29th May 2011 SERMON ‘Music and Worship’
Colossians 3:1-17       
John 17:1-11

(This morning’s sermon explores some of the ideas in a paper I’ve written recently about Music and Worship. If you are interested to read this paper, there are copies in the foyer to pick up today – and you can also read it on the St John’s website or download it from there.)

What is tuned in on your radio?
What music do you listen to most when you’re in the car or at home?

We each have our own personal taste in music, don’t we?

A lady bought a new car and proudly drove it off the showroom floor to take home. Halfway home, she attempted to change radio stations and saw that there appeared to be only one station. She immediately turned around and headed back to the dealer. 

Once at the dealer, she found her salesman and began to complain that her radio was not working, and they must replace it since she only had one radio station. 
The salesman calmed her down and told her that her car radio was voice-activated, and that she would only need to state aloud the type of music that she wanted and the car would find it. 

She got into the car and started the engine and then said the word "classical," and the radio changed the Concert Programme. She was satisfied and started home. After a while she decided to try out the radio and said "rock" the radio station changed and a song by the Rolling Stones starts playing. Quite pleased, the woman continued driving. 

Going around a roundabout two cars failed to give way to her causing her to slam on her brakes to avoid hitting them. The woman angrily exclaimed, "Morons!" 



...The radio immediately changed to the Parliamentary debate.
We each have our own personal taste in music, and that’s great.

BUT, our personal taste cannot be the basis by which we choose music for worship.
We should expect that there will be some difference between the music we use in our worship of God together and the music we listen to in our car on the way home from that worship!

The theological reason that our personal taste is not the basis on how we form our worship is that God is at the centre of our worship.
We are not at the centre – God is.
When I say that God is at the centre, this means both:


that we are to focus on God in what we do, 


and also that (more important than what we bring to the worship 
experience) is what God brings to the worship experience.


God is central to having a worship experience.

In worship we both turn our attention to God, offering to him the best we have,


AND tune ourselves to receive what God is offering us.

There’s a real unknown aspect to how God may surprise us in worship.

Every time we come to worship God 

we are entering into the mystery of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

That mystery is the very life of God. 

And we are able to participate in the very life of God. 

How...?

The reading we’ve hear this morning from Colossians is from a wider explanation about how in Baptism we are buried with Christ (we die with Christ) 

     and that we are also raised by the power of God into new life. 

Having had our sin forgiven, and raised with Christ, we are now alive with Christ.

This new life we participate in shapes our worship.

“So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (v1-2)   

With God at the centre of our worship,
we recognise that worship is not restrictive – it’s expansive;

it happens here in this building 
(with funny eccentricities of ministers & musicians, door duty people & crying babies) 
but worship is not limited to here or even this reality.

Worship is part of God’s greater reality. 
Worship is a heavenly reality; worship is the business of heaven.

With God at the centre we remember that God alone matters. 

Focused on that, differences of personal taste in how we worship are secondary, and any tendency for specific ways to distract us from the worship God deserves will be curbed.
As Jesus speaks to his Father about glory he speaks about unity in the love of God.

And it is incredibly significant that he is praying for us: 
“may they be one, as we are one.” (v11) 
 Jesus is praying that the Father will give us unity of such richness that it is like the unity between God the Father and God the Son.

Such unity is what it means to have God at the centre of our worship – and clearly on our own it is impossible for us – but thank God helps us. 
God helps us see past the petty differences that threaten to divide us. 
Authentic worship is not about ‘what I get out of it’ but having God at the centre and being united by God’s love in Jesus.

I haven’t said much about music yet have I...?

And that’s because we don’t start with music, ...or any other thing we do in our worship.

We start with God; with what God enables in us; the unity God gives to us – that’s keeping God at the centre.

Music serves our worship.
“with gratitude in our hearts we sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God” (v16)

And so we use music that serves our worship well.

Rather than rigidly resisting musical styles we don’t like, we should seek to use music that meaningfully honours and celebrates the presence of the self-giving God.  
And when we see how God is committed to unifying our many differences, we can be excited about the variety of music available to us that can honour and celebrate this God of grace.
To seek to understand each other and appreciate the music others like 
is to allow ourselves to become recipients of God’s grace.

C.S. Lewis (the writer of the Narnia series) describes how this grace can be sought...and lost...

There are two musical situations on which I think we can be confident that a blessing rests. One is where a minister or an organist, someone musically trained and much experience of music, humbly and selflessly sacrifices their own tastes and gives the people simpler and coarser music than he would wish, in a belief that this may extend the opportunities for the people to connect with God in worship. 
The other is where the ignorant and unmusical person humbly and patiently, and above all silently, listens to music which he or she cannot, or cannot fully, appreciate, in the belief that it somehow glorifies God, even if they do not find it edifying.  
Neither such a High Brow nor such a Low Brow can go too wrong. To both, Church Music will have been a means of grace; not the music they have liked, but the music they have disliked. They have both offered, sacrificed, their taste in the fullest sense. 
But...where the opposite situation arises, where the musician is filled with the pride of skill or the virus of emulation and looks with contempt on the unappreciative congregation, 
...OR where the unmusical, complacently entrenched in their own ignorance and conservatism, look with the restless and resentful hostility of an inferiority complex on all who would try to improve their taste – well, we may be sure, all that both lack true graciousness and the spirit that moves them is not the Holy Ghost.

To summarise...getting over ourselves is a blessing for all!
To get over ourselves means we also venture into an exciting zone; 

when we loosen the grip on our personal preferences –  we venture into that space beyond ourselves, 

beyond our comfort zone.

It’s a risky space, but it’s also where we make discoveries (about others and about ourselves)

we don’t settle for being able to take things for granted,

it’s a creative space. 

It’s a space Jesus moved into (to fulfil God’s gracious purposes for us and whole world).

If we are prepared to venture beyond ourselves, 
we become the blessing of understanding others, 
learning from others, 
and maybe even discovering new taonga – new treasures.

Choosing to challenge what seems instinctive is not easy; but this is the radical journey of faith in Jesus:
seeking the things that are above; 
putting to death greed and idolatry; 

stripping off the old self with its practices,
and clothing ourselves with love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony.
We should enjoy our own personal taste in music, 
but if we restrict the music we use in our worship to only that, 
or assess music by what we personally prefer, 
then we make ourselves and others poorer for it. 

Let’s not settle for the limitations of categories like ‘traditional’ or ‘contemporary’ always being better, 
but dare to become familiar with music that has sustained other Christians in our tradition across time and in different cultures, 
as well as willingness to move with the creativity of God’s Spirit in worship.

If we evaluate worship by ‘what I get out of it’, 
we risk betraying that our worship is not really of God. 
We must guard ourselves, and each other, from distractions of our own making 

taking our focus off God as the centre of our worship.

Expansive worship – the business of heaven – is the unique space where God confronts us, changes us, and transforms where we can get past ourselves to discover and express together our love for God in lives filled with praise.
Amen.
� Adapted from an essay entitled "On Church Music" by C. S. Lewis. It can be found in a current publication called Christian Reflections (1994, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994).








