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My Story–My Song
Psalm 40; Colossians 3: 12-17

If I were to ask for a show of hands of those of you who can recite Mark
10:13-16 from memory, I don’t know that more than two or three of you might
raise a hand.  If I asked you if you could tell me the gist of the story of the time
the disciples tried to shoo away the children from Jesus, more than half of you
would raise your hand.  But if I were to ask how many of you know the words
to “Jesus Loves Me!”, I daresay everyone here would lift a hand.  Say them
with me:

Jesus loves me!  This I know, for the Bible tells me so.
Little ones to him belong; they are weak but he is strong.
Yes, Jesus loves me! Yes, Jesus loves me!
Yes, Jesus loves me!  The Bible tells me so.1

Now listen to Mark 10:13-16:

People were bringing little children to him in order that he
might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them.  But
when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the
little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as
these that the kingdom of God belongs.  Truly I tell you, whoever
does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never
enter it.”  And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on
them, and blessed them.

Matthew and Luke tell the same story but in slightly different ways.
Anna Warner retold this story in 1860 when she wrote one of the best known
hymns of all time.  She used poetry and music to convey the message, but
the truth of Jesus’ love and acceptance of all children, young and older, is
clear.  And we remember it!

For fifty-seven years Lakeside has been a singing church.  Music,
especially hymns, are always at the core of our worship.  Baptists have
always been a singing people.  Christians and Jews have always expressed
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their faith through song.  Do you remember the first thing the Hebrews did
when they crossed the Red Sea to freedom?  They sang.  Led by Moses’
sister Miriam and some of the other women, all playing timbrels, they sang a
song praising God for his mercy:

“Sing to the Lord, for he has triumphed gloriously;
horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.” Exodus 15:21

And do you remember the last thing Jesus and his disciples did before
leaving the upper room and walking to the Mount of Olives where he would
be arrested?  They sang a hymn.  No one knows what hymn they sang.
Some suggest Psalms 115-118.  Right in the middle of that passage, Psalm
116:7 reads: “Return, O my soul, to your rest; for the Lord has dealt
bountifully with you.”  The modern day hymn that immediately comes to mind
when reading those words is Horatio Spaffords’ sorrow-induced yet brave and
hopeful hymn, “It Is Well with My Soul.”  I can imagine that those meaningful
words would have been appropriate for Jesus and his friends in the hours
before his death:

When peace, like a river, attendeth my way,
When sorrows like sea billows roll;
Whatever my lot, thou has taught me to say,
It is well, it is well, with my soul.2

This hymn has certainly comforted many an agitated soul through the years.

If the Bible is the sourcebook and authority for our life of faith, the
hymnbook is an expression of living the faith.  Inspired by scripture, hymns
interpret the written word based on experience with the Living Word who is
Jesus Christ.  For the ancient Hebrews, the psalms were an expression of
their faith.  If the Bible as a whole is a record of God’s relationship with us, the
Psalms are an expression of our relationship with God.  In Psalm 40 which I
read earlier, the singer expresses his trust in God who rescued him from a
dangerous place he described as “the desolate pit . . . the miry bog” (v. 2).
God is praised for his deliverance and testimony is given for all of the ways
God has taken notice of this poor soul.  The psalm, sung in worship, was the
story of someone for whom God cared.  His story became his song.

In many instances, hymns are lyrical interpretations of scripture.  No one
has said it more simply or profoundly than Fanny Crosby in the refrain of her
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beloved hymn, “Blessed Assurance”: “This is my story, this is my song,
praising my Savior all the day long.”3  Fanny Crosby, blind since six weeks of
age, like the Hebrew psalmist, experienced her own “desolate pit.”  And, like
the psalmist who said, “He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to
our God” (Psalm 40:3),4 she consider her disability an opportunity to praise
and serve God.  She discovered her talent for writing hymns and used it well
to produce over 8,000 songs for the Christian faith.

What is your story?  What is your song?  The wonder of the thousands
upon thousands of hymns that have been written is that they touch upon our
lives in so many ways.  What is your experience of God?  Regardless of your
unique encounters with God through the years, there are hymns that speak
to your faith journey.

Like so many of us, you may wake up on a beautiful morning such as
this one with sunlight dancing upon trees and flowers radiant with color and
think, “Ah, this is the day the Lord has made!”  Is the beauty and wonder of
nature one of the sources of your faith?  If so, then you will have sung our
earlier hymn, “For the Beauty of the Earth,” with gusto.  Your favorite hymn
might be “Let the Whole Creation Cry” or “All Creatures of Our God and King.”
When we are in the mountains, at the beach, beside a tranquil lake, or in our
own backyard gardens, we marvel at the beauty and intricacy of nature and
affirm God the Creator.  That was certainly the experience of Maltbie Babcock
who wrote “This Is My Father’s World.”  Babcock, a minister and
accomplished athlete, regularly took morning walks.  As he admired the
handiwork of God, he wrote that joyous hymn.5  For us, hymns praising God
the Creator speak to our personal experiences with God.

Many of us in this room have never known a time when we were not
aware of God and God’s love for us.  When we sing the triumphant words, “O
God, our help in ages past, our hope for years to come,”6 they mean
something to us.  And when we sing the tender lyrics, “O Love that will not let
me go, I rest my weary soul in thee; I give thee back the life I owe, that in
thine ocean depths its flow may richer, fuller be,”7 we do so out of a lifetime
of experiencing the unfailing love of God.  By the way, that hymn was written
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by George Matheson on the night of his sister’s wedding.  That joyous
occasion reminded him of a previous day when, upon hearing that Matheson,
a minister, was going blind, his own fiancee broke off their engagement
because she would not be married to a poor, blind parson.8  In the midst of
terrible mental and emotional anguish, Matheson clung to the one love in life
that would never let him go.  His shared experience has been a blessing to
us ever since.

When we are honest with ourselves, we admit that as strong as our faith
might be, there are times when we struggle and doubt.  Ann Hawks was a
typical housewife and mother in the mid-nineteenth century.  Running a
household and raising a brood of children has never been an easy task in any
generation and certainly had its unique challenges 150 years ago.  No doubt
with a twinkle in her eye, she wrote the lovely hymn, “I Need Thee Every
Hour,” perhaps a prayer that God demonstrate a bit more discernible
presence when the pressures of children and chores reached a breaking
point.  Sixteen years later when her husband died, Mrs. Hawks understood
her prayerful song all the better.9

Most hymns of struggle arise out of an anguish deeper than daily
challenges.  Thomas Dorsey was a successful jazz and blues composer in
the early part of the last century.  At one point he turned away from God,
enjoying the acclaim that was his and forgetting the source of his talent.  In
time he repented and returned to God.  It was during a revival that he
received the tragic news that his wife and newborn son had died.  His initial
reaction was to once again turn his back upon God, but in the midst of his
heartbreak and doubt, Dorsey recognized that God had not caused his pain
and had not deserted him.10  From the deep trust of his heart flowed the
powerful words,

Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, let me stand,
I am tired, I am weak, I am worn;
Through the storm, through the night, lead me on to the light:
Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.11

How many of us have prayed for God to take our hand through the storms
and many dark nights of life?
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Obviously, all of the darkest times are not because tragedy has struck
us but simply because of our sinfulness.  Greed, selfishness, meanness,
hurtfulness toward others, and neglect and abuse of ourselves leave us
angry, frustrated, lonely, and empty.  In our attempts to elevate ourselves, we
often alienate everyone around us and push God away as well.  Hymns like
“I Need Thee Every Hour,” “Jesus, Keep Me Near the Cross,” “Just As I Am,”
and “Amazing Grace” cut through the facades we erect and become our
prayers begging God for help and hope.

When he was a teenager in England, Robert Robinson was what
Londoners called a hoodlum and what we today would call a gang member.
He led a wasteful, wanton, and destructive life.  On one occasion he went to
an event at which the noted preacher George Whitefield was going to preach.
Robinson’s intent was not to listen to the sermon, but to harass Whitefield and
scoff at his preaching.  To his great surprise, he did listen and before the
evening was over, Robert Robinson had professed faith in Jesus Christ as
Lord.  He subsequently became a well-known scholar and preacher.12  His
experience of faith is summarized in the beloved hymn, “Come, Thou Fount
of Every Blessing.”  Most of us know firsthand the significance of the third
stanza of that meaningful hymn:

O to grace how great a debtor daily I’m constrained to be!
Let thy goodness, like a fetter, bind my wandering heart to thee.
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, prone to leave the God I love;
Here’s my heart, O take and seal it, seal it for thy courts above.13

We wander from the One who created us and claimed us as his own.
In the music of that poignant hymn, we find ourselves and discover again the
wellspring of God’s grace gushing with refreshing mercy.

The primary purpose of worship is, of course to honor and praise God.
Worship is our offering of faith and life to God and as such is the most
important thing we do in life.  One of the benefits of worship, however, is that
it informs and influences everything else we do in the Christian life.  Service
to others is certainly chief among our responses.

During her long recovery from a serious illness, Catherine Hankey
reflected on the nature of our faith and wrote a long poem which described
our need to learn about faith and our calling to share that faith.  The first part
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of the poem gave rise to the hymn, “Tell Me the Old, Old Story.”  The
remainder of the poem served as the basis for the hymn, “I Love to Tell the
Story,” a reminder of our need to take the Gospel throughout the world.14  The
more modern hymn, “They’ll Know We Are Christians,” written in 1966,
reminds us that our actions are often the only sermon that some people will
hear.15  Frances Havergal’s nineteenth century hymn, “Take My Life,” is an
offertory prayer in which we commit every aspect of our being–body, mind,
heart, and resources–to ministry.16  Ms. Havergal certainly took that message
to heart.  Gifted with a beautiful voice, she could have used her talent in
concert halls and on opera stages throughout the world, gaining fame and
wealth as she went.  She chose, however, to use her gifts in ministry and
served Christ through the church.17  “In Christ There Is No East or West” is a
celebration of the fact that the Gospel knows no boundaries and that our
sisters and brothers are spread “throughout the whole wide earth.”18  Our
missionary zeal as well as our desire to minister to the physical and spiritual
needs of our neighbors is expressed so well in the hymns we sing.

If we are not already there, hopefully each of us will reach that stage in
life when the years begin to catch up with us.  Faith becomes more and more
important to us the older we get and our relationship with God deepens and
matures over the years.  We resonate with the words of Hugh Kerr’s insightful
hymn:

God of our life, through all the circling years, we trust in thee;
In all the past, through all our hopes and fears, thy hand we see.
With each new day, when morning lifts the veil,
We own thy mercies, Lord, which never fail.19

And as the years roll by we give more attention to the life that waits
beyond this life.  We wonder what heaven is like and what our lives mean to
God and to the world.  At many of our celebrations of life, we sing the
beautiful hymn, “For All the Saints.”20  It is a stirring thanksgiving to God for
the life of persons who have died and for the manner in which God sustained
them throughout life.  The lovely hymn, “In the Bulb There Is A Flower,”
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written by Natalie Sleeth in 1986 after the death of a friend, is a poetic
affirmation of the fact that death is not the end of life for those of us who trust
our lives to God.  When we gather in this sanctuary to bid farewell to a loved
one, we often sing this song with tears in our eyes and conviction in our souls:

In our end is our beginning; in our time, infinity;
In our doubt there is believing; in our life, eternity,
In our death, a resurrection; at the last, a victory,
Unrevealed until its season, something God alone can see.21

Truly, the songs of our faith tell our story from beginning to end.  They
capture the history of our faith, speak to the person and passion of Jesus
Christ, and direct us forward in ministry and faithfulness.  That is why singing
in worship is so important.  That is why this congregation has always been
and, I hope, always will be steeped in the music of our faith.

Philip Bliss, a prolific songwriter, captured the essence of music in the
life of faith when he wrote:

Sing them over again to me, wonderful words of life,
Let me more of their beauty see, wonderful words of life;
Words of life and beauty teach me faith and duty.
Beautiful words, wonderful words, wonderful words of life.22

We find God and ourselves in the words we sing.  We tell the story and
we take it into ourselves once again.  In the music of our faith, our story
becomes our song.  Thanks be to God!



June 3, 2012 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God who has made yourself known in the events and circumstances of
our lives, today is a day when we remember and cherish the past.  We are
grateful that you have chosen to reveal yourself through the history of your
people and through the life of the Word made flesh, Jesus Christ, and that
you have been lovingly and creatively  at work in the life of this church and in
each of our lives.  We rejoice in the memories we share with beloved friends
and we remember with fondness and gratitude those who have gone before
us.  Help us to learn from our past, that we might avoid repeating our
mistakes while salvaging what is good and honorable.

God of this present moment, continue to reassure us that you are with
us even now.  Enable us to respond to your call by responding to the needs
around our world and around our neighborhoods.  In this time and place, help
us to appreciate those who have touched our lives and have influenced and
moved us so deeply, so that we might follow their example in service to
others.  Teach us to be patient with one another, to reach out to those who
are suffering, to show mercy to others as you have shown mercy to us.

God of our continuing story, we know that you will be faithful to the
promises you have made.  In your Word, you promise to give us hope and a
future.  You promise that through you all things are possible and that you will
never leave us or forsake us.  In the last 57 years, we have been witnesses
to the marvelous ways that you have kept your promises in this place and
among this people.  We rejoice, O Lord, in your goodness and in your promise
of Resurrection and our inheritance as children of God.

God of our past, present and future, who was and is and always will be,
indwell and inspire us now as we celebrate the fellowship and ministry of this
church.  Bless our work together and strengthen our bonds that we might
continue to grow as the Body of Christ that you have called us to be.  May we
go from this place with renewed spirits and joyful hearts.  In the strong name
of Jesus Christ our Lord and by the power of your Holy Spirit, we offer these
and all our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


