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“Where There Is No Music . . .”
Ezekiel 37, Colossians 3:16

April 10, 2011

The Rev. Dr. Mark W. Jennings
“By the waters of Babylon we lay down and wept, for our captors required of us songs, saying “Sing one of the songs of Zion!”  But how can we sing the Lord’s songs in a foreign land?”  So goes Psalm 137, one of the most poignant of all the psalms, describing the despair of the people of Israel in exile.  In 597 BC the greatest conqueror of his age, King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, brought his armies west into Judah to punish the rebellious Jews.  He defeated the small nation and took the king, the royal family, the treasury, and many of the powerful people of the country with him back to Babylon.  He appointed a puppet king and went back home content that the people had been punished.  But that puppet king rebelled against him and so ten years later in 587 he returned and this time, to teach them a lesson he destroyed the city of Jerusalem, leveled the city walls, burned the Temple to the ground and deported what was left of the worthwhile citizens and took them into exile to be his servants in Babylon.  There was no more Jerusalem, no Temple, no ark of the covenant, no future for the people of Israel.  There was no Israel—and where was Israel’s God in all of this?  How could they sing?  How could they make music in the midst of this despair?
There is an old West African proverb that says, “Where there is no music, the Spirit will not come.”  Music is one of the ways that our spirit says things that are too important for just words, in joy or in sorrow, music is made.  And where there is music, the Spirit breathes.  The prophet Ezekiel was brought to a valley of dry bones and asked “Can these bones live?”  They can, but only when the spirit of God breathes on them again.  The wind from God blows through them and they live again.  We’ve said before that “ruach” the Hebrew word that is used here is the same word for wind, or spirit, or breath.  The breath of life comes into the people again, and after a generation in exile in Babylon, in the year 539, they are allowed to return to the promised land and rebuild the city, and the Temple, and write psalms and songs of joy again.  For the people of Israel, it was a reminder that God never abandons us.  Even when it seems like there is no hope, ours is a God of resurrection.  Even though we are in the midst of Lent, Easter is coming.
This week I had the privilege of taking part in a conference on preaching at Fourth Presbyterian Church in Chicago.  One of the wonderful things about it was that it was sponsored by the church, by McCormick Seminary, and by Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago, which is one of the great historically African-American churches in the country (you have heard of it because it is President Obama’s old church).  So the conference was a great mix of African, Hispanic, and Anglo-American traditions.  We concluded one of the evening sessions with a Jazz vespers service.  For those of you who have never been in Fourth Church, it is right on Michigan Avenue across from the John Hancock Building.  It is a grand old Gothic stone sanctuary with lots of stained glass and a lofty ceiling that makes you want to sit in the pew and tilt your neck back as far as it will go so you can look up at the intricacies of the artwork and expecting to see angels peeking among the rafters. 
Erin and I went to the sanctuary for vespers, the word “vespers” conjuring up a very “high church” image in the mind—incense, rich robes, candles.  And vespers is traditionally a quiet service of prayers and scripture and meditation.  One of the pastors stood in the front of the congregation with a saxophone, and with him was someone on an electric bass, a pianist, and a ten-year old boy with a drum set.  And they played.  No prayers, no scripture.  They just played.  They played jazz for about 45 minutes, I didn’t know the first tune but by the second I could hear the old hymn, Blessed Assurance through the embellishments of the saxophone, and I began to tap my foot, nod my head, even hum lightly.  Still, I was wondering when the worship was going to start.  Was one of them going to lead us in prayer?  We needed to have some scripture read, didn’t we?  And c’mon, this is a preaching conference—someone needed to stand up and bring us the word, right?  
But as I waited, I began to note how each instrument takes its turn in the spotlight while the others take on supporting roles. Even the young boy on the drums took a turn, playing those drums in an ecstatic percussive expression that would rival the most fervent, electrifying pulpit preaching.  I considered that earlier, at dinner, we’d talked about the uniqueness of Jazz, not just its pure American roots but how a typical ensemble consists of an otherwise unlikely combination of instruments: a saxophone, which belongs in a marching band; a concert grand piano, which belongs center stage in Carnegie Hall; typically you’d have a double bass, and instrument usually only seen in a long line tuxedo-clad men in the back row of the orchestra behind the cellos; and then there was the drum set, something you see in a teenager’s bedroom or at a Springsteen concert. Here are these instruments that don’t belong together at all, making music together.  Jazz in all its disparate parts somehow forms an unlikely yet perfect whole. 
And I realized at that moment that that is what we, the worshippers at Fourth Church were as well: as preachers we were Black, Latino, Anglo: some prefer traditional music in our services while and others worship with praise music.  We are not likely to always vote the same or interpret scripture exactly the same way.  We were all seemingly disparate parts that somehow through the power of the Holy Spirit formed a perfect whole. A whole brought together by the worship of God.  
And it’s the same here; we have many differences: gender, age; economic situation; educational background, and political belief.  That is the church: like a mishmash of instruments that from the outside appear they don’t belong together, while on the inside we know that we don’t just belong together but like a fine-tuned jazz ensemble, we belong to each other.  
Of course, I’m not that quick to catch on, but I did eventually, this was the worship, this was vespers.  It was transporting our spirits; it was joining our spirits with God’s.  Perhaps for the first time I understood what the old saying meant: God gave us music that we might pray without words.
In the Letter to the Colossians, Paul is instructing the church about how to live together as the people of God.  Like many of the churches in the first century, they were struggling with how to live in a diverse culture and how to hold their own church together as Jews and Gentiles.  In this verse he tells them that they are to let the word of Christ dwell within them.  After the vespers service I realized that “the word” comes to us in many ways, the “spoken” word isn’t always necessary.  
And the next part, “teach and admonish one another.”  I don’t know about you, but I don’t really like to be admonished.  Webster says that to admonish means to “warn gently.”  Maybe it’s like the instruments each needing to be heard separately.  Each voice in the Colossae church needs to be heard. Colossae, like any other ensemble, was like the jazz ensemble.  But when the instrument had it’s turn it was respectful to the other instruments and the others gave that respect back by supporting the spotlighted voice with a complimentary under girding of harmony.  

My rational mind says that we are brought together so that we can learn from each other and we do, but sometimes we are too proud to admit it.  The Buddha says that we should “imagine that every person in the world is enlightened but you.  They are all your teachers, each doing just the right things to help you learn patience, perfect wisdom, perfect compassion.”  But the interesting thing in this passage is that the grammar is a little bit strange.  “Psalms and hymns and spiritual songs,” are in what is called the dative case, and they are linked most closely not with “singing” but with “teaching and admonishing.”  What Paul is saying here is that we teach and gently warn each other through our music, through our singing.  It is our hymns and our songs that are our teachers and though which we teach each other and learn about God.  Isn’t that true?
A favorite song around our house is Aretha Franklin’s “O Happy Day.”  I still get chills up my spine when I hear it, despite the numerous times I’ve heard the women of my family belt in out on our many family car trips. “O Happy Day, when Jesus my sins away.” Good reminder to me, that whenever I feel like I’m in a valley of dry bones, Easter is on the way. 
How many hymns do you know that have taught you more about God than any sermon you ever heard?  “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me . . Come labor on, no time for rest, till glows the western sky, till the longs shadows o’er our pathway lie, and a glad sound comes with the setting sun, Well done, well done . . .Great is thy faithfulness, O God my Father, there is no shadow of turning with thee . . . Of the Father’s love begotten, ere the worlds began to be, He is alpha and omega, He the source, the ending he . . .Here I am Lord, is it I Lord?  I have heard you calling in the night, I will go Lord, if you lead me, I will hold your people in my heart . . . Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”
What songs resonate in your hearts?  Music is vital to us, to our worship, to our lives.  The songs we sing, the music Larry plays, the tunes we sing under our breath as we walk along the way; we need to listen to the music for it is often the voice of our spirit speaking to God.  Remember, where there is no music, the spirit will not come.

