
Songs of Praise

Acts 5:27-32; Psalm 150; Revelation 1:4-8; John 20:19-31

Praise the Lord! Praise God in his sanctuary! Praise God in his fortress, the sky! Praise God in

his mighty acts! Praise God as suits his incredible greatness! Praise God with the blast of the ram’s

horn! Praise God with lute and lyre! Praise God with drum and dance! Praise God with strings and

pipe! Praise God with loud cymbals! Praise God with clashing cymbals! Let every living thing praise

the Lord! Praise the Lord!

Psalm 150 uses only six verses, as if praise is more about the doxological outburst than a

detailed, carefully constructed statement. Yahweh is praised in God’s sanctuary (the temple) as well

as in God’s mighty expanse (that is, everywhere, every corner of creation). And who ought to be

joining in this outburst of pure praise? All of us—indeed all of life, every single creature that lives and

breathes. The whole creation, the beetles and bull finches and everything, the whales, the crickets all

joining in a great cacophony of praise.

St. Augustine was once asked by someone, “We know that God created the world, but why did

God create the world?” He responded, “So that the world might delight in praising God.” Have you

ever had that experience? Maybe viewing mountain grandeur or the beauty of a prairie sunset? It

evokes praise to God for the sheer joy of being alive in that moment. God created us and all the

world for no greater purpose, for no better business, than praise, pure praise.

Now to the major question of the psalm (assuming that the focus of the majority of verses is

major): How are we to praise God? In short, the psalm suggests, “as suits [God’s] incredible

greatness” (v. 2). The psalm does not say we are to praise God according to God’s specific actions in

history. Instead, we are to praise God according to who God is, praising God simply because God is

God. We are not called to praise God because of some act of deliverance that God has performed
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on our behalf. There are some psalms that do that, but not Psalm 150. We are to praise God as God.

And we are to praise God with everything we’ve got.

It’s as if the psalmist grabs anything at hand that makes a noise and begins to make a joyful

noise unto the Lord. What a mixed bag is this holy orchestra: trumpets, lute, harp, tambourine,

strings, pipe, clanging cymbals, loud clashing cymbals.

“Are you sure these instruments fit together? What is the nature of the tune you are attempting

to play?”

The questions are irrelevant. When one is smacked by the unsurpassed greatness of God,

one grabs whatever instrument of sound is at hand and begins to beat upon it. This is the peculiarly

illogical logic of ecstatic praise.

Believe it or not, I work hard on my Easter sermons. I know that we can count on a good

crowd for Easter Sunday, and I want to do my best. I’m convinced that the resurrection of Christ is at

the core of our faith. Anything I can say to help struggling believers have a stronger faith in the reality

of the resurrection would be all to the good. Just as everything we believe about Jesus flows from the

reality of the resurrection, so there is a sense in which all preaching flows from Easter. Paul said as

much to one of his churches: “If Christ hasn’t been raised, then our preaching is useless and your

faith is useless” (1 Cor 15:14).

For all these reasons, I work on my proclamation at Easter. And yet, in my better moments I

know: for a wondrous, stupendous event like the resurrection of crucified Jesus from the dead, words

and pulpit logic and offers of reason are quite beside the point. Here is a mystery that is impervious

to logic, far beyond the powers of speech.

Will Willimon relates: “During the 60s, when I was a student, and trying to be active in the

then--current civil rights movement, I talked some of my buddies into going with me to a
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demonstration for civil rights in a little town in South Carolina. On Wednesday morning, we were to

march in support of equal rights for the African American citizens of the town. The organizers of the

march told us to report for duty on Tuesday night and gave us the address of a black Baptist church a

few miles outside the town.

We arrived at the little church that evening, and already there was a service in progress. We

could hear the singing as we pulled into the parking lot. We entered the church and took our places

in a back row and tried to join in with the singing. I figured that we would sing a few songs and that

we would then move toward receiving instructions for the march. We sang and then we sang some

more. We would sing a hymn, and that would remind someone in the congregation of another hymn

that they would call out, and we would sing that one, often singing it repeatedly.

After more than an hour of this singing, one of us slid over to one of the organizers and said,

“When are we going to get past these preliminaries and move on to the work of protest?”

The man, who was an elder in his church and a veteran of the civil rights movement, smiled at

the question and replied, “Son, these songs are the protest. These hymns and spirituals are the

songs that the people in power don’t want us to sing. We have been at this a whole lot longer than

you have. When you get out there tomorrow, and you face those police, and people are spitting at

you and cursing you, you sure better have more backing you up than a simple desire to do some

good deeds for some poor people. You better know that the Lord is with you, that the Lord is fighting

for you, and that you are on the Lord’s side. Keep singing.”

So we kept singing for another hour or more. The next morning, at the demonstration, when

things got out of hand, we knew that the elder was right. Keep singing.”

In other words, music is more to the point of Easter than even the best of Easter sermons.

That’s why it was so wonderful to have a brass quintet during Easter worship like we did here last
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Sunday.  Here is truth that is better expressed accompanied by music than said. Perhaps when it

comes to a mystery like the resurrection, we’ve got to praise it before we believe it. Poetry always

seems more fitting than prose for such mystery.

As anyone who has read the Psalms knows, the Psalter contains much weeping and

lamentation, particularly in the first “book” or section of the Psalter (Pss 1–41). “How long will you

forget me, Lord? Forever?” (Ps 13:1). “My God! My God, why have you left me all alone?” (Ps 22:1).

Psalmists do not hesitate to express their sadness and pain. The psalms of lament go all the way

down and plumb the depths of human pain. However, even in the eloquence and honesty of lament,

it’s as if the Psalter knows that lament cannot be the end of our conversation with God. Sometimes

there is a praise outburst even in the midst of lament like Psalm 22 which begins with the cry, “My

God, My God why have you forsaken me?” At the mid-point of the Psalm (Psalm 22:22b) we read “in

the midst of the congregation I will praise you. You who fear the Lord, praise him!”. By the time we

reach Psalm 150, any complaint, lament, or doleful dirges give way until, at the end, all that’s left to

say is hallelujah. At the end, hallelujah. Perhaps the Psalter is try ing to say to us that praise should

not be rushed.

It is true that sometimes the way to full-throated, genuine doxology is through lamentation,  so

we ought not expect that all of our prayers and songs to God end in hallelujah. And yet, if we keep

praying, keep singing our way through all 150 psalms, praise is the fitting conclusion. If we keep at it,

go ahead and cry when tears are most appropriate, shake fists and rage when it’s time for that. End

in praise, singing again and again, as does Psalm 150, “Hallelujah, hallelujah,” just like Handel’s

great chorus or Leonard Cohen’s beloved song.

Our Good Fridays, our times of darkness, by the grace of God, give way to Easter, and there

is light when, even after the cross, we are able to sing, “Hallelujah.”

4Songs of Praise.ser.wpd



The Christian life is more, so much more, than simply following a moral code or adhering to a

list of duties. The Christian life is a matter of loving God. If we do good works, if we are courageous

and bold in fighting injustice and speaking up for truth, we’re doing it for love. I don’t think you get

good works, true Christian ethics, by threatening people with punishment if they do bad. I think you

get it as a byproduct, as fruit of a relationship with a God who has chosen in Jesus Christ to relate to

us.

If that’s true—and I believe with all my heart that it is—then you will have to provide more

opportunities for better adoration and praise if you want better people. In singing hymns of love, we

become more loving. In singing songs of adoration, we become more adoring and thereby more

faithful. Our praise here on Sunday morning may help determine the quality of our living in the name

of Jesus in the world on Monday morning.

In fact, you may think of our Christian ethics—the things we do and say in the world as

Christians—as sort of our daily, enacted praise of God, praising God in our daily work, just as we

have praised God here in worship.

All of us want to live the sort of lives that become a visible, embodied, enacted hallelujah to

Jesus. Thanks and praise be to God. Amen.
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