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Gracious and loving God, we are here, servants of the Servant, seeking in worship to explore, what it means in dialing living, to believe and to adore. Amen.

When new members join Westminster, they attend a series of classes, social events, and meetings with leader of our church. One staff person who has a knack for catching the new members’ attention is Westminster’s Minister of Music and the Arts, Melanie Ohnstad. Sometimes she visits a class and has the new members stand up and sing a song – they fluster with putting down their notebooks and coffee – but they always have smiles on their faces in their unexpected choral role. After all, how better to get them thinking about how they might be involved in a ministry of music than by having them make music?!
Melanie also has a gift for articulating good theology about worship and music, and she has brought an important idea to the new members in recent classes. One point that our impromptu singing makes is that whether or not new members become involved in a choir or a hand bell ensemble or a chamber group, they will be a part of the fundamental music-making entity of Westminster: the congregation. Melanie reminds them that it is easy to think that because the congregation faces the front the worship space, and often is listening to a speaker or musicians, that this mean that the congregation is the audience in worship. But thanks to theologian Soren Kierkegaard, we are reminded that, in fact, the congregation is anything but an audience: the congregation is worshipping!

And there is nothing passive about this role. God is the audience, in the sense that God receives our praise, but God is not passive either; God lives and moves within and among us. At its best, our worship should be an active meeting between us and God.
 An experience of worship should be like the most joyful and relieved hug you’ve ever given and received.

A former pastor of this congregation says that “Preaching is not just good news; it is making good news”
 and I would venture to say that this applies to all of worship: we all have a job here when we worship, and it is to make good news. We should not worship only to receive good news, not only to hear some good news -- we worship God together and thereby build up one another in order to make good news.

And here is where the news gets tough: making something is work, isn’t it?

So if we are coming to meet God here, in this time, in this place – if we come together to meet God  intentionally, devotedly, passionately – for this hour each week…and if our goal is the making of good news….we should probably come at our best, right? Well, I’ll take my cue from the psalm this morning and venture to say…not necessarily.

The psalms are that wonderful bastion in the Bible of all the complex and myriad of human emotions. The psalmist would say: come to church mad! Because worship isn’t about making everything all right; though it can maybe sometimes help us get a little closer to alright than when we walked in the door. Church isn’t about fixing things, but it can be about healing things – moving us toward the wholeness and freedom that only God can provide. If we stay locked in our rooms, or dwell at stoplight after stoplight, or make our friend something from a bottle, we say to God, “See, I’ve got a friend right here—a friend I can see or touch…or ignore.”

It’s a lot harder to come to a time and place of worship – a time and place of building up and of making good news – and easily ignore God. We can certainly tune out in worship – might be a few witnesses to this phenomenon right now! But ignoring God in worship takes some effort.

The reason there are so many different things that we do in worship is because we need a lot of different things in different times in our lives to keep our discipline of worship fresh. Worship includes speaking, praying, singing, sacraments, silence, greetings, scripture…because God has given the human mind a plethora of ways to interact with God.

A song can bring us to God: if the cacophony of creative sounds from a pipe organ doesn’t make you think there is maybe some in the universe something greater than yourself, well, maybe a smile from the person next to you, whom you have never seen before, might do it.

The Sabbath can bring us to God: who else but God is going to say to you: I command you to rest! It’s everybody else in the whole world’s job to tell you NOT to rest; so thank God for God and for heaven’s sake, rest!!

The sacraments can bring us to God: The loveliest thing about an invitation to a friend’s home is that you are invited there just for being you and in order to just be you. Your friend God says, “this is the feast of the joyful people of God.” This Eucharist – which is the Greek word for thanksgiving – this thanksgiving meal that we share together regularly as a congregation is a meal to which you are invited, just for being you and in order to just be you.

Unfortunately, songs and sacraments on the Sabbath are easy things to let go. Songs might not draw you to worship – you might not sing, or you care for styles of music other than those you typically experience where you worship. The sacraments are loaded with all sorts of complicated ideas that are just easier to avoid – whose wants to wrestle with what a load of bread is or isn’t. As for Sabbath – an official day or rest…you must be kidding.

All the rest of our lives offer plenty of ways and means that facilitate not coming to worship. Our culture has placed as much must see TV and marathons and just plain sleeping in on Sunday mornings – there is plenty else to do. Americans are still the most church-going culture on earth, but our loyalties are spread thin. And look at it from God’s perspective – God doesn’t need our worship. I love the shifted perspective of Paul Scherer, who contemplated that when “we sing God Bless America, and it never seems to occur to us that [God] may find it very difficult. What is worse, it never seems to occur to us that if [God] succeeds, we may not like [the results]!”

God does not need our worship, but God requires it because God knows WE need it.  Left to our own devices, worship is something we can take or leave. Particularly if we do not feel like we have any good news to make. One of the simplest reasons not to come to worship – one of the most straightforward reasons not to sing, not to participate in a thanksgiving meal, and not to feel at rest – is because we are mad at God. Who wants to worship – who CAN worship – mad at God?

A former Presbyterian seminary president wrote an essay that addressed this very question. She writes: “None of us is strong enough to keep loving [or worshipping, for that matter,] God at the bad times, when it feels as if God does not care about our pain and may be even causing it. Such moments happen to all of us. Every believer at some time has felt abandoned and punished by God.

“In moments like these, when God is far away…when our faith is weak or nonexistent…in moments like these, we need the church, all those other lovers of God who, in the tough times, keep the faith for us.

“…a friend…[of mine went] to church [one Sunday]…[and] the minister opened the service by expressing his horror at an incident that had made newspaper headlines that week, the brutal assault of a woman in the city’s park. Then he announced that the victim, who had survived both rape and being dragged across a highway, was a deacon in that church, and in fact had been mailing cards to homebound church members when the crime occurred.

“He named the woman, and she came forward and spoke. She said simply that as she had endured the attack, she felt that her fellow church members were with her, bearing her up, and she thanked them and thanked God for them. At the most terrible moment of her life, when God must have seemed very far away, trust in God was possible because she knew that others, including those whose cards she had held in her hand, were believing, trusting, and loving God for her, until she was strong enough to do it again for herself, and for them.”

We cannot always make good news for ourselves, and so we need one another. Worshipping with our traditions of music, liturgy, sacraments are as important as the simple practice of setting aside Sunday morning, of coming and being together. We can certainly practice our faith alone, but worshipping can take on a unique character of joy when we are together and it makes it a whole lot easier to make good news.

The psalmist gives us a wonderful example of how to actually do this: how to be a worshipper of God who shows our true selves, how to be a worshipper of God that is honest with God and with fellow worshippers; and to do so in a way that releases our joy for God to embrace.

Let’s look back in our bulletins at the verses we read from Psalm 119. Let’s read again together the first two sentences: May my cry come before you, O Lord; give me understanding according to your word. May my supplication come before you; deliver me according to your promise.

These verses are not what I would call particularly joyful: they might be read as sad, they might be read as frustrated, or maybe neither of these things…but they are certainly honest. So the psalmist does not always come to God with tambourine in hand, 100 watt smile on his face – the psalmist comes to God as he is. A cry for God. A plea to God. And trust in God.

What a comforting witness: come and worship God, and come as you are. If you arrive having departed from a gate also known as the wrong side of the bed, trust in God and in one another. If you arrive having departed from a gate also known as depression, trust in God and in one another. If you arrive having departed from a gate also known as tragedy, trust in God and in one another.

Have I said it too many times? Forgive me; I need to hear it more than once.

Let’s look back in our bulletins again and read the second two sentences of the scripture: May my lips overflow with praise, for you teach me your decrees. May my tongue sing of your word, for all your commands are righteous.

Here it is: make good news. And if you cannot do it today by yourself, Janice is here in the front to sing and help you out. Make good news, and if you cannot because a plane went down with three teenagers and their father, Vince is next to you and can offer up the prayer you are too sad to say. Make good news. And if your heart is heavy with news that your health is not 100%, Heather is in the pew a couple rows back, and she will serve on that committee until you feel up to it again.

Make good news with song or sacrament on this Sabbath, and if you struggle with it today, God will be with us, and we will all be here again next Sunday to embrace you and to worship together.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

“Sabbath, Song, and Sacrament”
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