhan, that keeps faith for ever. So happy are we, this day, to sing. Amen.

1. http://ideas.time.com/2013/08/16/singing-changes-your-brain/  ↩
2. Watch the video here on Singing for the Brain Seriously, just watch this. I love watching this group working together. Movement,

word, and song all helping people connect.  ↩
3. Some may recognize this tune from a lot of worship experiences at First Parish. The song, Open My Heart is by the Song Writer and

Worship Leader, Ana Hernandez and is © Copyright - Ana Hernandez & Ruth Cunningham. Perhaps my favorite recording so far is
Ana teaching a gathering of Music That Makes Community which you can find on YouTube. Music That Makes Community’s work
has been fundamental to my understanding of singing as spiritual formation.  ↩

4. Speaking of Music That Makes Community, a little song that came to me while at a gathering of theirs. Special thanks to Ana
Hernandez for helping me write it out, remember it, and share it with amazing musicians. There are a lot more parts to learn, but
that’s for another day!  ↩
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