MAY 2 SERMON written by Ed Dillery
PREACHING ABOUT THE CHOIR

PSALMS 33 V.1-5, 2 CHRONICLES 5 V.11-14

1 CORINTHIANS 14 V. 15-16

OFTEN HEAR THAT SOMEONE IS “PREACHING TO THE CHOIR” -- THAT ONE IS JUST TELLING A GROUP EXACTLY WHAT THEY ALREADY BELIEVE.  TODAY I PLAN TO PREACH ABOUT THE CHOIR – TO INDICATE WHAT BEING IN THE GROUP MEANS TO ME.
I KNOW YOU ALREADY APPRECIATE THE CHOIR AND ITS CONTRIBUTION TO OUR WORSHIP SERVICES BUT JOINING THIS WONDERFUL GROUP MEANS SOMETHING SPECIAL TO ME SO WANT TO TELL YOU HOW BEING A PART OF THE CHOIR HAS HELPED ME IN MY CHRISTIAN LIFE.
I MUST BE ONE OF THE LEAST TRAINED SINGERS IN THE CHOIR BUT BARBARA AND THE OTHER SINGERS HAVE PUT UP WITH ME AND HELPED ME TO LEARN A BIT ABOUT MUSIC.

BUT BEFORE I START, LET’S THINK ABOUT THE ROLE OF MUSIC IN WORSHIP.

RECENT EXPERIENCE IN READING THE BIBLE IN 90 DAYS MADE ME AWARE OF THE IMPORTANCE OF MUSIC IN WORSHIP.  IN OLD TESTAMENT, WORSHIP OF THE ONE TRUE GOD APPEARS TO ME TO BE THE MOST IMPORTANT IDEA IN JEWISH HISTORY.

I WAS IMPRESSED THAT THE MAJOR AND OFT REPEATED POINT OF THE ENTIRE OLD TESTAMENT WAS THAT JEWISH PEOPLE SHOULD WORSHIP THEIR GOD ONLY – AND THEY CONTINUALLY GOT ON THE WRONG SIDE OF GOD BY WORSHIPPING OTHER GODS.  THIS RESULTED IN EXILES, PLAGUES AND OTHER PUNISHMENTS.

THE JEWISH PEOPLE COULD NOT SEEM TO WORSHIP AS THEY WERE INSTRUCTED WITH DETAILED DESCRIPTIONS OF THE TEMPLE, SACRIFICES, ETC.

AS EARLY AS DAVID, THE BIBLE REFERS TO A LARGE CHOIR (2 CHRONICLES 25-35) AND IT IS CLEAR THAT GROP SINGING WAS IMPORTANT TO THE JEWISH PEOPLE.

ONE BIT OF RESEARCH ON THIS NOTES THAT THERE WERE AT LEAST THREE SEPARATE CHOIRS IN THE TEMPLE LED BY DIRECTORS HEMAN, ASAPH AND JEDUSETH.  HEMAN’S CHOIR WAS CALLED THE “SONS OF KORAH.”

THE TITLES “FOR THE CHOIRMASTER” OR “FOR THE DIRECTOR OF MUSIC” ARE ATTACHED TO 55 PSALMS.

EVEN THOUGH NEW TESTAMENT DOES NOT PUT SO MUCH EMPHASIS ON THIS POINT, THERE ARE SEVERAL REFERENCES TO HYMS, SINGING AND PRAISING GOD.  EXAMPLE IS: EPHESIANS 5-20:  “SING SONGS FROM YOUR HEART TO CHRIST.  SING PRAISES OVER EVERYTHING, ANY EXCUSE FOR A SONG TO GOD THE FATHER IN THE NAME OF OUR MASTER, JESUS CHRIST.”

AND THEN, OF COURSE, CHRISTIAN MUSIC, IN THE EARLY DAYS OF CHRISTIANITY, MOSTLY CHANTS AND ANTIPHONAL FORMS BUT GREW INTO WORKS FOR MULTIPLE VOICES.  CHOIR MUSIC BECAME ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT ELEMENTS OF WORSHIP IN THE MIDDLE AGES.  

WE HAVE TO GIVE A LOT OF CREDIT TO MARTIN LUTHER WHO EMPHASIZED THAT HYMNS – AND HE WROTE MANY HIMSELF – SHOULD BE IN THE LANGUAGE OF THE PEOPLE.  THIS OPENED THE WAY FOR THE MYRIAD OF COMPOSERS AND MUSICIANS WHO HAVE FOLLOWED IN THOSE PARTICULAR FOOTSTEPS. 

ANOTHER MOST IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTION WAS MADE BY JOHAN SEBASTIAN BACH, A LIFE LONG LUTHERAN.  HIS CANTATAS, OF WHICH THERE WERE MANY, OFTEN WERE THE WHOLE SERVICE.  HE INVENTED THE MODERN MUSICAL SCALE AS PART OF THIS WRITING.

TWO OF MY MOST MEMORABLE EXPERIENCES IN THE FOREIGN SERVICE INVOLVED CHOIRS.  WHEN STATIONED IN LONDON, I WAS IN CAMBRIDGE ONE EVENING AND STANDING OUTSIDE THE CANDLELIT WINDOWS OF THE TRINITY COLLEGE CHAPEL, HEARD A MAGICAL EVENSONG.  THE OTHER WAS IN FIJI WHERE MARITA AND I ATTENDED THE ANGLICAN CATHEDRAL.  THEY HAD TWO CHOIRS, ONE MADE UP OF DEEP VOICED FIJIAN SINGERS AND THE OTHER OF INDIANS SINGING OUR FAVORITE HYMNS IN HINDI – AGAIN AN AMAZING AND INSPIRING MOMENT. 

ON THE OTHER HAND, I ALSO FOUND REFERENCES TO THAT NOTED THAT AT TIMES IN THE HISTORY OF VARIOUS PARTS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH, CHOIRS HAVE BEEN BANNED.  IT HAS BEEN ARGUED THAT CHOIRS INTERFERE WITH CONGREGATIONAL SINGING AND PARTICIPATING IN WORSHIP AND THAT CHOIR MUSIC DETRACTS FROM THE LITURGY THAT IS SO IMPORTANT IN MANY  CHURCHES.
I HOPE THAT IS NOT THE CASE HERE AT THE CHURCH OF THE COVENANT.

SO, MY FIRST POINT IS THAT THE CHOIR DOES PLAY A VERY IMPORTANT ROLE IN WORSHIP WHICH HAS GROWN OVER THE YEARS.
ONE OF PASTOR BETH’S PRACTICES IS THAT SHE COMES TO THE CHOIR LOFT EVERY SUNDAY DURING OUR PRACTICE SESSION TO PRAY WITH AND FOR THE CHOIR AS PART OF THE LEADERSHIP OF THE WORSHIP SERVICE.  THIS HELPS PUT THE SONGS AND ANTHEMS IN PERSPECTIVE.  THIS IS VERY HELPFUL TO US IN THE CHOIR TO PUT INTO PERSPECTIVE WHAT WE WILL DO DURING THE SERVICE.
BUT I WANT TO TURN TO THE “LESSONS LEARNED” PART OF MY REMARKS.  
FOR ME, THE FIRST FACTOR IS THAT THE CHOIR IS A TEAM.  EACH OF OUR PARTS PLAYS A ROLE IN PRODUCING AN OVERALL SOUND AND IMPRESSION.

THIS MEANS THAT IT IS VITAL TO FOLLOW THE MUSIC CAREFULLY – FOR EVEN THE SHORTEST OF PIECES, LIKE THE INTROIT OR THE BENEDICTION.  THE GOOD MUSICIANS PAY STRICT ATTENTION TO THIS.

AND MUSIC IS A LANGUAGE UNTO ITS OWN WHICH I HAVE FOUND HARDER TO MASTER THAN FOREIGN LANGUAGES I HAVE STUDIED.  WITH THE PITCH, THE TIMING AND THE SOUND LEVEL, IT REALLY IS LIKE PATTING YOUR HEAD AND RUBBING YOUR STOMACH – AND A BIT MORE AT THE SAME TIME.  AND THEN YOU HAVE TO SING THE RIGHT WORDS AT THE RIGHT TIME – ALL THIS IS NOT EASY.
AND IF ONE OF THE SINGERS IS OFF KEY, OR WORSE, IS NOT IN THE RIGHT TIME, THE RESULT IS DISCORD.  THE WORSHIP EFFECT IS LOST.

THE SAME APPLIES TO US AS A CONGREGATION.  IT IS VITAL THAT WE ARE TOGETHER AS A TEAM WORSHIPPING GOD AND CARRYING OUT HIS PROGRAM HERE IN ARLINGTON.

THE LESSON I TAKE FROM THIS IS THAT THE CHOIR IS A TEAM WHICH MUST WORK TOGETHER TO MAKE ITS BEST CONTRIBUTION – AND OUR CHOIR DOES THAT.

SOME OF THE UNWRITTEN RULES OF CHOIRS DEMONSTRATE THAT POINT.  FIRST, THE GOOD SINGERS ADVISE THE LESS CAPABLE ALWAYS IN A VERY NICE WAY.  AND THIS REALLY HELPS AS LOTS OF POTENTIAL MISTAKES ORIGINATE FROM A LACK OF EXPERIENCE.

BUT ANOTHER RULE IS THAT WHEN MISTAKES ARE MADE IN THE ACTUAL PERFORMANCE, NO ONE CRITICIZES EVEN AN OBVIOUS MISTAKE – KINDNESS IS THE RULE.
THE CHOIR IS A MICROSM OF THE CHURCH ITSELF.  THE MAIN PURPOSE IS TO CONTRIBUTE TO WORSHIP.  THE FIRST REQUIREMENT IS FOR THE SINGERS TO KNOW AND EXPRESS THE MEANING OF THE SONGS.  AND THIS IS NOT DIFFICULT BECAUSE THE MUSIC ITSELF SEEMS TO ENHANCE THE ACTUAL WORDS.

SO MY MESSAGE TO YOU TODAY IS TWO FOLD:
FIRST, WE SHOULD ALL WORK TOGETHER AS A TEAM RECOGNIZING THAT OUR GIFTS ARE DIFFERENT BUT THAT WORKING TOGETHER CAN PRODUCE A LOT MORE THAN ANY INDIVIDUAL.

IN THIS REGARD, I WAS STRUCK BY THE FOLLOWING FROM 1 THESSALOINIANS CH. 4 FROM THE MESSAGE:

“GET ALONG AMONG YOURSELVES, EACH OF YOU DOING YOUR PART … AND REACH OUT FOR THE EXHAUSTED, PULLING THEM TO THEIR FEET.  BE PATIENT WITH EACH PERSON, ATTENTIVE TO INDIVIDUAL NEEDS … LOOK FOR THE BEST IN EACH OTHER AND DO YOUR BEST TO BRING IT OUT.”
SECOND, THAT OUR FIRST GOAL IN SINGING IN THE CHOIR OR IN ANY OF OUR OTHER ACTIVITIES AS WE MEET TOGETHER IN THIS SANCTUARY IS TO WORSHIP GOD AS HE HAS CALLED US TO DO.  AGAIN FROM THE MESSAGE, PSALM 33 V1-3:  “GOOD PEOPLE, CHEER GOD!  RIGHT-LIVING PEOPLE SOUND BEST WHEN PRAISING.  USE GUITARS TO REINFORCE YOUR HALLELUJAHS!  PLAY HIS PRAISE ON A GRAND PIANO!  INVENT YOUR OWN NEW SONG TO HIM.” 

