Take my hand, we'll make it, I swear

Oh-oh, livin' on a prayer.”

Karaoke night was a sacrament. The presence of God, gathered
people, sticky floors, and low lighting, and a song that bound us
together in love. The words were very different from the psalm. But
that song and that gathering embodied what psalmist calls us to do:
“Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy.
For the LORD, the Most High, is awesome, a great ruler over all the
earth.”

The writer Kurt Vonnegut said this: “If I should ever die, God
forbid, let this be my epitaph: THE ONLY PROOF HE NEEDED FOR
THE EXISTENCE OF GOD WAS MUSIC.” May we enjoy and give
thanks for the proof of God given to us through music. May we enjoy
and give thanks for the almost sacrament that music is - for God’s grace
made tangible to us together in the notes we sing and hear.

All glory and honor, thanks and praise be to God. Amen.

! Rebecca Morelle, “Choir singers ‘synchronise their heartbeats,” July 9, 2014, BBC,
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-23230411
2 Dave Grohl, “The Day the Live Concert Return,” The Atlantic, May 11, 2020.
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Music speaks to us in a different way than words do. A couple of
months ago, when Elise, who was just baptized, was our monthly “Child
of God” in the newsletter, she was asked what her favorite part of
worship was. Elise said, “The Gloria Patri is great! I can put down the
bulletin and sing it, and sometimes I sing it around the house.” What a
joy that that simple song is the way a child feels most connected to
God.

In times when we're feeling emotional, it’s often during the
hymns when our eyes start to water and the tears may flow. Music
speaks to our feelings and helps us share them with God.

When I visit with people living with dementia, even when they
can’t hold any other conversation, sometimes they can join their voice
to sing the Doxology alongside me. Those notes and familiar words
have become a part of their mind and heart in a different way than
names or dates. When we sing it, a sense of wholeness surrounds us.

Music, of all kinds, draws us into God’s presence in a unique
way. Those soundwaves touch us and move us well beyond any words
we say. It often feels beyond our ability to even describe it. Which is the
way many of us experience God, too. Psalm 47 calls people to praise
God. To clap their hands. And especially to sing. In the space of just
two verses, the Psalmist tells listeners to sing five different times.

They, and we, are not called to sing because we are particularly good at
singing. Or because we can read the notes or have nice voices. We're
called to sing because God reigns over all the earth. Because that is
reason enough to stop worrying about our pride and to burst into song.

This psalm envisions a crowd of people singing in procession.
While music can be an individual experience, its power is often found in
being together. Whether in an audience who gathers for a concert, a
marching band who comes for rehearsal, or a few kids strumming
guitars in the garage, the shared experience of music moves us. The


https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-23230411

sacraments we celebrate as Presbyterians are only available to us in
community. Though some traditions offer private baptisms with just
family in attendance, we don’t do it that way. Because the whole
gathered congregation is part of the sacrament; your presence - not just
mine - is part of what makes baptism meaningful and true. We believe
that God is with us in the water in the font or the bread at the table,
because we have all come to meet God there together. Music is like that,
too. The power is often found in two or three, or thousands, making
music together.

A few years ago a study out of Sweden showed that singers in a
choir harmonize in more ways than one. Researchers monitored the
heartates of singers as they sang choral works together in their choir.
When they sang in unison, their heart rates synchronized.* The
researchers believe the effect is largely from the way singers coordinate
their breathing. The BBC reports, “the more structured the work, the
more the singers' heart rates increased or decreased together. Slow
chants, for example, produced the most synchrony. The researchers
also found that choral singing had the overall effect of slowing the
heart rate.” Which we know is good for our health and well-being.
Science alone seems to explain this phenomenon. But maybe it’s more
than that, too. Maybe the experience of music in community also
connects our spirits with something sacred, which draws us together in
unity.

Do you remember three years ago when we couldn’t make music
together? When the pandemic made it unsafe to open our mouths in
song or to blow air through an instrument. That time feels both like
ages ago and like it’s still too raw to recall. Some of us had been
participating in choir or a band, and we missed the experience of
making music together. Some of us missed going to concerts and
hearing live music. Some of us grieved that we couldn’t sing hymns or
hear the choir in this place. For months in worship we “sang in our
hearts” while reading the words of hymns in the bulletin and
occasionally hearing a soloist sing. Our choir, and many others, went
to great lengths to individually record each member singing their part.
Technology allowed us to put it all together to make one song. And it
was a nice substitute. It was what we could do. It also broke open our
hearts when we heard those songs - giving thanks for the sound of a
choir, while also reminding us of the terrible situation we |||}

The musician David Grohl was the drummer in the band
Nirvana before forming the Foo Fighters, where he’s the lead singer
and guitarist. He wrote a piece in May of 2020 in the Atlantic about
how much he missed performing in concert. And how he was aching to
do it again. He wrote, “I don’t know when it will be safe to return to
singing arm in arm at the top of our lungs, hearts racing, bodies
moving, souls bursting with life. But I do know that we will do it again.
Because we have to. It’s not a choice. We’re human. We need moments
that reassure us that we are not alone. That we are understood. That
we are imperfect. And most important, that we need each other...I've
shared my music, my words, my life, with the people who come to our
shows. And they have shared their voices with me. Without that
audience, that screaming, sweating audience, my songs would only be
sound. But together, we are instruments in a sonic cathedral. One that
we build together night after night. And one that we will surely build
again.”* My friend, Pastor Amy Miracle, said of Grohl’s piece that he
doesn’t use the word ‘God’ or ‘sacrament,” but that is what he’s talking
about.

The experience of music - any kind that speaks to your soul, not
just church music - when those sounds wash over us, then we are
saturated with God. Those moments are holy. Sometimes that music
breaks open our hearts. It conveys sadness, pain, and heartache so we
allow ourselves to feel those emotions we often push away. It conveys
them in a way where we can both feel them, but also bear them,
especially when we weren’t sure we could bear it all. Sometimes that
music lets us get out of our heads, and go to a place that’s not bound by
the day to day stuff we are dealing with. Sometimes it takes us back to
a place and time where we felt loved, or like we could conquer any feat.
Sometimes music leaves us unable to speak; we're so moved, so awed
that we shut up for a minute and simply feel the sacred moment
around us.

When I was in seminary, there was a dive bar called the Ivy, a
mile or so down the road from our dorms. It was tradition to walk
down there one night a week to sing karaoke. There was conversation,
drinks, an escape from studying and worries. There was also an
anthem. A song when all the seminarians would gather around the
mics, link arms, and roar the lyrics to the Bon Jovi song that spoke to
our callings, our friendships, our hope. Sing it with me if you know it:

"Whoa, we're half way there

Oh-oh, livin' on a prayer



