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How can we keep from singing? I’m so glad I checked the worship guide for the title for this week’s sermon because the spell checker would not have caught, “How can we keep from sinning?” When I was in seminary I played guitar and sang for the senior adults in our church in Indiana. On the way home, one hard-of-hearing senior adult said to another hard-of-hearing senior adult, “I enjoyed his singing? Is he a tenor?” The hard-of-hearing woman replied, “I’m not sure if he’s a sinner or not, but he sure can sing!” 


I’ve been singing (and sinning) all my life. Why, I sang all the time when I was growing up in Clemson, South Carolina and . . . . Uh-oh, wrong preacher. I thought I was Ben for a minute! 


I’ve grown up singing. Whenever a song comes on the radio that goes back to when I was a child or teenager, I go back to that time emotionally. It’s not just the words or the music, but the whole emotional experience of the times represented by the song. 


Last week during the Service for Wholeness and Healing we sang Beneath the Cross of Jesus and it took me back to when I was a boy growing up IN FLORIDA!—standing next to my parents on Sunday nights as we sang that hymn. I even felt like going out for ice cream afterwards, as was the custom of some of those Baptists in my home church.


And we teenagers would sit out on the beach or around a fire a sing together. Early on I discovered it’s a lot easier to carry a guitar on the beach than a piano! We’d sing folk songs, gospel songs, hymns, rock songs, but I never, never played guitar for Kumbaya! And I still don’t. 


You see, how can I keep from singing? Music is so much a part of my life and I imagine it is a large part of your life as well. You may prefer country, rock, folk, classical, jazz, alternate, contemporary Christian, hymns, anthems, blues, hip-hop, soul, rap or another of the various types of music.


In his book, Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer writes, “The new song is sung first in the heart. Otherwise, it cannot be sung at all. The heart sings because it is overflowing with Christ.”  Why do we sing together in worship? Bonhoeffer tells us that the reason is really quite simple: when we sing together we are able to speak and pray the same Word at the same time. 1 When amazing grace touches our lives, how can we keep from singing?

PSALM 19


We have already heard today some of Psalm 19 (page 498): The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork. How can I read this without singing Joseph Haydn’s magnificent anthem from The Creation? The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims God’s handiwork.


C. S. Lewis considered Psalm 19 to be “the greatest poem in the Psalter and one of the greatest lyrics in the world.” 2 This hymn begins in great wonder at the magnificence of the created order. When we are in such awe, how can we keep from singing? But then in the second part of the hymn (verses 7-10) the psalmist looks back at the Ten Commandments and the Torah (the first five books of the Hebrew Bible) and celebrates the Lord’s instruction to us. Now, when we think of Exodus 20 and the Ten Commandments (which the Bible calls “The Ten Words”), do we ask, “How can I keep from singing?” No, we think “Rules! Demands! Constrictions!”


But not this psalmist! After looking at the ordered pattern of creation, the singer realizes that this same Lord wants to help us live an ordered life as well. And with the current meltdowns in our economy and in our families, we sure need some order in our lives! The psalmist celebrates that just as we need the order of the sun rising in the east every morning, so we need the guidelines of the Lord’s teaching each morning of our lives.


Let’s try singing Psalm 19 and celebrating God’s good gift of instruction for our lives. Please say your part with joy and celebration!

The law of the Lord is perfect,

reviving the soul;

the decrees of the Lord are sure,

making wise the simple;

the precepts of the Lord are right,

rejoicing the heart;

the commandment of the Lord is clear,
enlightening the eyes;

the fear of the Lord is pure,

enduring forever;

the ordinances of the Lord are true

and righteous altogether.

More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; 

sweeter also than honey, and drippings of the honeycomb. 

Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 

be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.


Now you’re singing with enthusiasm! What is remarkable in this psalm is that in the first verse the word “God” appears but in verses 7-9 (which you just sang) we have the word “Lord” six times. “Lord” is a circumlocution for the personal name for God—Yahweh—the specific God who saves us and who calls us by name. “God” can be used in any faith community, but “Lord” has a personal and loving quality. The Lord is the one who saved us. The instruction of “the Lord” is a personal word spoken in love to help us live in this ordered creation. 


As a matter of fact, Psalm 19 affirms that love is the basic reality in creation. This Lord creates because of love and gives us teachings and instructions so that we can respond in love to our Lord and to one another. Clinton McCann writes in the New Interpreter’s Bible, “This God is experienced ultimately by humankind not as a cosmic enforcer but as a forgiving next of kin! God is love, and love is the force that drives the cosmos.” 3 


Psalm 19 affirms that divine love is the basic reality of the universe. According to the psalmist, the God whose power and rule are proclaimed by cosmic voices is the Lord who has addressed a personal word to us through divine instruction. And our VBC Church Covenant calls on us to show our thanks to our Creator’s love as we live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people. Here love is not a feeling in the heart but an act of the will.

AMISH GRACE


Perhaps you remember October 2, 2006, when local milk truck driver Charles Roberts entered the Amish school house in Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania. Bearing a small arsenal and a grudge against God, he ordered the schoolgirls to lie face down on the floor and called his wife on the phone to tell her he was angry at God for the death of their firstborn daughter, Elise, nine years earlier. In execution style, Roberts began firing his semi-automatic pistol into the little girls lying on the floor. As police crashed into the school, he killed himself. 


The media descended on Nickel Mines and the story circled the globe. As the Amish mourned and buried their children, they were showered with messages and gifts from all over the world. What shocked all of us, however, was how within days they forgave the killer and reached out to his widow and children. They did not pardon the killer. They did not declare him “not guilty” of this heinous act. They chose to forgive him and chose to act lovingly toward his family. 


Three Amish men showed up one evening at the Roberts’ home to express to his family their sorrow. Another Amish man held the killer's father for an hour in his arms. When Roberts himself was buried next to his daughter, more than half the mourners at the cemetery were Amish. At the Bart firehouse the Amish families who lost children met with members of the Roberts family. The Nickel Mines Committee designated some its funds for the killer’s widow and contributed to the Roberts Family Fund at the Savings Bank. . It was, one of them said, “simply the right thing to do.”

How did these Amish do it? We link them to buggies, beards and bonnets, but the Amish go back to the Anabaptists (our kinfolk) of the sixteenth century. In their book, Amish Grace: How Forgiveness Transcended Tragedy, the authors report that every Amish person they spoke with agreed: forgiveness for Roberts and grace for his family had begun as spontaneous expressions of faith. You see, “Forgiveness is woven into the very fabric of Amish life, its sturdy threads having been spun from faith in God, scriptural mandates, and a history of persecution.” 4 


How difficult is it to forgive when you are part of a community which emphasizes forgiveness? Very difficult! How difficult is to forgive when you are a solitary individual? Just about impossible! Perhaps that’s why Paul reminds the faith community there in Corinth and us today: For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. (1 Corinthians 1:18-25).


The Amish emphasize “following Jesus” as the chief characteristic of their faith, and they live in community so they can help one another follow Jesus. The Amish are Anabaptists who band together in community not so much to shut out the rest of the world as to find strength by submitting to the Lord’s instructions and submitting to a community which holds them accountable. 


The story of Amish Grace is about a community who submits to the Lord’s instructions and order and because of that allegiance, is able to forgive when many of us could not find the strength within ourselves to act lovingly toward a killer’s family. And that’s my point today. We need the Lord’s instruction. We need to say the Lord’s Prayer together and to recite psalms together. We need to come together as a community and to say together our church covenant so that we can live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people. And we need to sing together. We sing to a Creator who orders our world and a Lord who acts in love toward us. Our hearts sing because we are overflowing with Christ’s love—the basic reality of the universe. No wonder I’ve been humming all week:

No storm can shake my inmost calm while to that Rock I’m clinging

Since love is Lord of heav’n and earth, how can I keep from singing?


Let’s say together a portion of our church covenant together. We believe that the Church of Jesus Christ is called to live under His lordship and continue His ministry to the world.  We therefore covenant together as a local expression of His church . . . to live in Christian love and forgiveness in our families, congregation and relations with all people.
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