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On Sunday, July 4, 8000 Presbyterians will gather for worship in the Minneapolis Convention Center. Westminster’s worship will be held there that day, across the street.

Alika Galloway, co-pastor of Kwanzaa Church in north Minneapolis, and I have chaired the committee planning the July 4 Opening Worship of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church. Jere Lantz will conduct the 300-voice mass choir that morning. Melanie Ohnstad will be on the organ bench. Westminster’s liturgical kites will fly. There will be dancers and giant puppets from In the Heart of the Beast Theater. Hundreds of people will process to the sound of Latin American drums. 

It will be a memorable start to a worship service, but I suspect – in fact I am sure – that for many of us the most moving moment will come when that vast congregation rises to begin the opening hymn:

“All creatures of our God and king, 

lift up your voice and with us sing!”

Novelist Marilynne Robinson says she goes to church in order to experience “moments that do not occur in other settings.” (Context, March 2009, p. 7) Hymn-singing is one of those moments. Where else do women and men, children and teenagers, middle-aged and elderly, stranger and friend, proponent of one perspective or another on various issues, rise in body or in spirit to sing together, as if their lives depended on it? In a way, of course, they do: if we can no longer sing together it will only be a matter of time before we can no longer live together. Peace is nourished by the sound of singing voices.

The writer Robinson says, (As a child, I) “felt God as a presence before I had a name for God.” 

That happens when we sing together in worship. We encounter the very real presence of God, even if we cannot name it. It is why we often feel something stirring deep within as we raise our voices with those around us. It is why we sometimes find ourselves weeping as we sing. The sound of song touches us in the place of deep memory, where we call to consciousness the very origins of our creaturely relationship with the Creator. 

We sing the Church into being.

There was an item in the news after the terrible flash flood in Arkansas about a mother who had been camping with her two little children. When the water swept them away a man caught her daughter and saved her. The mother managed to capture her son between her legs; she then grabbed onto a tree and somehow was able to hold onto the branches and to her son for many hours until help came. She said she sang to her son through the long night; it was the singing that saved her. 

That desperate mother created hope by the sound of her song. If God is somehow mysteriously hope in the flesh, than she was singing God into that tree, into her son, into her own life. That is precisely what we do when we sing together in worship – we create hope, we make light in the dark places by the sound of our voices raised in song. We heard it as we sang from the Scottish Psalter:


“Yea, though I walk in death’s dark vale,


Yet will I fear none ill;


For Thou art with me; and Thy rod

And staff me comfort still.”

With our hymns and songs and spiritual tunes, we sing the Church into being.

Those we honor today on Heritage Sunday have sat through a lot of worship in this sanctuary. If they have been regular in attendance – averaging, say, 40 Sundays a year for half a century – then they have worshipped God more than 2000 times at Westminster. In fifty-plus years of worship here they have heard over 2000 sermons – which is a lot of preaching to put up with – but that is nothing compared to the hymn-singing they have done.  Assuming a typical three-hymn service each of those Sundays, they have sung more than 6000 hymns! And they have memorized more of those than they are aware of.

Those of us who plan worship know we have chosen an old favorite when we look out into the congregation and people are singing the words from memory. They have closed their hymnals, their heads are lifted high, often their eyes are closed, and they are singing with passion they might not otherwise show publicly. That is what the psalmist of old was encouraging God’s people to do.


“Praise the LORD!” the psalmist says. 

“How good it is to sing praises to our God; 

for God is gracious, and a song of praise is fitting…

Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving; 

make melody to our God.” (Psalm 147:1, 7)
Unfortunately much of what passes for music in Christian worship today leans in the direction of performance. The congregation stops singing and instead listens to the band up front, as if they were at a concert. Even a traditional choir is not “performing” in worship. They are leading worship through music; they are assisting the congregation in its musical praise of God.

The great hymns of the Church hold within their poetry the very essence of the faith. The words to our hymns matter; if they are thin theologically they will not endure. 

When preacher Harry Emersion Fosdick wrote the words to God of Grace and God of Glory over 80 years ago, the church was enmeshed in the struggle between those called the modernists and their opponents, the fundamentalists. Fosdick preached a sermon entitled, Shall the Fundamentalists Win? It was read all across the country at the time, yet today very few people remember a single word from that sermon. But many thousands still sing his great hymn, and it is as relevant today as it was in 1930:   

“Cure Thy children’s warring madness, 

Bend our pride to Thy control;

Shame our wanton, selfish gladness,

Rich in things and poor in soul.

Grant us wisdom,, grant us courage,

Lest we miss Thy kingdom’s goal, 

Lest we miss Thy kingdom’s goal.”

Good hymns last because they help sing the Church into being. They help keep the Church and its faith alive. They bear along the heritage of the people of God. The psalms and songs in scripture are the oldest part of the Bible, because we know they were carried by the people through the ages as they sang of their God. Faith is not something we have, it is something we sing. When the Church stops singing it loses its faith. 

The “Church’s one foundation” may be “Jesus Christ her Lord” - as the mid-19th century hymn declares – but close behind comes the singing of the faithful:

            “Though with a scornful wonder 


this world sees her oppressed,

            By schisms rent asunder, 


by heresies distressed,

            Yet saints their watch are keeping; 


their cry goes up: “How long?”

            And soon the night of weeping 


shall be the morn of song.” 

Westminster has sung its way through more than a century and a half of worship. I have been preaching too long to think still that sermons propounded from the pulpit make the difference over the long haul. Of course they matter, especially in our tradition, but it is the hymns, not the homilies, that settle in our hearts. 

When I meet with a family to plan a memorial service they rarely ask about the sermon I will preach, but they almost always want to select the hymns that will create the right atmosphere, that will sing of the faith of their loved one, that will bring comfort to those who mourn, that will make music to defy the grave. In times of grief people remember that scripture says God will wipe away every tear; death will be no more. And soon the night of weeping shall be the morn of song. 

We sing the Church into being.

Dom Helder Camara, the late Archbishop of Recife, Brazil, was a strong advocate for the poor and dispossessed and a champion of human rights. He said,

“When I dream alone that remains a dream;

When we dream together that is the beginning of reality.”

The Church has learned that the same is true of music: when we sing alone, that is only a song. When we sing together that is the beginning of reality.

It took the Protestants and the 16th century Reformation to revive the singing of the Church. Martin Luther wrote,

“The (Church) fathers and prophets wanted nothing else to be associated as closely with the Word of God as music... The gift of song was only given (to human beings) to let (them) know that (they) should praise God … by proclaiming (the Word of God) through music.” (Preface to Georg Rhau’s Delightful Symphonies, in Luther’s Works, vol. 53 [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1965], p. 323)

On this Heritage Sunday we give thanks for those who have faithfully sung this congregation along through the years and over the decades, proclaiming the Word of God through music. 

You have sung the Church into being, and today we celebrate that the song goes on.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.
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