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Alleluia! Sing to Jesus!: Singing Our Joy
Acts 10:34-43; John 20:1-18

Did you hear that?  Listen again.  (Pause.)  That is partly the reason that
anthem was so beautiful, so meaningful, so joyful.  What was it?  Silence.

What I know about music could probably be balanced on the tip of a
conductor’s baton, but I do know this one thing: music is one of the most
powerful gifts we have.  It can speak to every one of our moods.  It inspires. 
It comforts.  It challenges.  It shocks.  It compels.  It saddens.  It thrills.  It
moves.  And in case you fail to understand music as a gift from God, I would
remind you of the words of Martin Luther who said:

A person who . . . does not regard music as a marvelous creation
of God, must be a clodhopper indeed and does not deserve to be
called a human being; he should be permitted to hear nothing but
the braying of asses and the grunting of hogs.1

I would never go so far as to say someone who does not appreciate
music does not deserve to be a human, but no one could ever accuse Dr.
Luther of not speaking his mind!

Music is a wonderful gift and can be created in unnumbered ways.  In
fact, the first instance of music was produced by nature itself.  Wind and water
play soothing melodies and wild symphonies.  Birds fill the air with music
while animals trumpet, thrum, howl, and hum the tunes of life.  Once I
wondered why music was not included as one of the acts of creation until I
realized that music is integral to every act of creation.

While I am not a musician, I do know that music is a magnificent gift to
us and I know that one of the most important aspects of music is what you
heard a few moments ago: silence.

1Martin Luther, foreword to Georg Rhau’s 1538 Symphoniae Iucundae, accessed May 9, 2013 at
www.bit.ly/luthersays as cited in William McConnell, “Holy Silence, Holy Noise: Balancing Silence and Sound
in Worship,” Call to Worship: Liturgy, Music, Preaching, and the Arts: Glory to God, (Volume 47.2, 2014): 52,
54..



Claude Debussy, the French impressionist composer, once noted,
“Music is the space between the notes.”2  That space–large or
infinitesimal–determines the music.  It shapes the notes and brings character
to the music.  It allows the music to breathe and live.

Silence also plays an important role in the biblical story.  In the first
account of creation, each day is given its unique gifts: light, darkness, water,
land, plants, fish, birds, animals, and, of course, humans.  At the conclusion
of each day, God reviews what he has done and sees that is good.  The
words, “There was evening and there was morning,” mark each day and
suggest a pause, a rest–silence.  There is of course the seventh day when
God rested, an extended period of silence.

Following Jesus’ birth, we learn that Mary reflected on everything that
had happened and “pondered” it in her heart.  Silence.  We know that Jesus
and his parents fled to Egypt to escape the slaughter of young boys by Herod. 
When they returned to Nazareth, we know nothing of his life for a decade. 
Silence.  At twelve years of age, Jesus traveled with his family to Jerusalem
so that he might be welcomed into the Hebrew community as an adult.  Then
we hear nothing else for nearly twenty years.  Silence.

At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus was baptized and went
immediately into the wilderness to reflect and prepare.  It was a period of
silence.  Often during his ministry, in the midst of teaching, healing, and
preaching, Jesus would go off alone to pray.  Silence.  There are gaps in the
stories told in the Gospels, pauses that provide space for us to contemplate
what has just happened and prepare for what is next to come.  Silence.

In the biblical story, this past week began with the shouts and songs of
a parade heralding Jesus as the Messiah.  The rest of the week included the
noise of daily life, conflicts with the Pharisees, questions by the disciples, and
the meal that would shape their life and ours.  We heard the sounds of
agonized prayer, of a mob excited by the prospects of conflict, of pointed
questions, defiant betrayals, and calm affirmations.  We heard the painful
sounds of insults, abuse, and crucifixion.  Finally, we heard Jesus own words
from the cross, begging for mercy, offering forgiveness, and trusting his spirit
to God.  Then silence.

Silence is sometimes welcomed, but often uncomfortable.  (Pause.) 
Poet e.e. cummings reminds us that “most people are perfectly afraid of

2McConnell, 49.
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silence.”3  I suppose the silence of Saturday when God was quiet and all of
heaven and earth held its breath to see what would happen next was the most
uncomfortable silence that ever existed.  There was evening.  There was
morning.  Another day.  Silence.

You remember what happened to break the silence.  Listen again to
John’s telling of the story:

Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark,
Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that the stone had
been removed from the tomb.  So she ran and went to Simon
Peter and the other disciple, the one whom Jesus loved, and said
to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do
not know where they have laid him.”  Then Peter and the other
disciple set out and went toward the tomb.  The two were running
together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the
tomb first.  He bent down to look in and saw the linen wrappings
lying there, but he did not go in.  Then Simon Peter came,
following him, and went into the tomb.  He saw the linen
wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on Jesus’
head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by
itself.  Then the other disciple, who reached the tomb first, also
went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not
understand the scripture, that he must rise from the dead.  Then
the disciples returned to their homes. 

But Mary stood weeping outside the tomb.  As she wept,
she bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw two angels in
white, sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the
head and the other at the feet.  They said to her, “Woman, why
are you weeping?”  She said to them, “They have taken away my
Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.”  When she
had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there,
but she did not know that it was Jesus.  Jesus said to her,
“Woman, why are you weeping?  For whom are you looking?” 
Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you
have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will
take him away.”  Jesus said to her, “Mary!”  She turned and said
to him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher).  Jesus
said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I have not yet

3e.e. cummings, as quoted in McConnell, 50.
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ascended to the Father.  But go to my brothers and say to them,
‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and
your God.’”  Mary Magdalene went and announced to the
disciples, “I have seen the Lord”; and she told them that he had
said these things to her. John 20:1-18

In the garden, the silence of the empty tomb was confusing.  Angelic
assurances were of no help for a heart broken by the silence.  All that could
be heard were the soft sobs of Mary’s crying.  A question, “Woman, why are
you weeping?  For whom are you looking?” and a staccato response, “Sir, if
you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid him, and I will take
him away.”  A pause followed by a couple of familiar notes: “Mary.”  And all
of creation began to sing in praise and exultation.

We are here today because the silence has ended.  The wait is over. 
The music plays again.  The time for silence is over, and the time for singing
has begun.  George Herbert captured the mood perfectly in his triumphant
hymn:

Let all the world in every corner sing,
my God and King!

The heavens are not too high, 
God's praise may thither fly;
the earth is not too low,
God's praises there may grow.
Let all the world in every corner sing, 
my God and King!
 
The church with psalms must shout:
no door can keep them out.
But, more than all, the heart 
must bear the longest part.
Let all the world in every corner sing,
my God and King!4

The time for silence is over.  Now is the time to sing our faith, to lift our
hearts and our voices in praise of God our Redeemer.  I recently read about
a church consultation conference that was held in Lebanon.  Christians from
numerous countries in the Middle East were present including a group from

4George Herbert, “Let All the World in Every Corner Sing,” 1633.
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the nation of Iran.  It was noted during times of worship that the Iranians’
singing was louder than all the rest.  It was not merely loud, however, it was
intense and exuberant.  When asked why they sang with such fervor, the
Iranian believers explained that in Iran their worship has to be “subdued and
nearly silent.”  To maintain their safety and prevent drawing attention to
themselves, it is necessary that their worship be restrained and quiet.  They
have to keep their joy “bottled within themselves.”  At the conference,
however, without fear of reprisal or threat of consequence, “the proverbial
floodgates opened.  All restraint fell away.  The song that had been forced to
be silent came bursting forth.”5  That is resurrection.

Throughout this Lenten season we have discovered the ways in which
our music–our hymns, our anthems, all the songs of our faith–speak to the 
rhythms of our lives.  Our music enables us to give voice to our faith in ways
that words alone simply cannot.

Today we sing our joy.  Last week we praised Jesus for being our
Messiah.  We hailed him as the long awaited Christ.  Throughout the week we
sang of the hope that God offers in Jesus who came to free us from sin and
death in all its forms.  On Friday, we sang songs of sorrow, grieving at that
cruelty of a world that would crucify love incarnate.  Our dirges barely hovered
above the ground because the weight of our sin, the reality of our death, and
the cruelty of the cross bore down upon us.  And on Saturday there was
silence.  The tomb was quiet.  God was silent.  And we could not sing.

All that changed, however, when Christ chose to rise again to life.  I am
amazed at what Jesus endured on the cross.  I know that it was a profound
demonstration of the lengths to which God will go to express his love for us
in light of our sin and indifference to him.

I am amazed at what happened on the cross, but I am absolutely
astounded that Jesus chose to return to life–to our life.  He could have
decided to go straight to the Father without returning to this life.  Having
experienced humanity with all of its weaknesses, limitations, and suffering,
Jesus chose to rise again to our life in order to open the door to eternal life for
us.  That is a phenomenal gift.  That is something to sing about.

The silence of fear and death has ended.  In Jesus Christ, God came
to earth to live among us and sing a song of love and grace.  In Christ, God

5McConnell, 51-52, based on conversations with the Rev. Dr. Charles Wiley, coordinator of the Office
of Theology and Worship for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).
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came among us to hear our songs, to learn our melodies, and to weave them
into the beautiful orchestration that is eternal life.

There is no longer the need to hold back, to merely hum the songs of
our faith.  Because the tomb is empty, because Christ is alive and so are we,
we sing our joy to all the earth:

Alleluia! sing to Jesus, risen now to reign in love.
Alleluia! Praise the Savior; with the multitudes above.
There the songs of saints and martyrs thunder like a mighty flood,
"Jesus out of every nation has redeemed us by his blood."6

Chesteron Dix captured the essence of this day with his magnificent
hymn which has been a favorite for nearly 150 years.  Not only does he voice
the joy of our faith for today, but also expresses our hope for the future:

Alleluia! not as orphans are we left in sorrow now.
Alleluia! Christ is near us; faith believes, nor questions how.
Though the cloud from sight received him when the forty days were o'er,
shall our hearts forget the promise, "I am with you evermore"?

Alleluia! Bread of Heaven, be on earth our food and stay.
Alleluia! here the sinful flee to you from day to day.
Intercessor, friend of sinners, earth's redeemer, plead for me,
where the songs of all the sinless sweep across the crystal sea.

Christ is risen.  He is risen indeed.  The song of God’s love has been
sung through the ages so that we, too, might believe the good news that:

“God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
whosoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life. 
Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the
world, but in order that the world might be saved through him.

John 3:16-17

This is not a time for silence.  It is a time to sing.  It is a time to rejoice. 
May all God’s people “sing to the Lord with cheerful voice”!7

6W. Chatterton Dix, “Alleluia! Sing to Jesus,” 1866.
7Thomas Ken, “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow,” 1674.
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April 20, 2014 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of Creation, in this season of new life, the brilliance of your world
cries out with color and song, and the women running from the empty tomb
invite us to join the chorus of praise that Christ is risen indeed!  We have once
again seen evidence of your promises fulfilled, and we, like the first disciples,
stare in awe that the Risen Christ, who is the Lord of life, stands among us. 
Though our lives bear witness to the abundance of your gifts to us, O God, in
humility, we profess our faith that your redemptive work is not done, but that
you continue to transform us in your image, to breathe into us your life-giving
Spirit, to mold  us into new creations.  Because we have received this glorious
news of renewal and hope, may everything we do and say declare the truth
of Christ's Resurrection and express our gratitude for your goodness to us.

But even as we claim the joy that is ours on this glad Easter morning,
we recognize, Merciful God, that there are some for whom even the
marvelous news of resurrection cannot remove their doubts and fears.  The
darkness of the tomb still seems to envelop them because of illness or grief,
poverty or hopelessness, violence or oppression.  As heirs of your
resurrection grace, grant us the courage and the strength, O God, to share
your good news with all who need to hear it: to tend the wounds of those who
are hurting, to loose the shackles of those who are bound in body or in spirit,
to walk as companions beside the lonely, to speak peace in the midst of
chaos.

With the boldness of those first witnesses, may we proclaim the
extraordinary news of our encounter with the risen Christ.  With our hearts
filled with the joy of ones who have received grace beyond measure,
empower us to go out from this place to sing out this hopeful, wondrous,
life-changing news–Christ is risen!  Christ is risen indeed!  Alleluia!  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister
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