Pastor Letter: Music of the Heart (8/15/21)
My writing a pastoral letter each week started during the Covid-19 pandemic when we were not worshipping in a face-to-face format.  My intention at that time was to help spark a feeling of physical unity, connectional emotional support, and spiritual Christian inspiration within a congregation that was separated by the negative consequences of the spreading virus.  When we came back together as a worshipping congregation, I was encouraged to continue this practice for the benefit of those individuals who were still participating in our worship services via Zoom or U-tube.
Historically I have shared the theme of worship music in several of these weekly letters that related to the corresponding scripture passages.  Most of these letters dealt with different styles of worship services, types of music, or uses of music in a Christian worship setting.  This week I am going to highlight not so much the music itself, but the physical, emotional, and spiritual influences behind the worship music.  
The theologian, Augustine, shared that when we sing, we actually pray twice.  His definition of a “hymn” contained three segments.  The first was to actually vocalize the words in song.  The second was the music contained some sort of praise.  The third was this praise vocalization was directed toward Almighty God.  His concept was that a hymn was a community vocalization that lifted their combined praises to God.
Our congregation’s previous Bible study was on the Psalms, many of which we discovered were written by King David.  We read in the Old Testament scriptures that a young shepherd boy, David, soothed the anxious spirit of his king, Saul, by singing and playing music, possibly his own musical compositions.  Music is a powerful entity in our own lives in that we are deeply touched physically, emotionally, and spiritually.  Music has the power to influence feelings buried deep within our very being.
The writer of Ephesians, encourages his readers to live a Godly lifestyle directed by the will of God, “Be careful then how you live, not as unwise people but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are evil.  So do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the Lord is,” (Ephesians 5:15-17).  This is a very difficult endeavor to hear the voice of the Lord, understand the divine directions for our walk of faith, and then put those instructions into practice in our daily Christian journey.  This is an impossible task if we attempt to accomplish this feat under our own human power.  
The author records how we can understand the will of God by using divine assistance, “but be filled with the Spirit, as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts,” (Ep. 5:18-19).  We are not to walk this Christian life all alone but with the power of the Holy Spirit and with the encouragement of other believers.  We reach down deep within ourselves to find those deep-seated feelings that allow us to respond to the direction of the Holy Spirit, share our faith with others and praise our Lord for his grace, mercy, and love, “giving thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, (Ep. 5:20).
  We can sing our deep-seated feelings with our brothers and our sisters of the faith in a worshipful setting that Augustine described, a vocalization that lifts praise to the Lord Almighty.  Music has the power to effect feelings buried deep within our very being.

While these words sound positive on paper, they are not always successfully put into practice in our everyday Christian lives.  Instead of uniting the congregation in divine worship, I have observed the “music of the heart” separating individuals, congregations and even denominations.  In the past, music has been a contentious subject for many.
One large church was split in two by a religious coup led by the music director, organist, and choir over a venomous power struggle.  Some congregations are splintered by the choice of the styles, types, or selections of worship music.  Some congregations provide various services designed around the different types of worship music, musical instrumentation, or choral music.  All of these divisions are created by the “music of the heart” originating in the various factions of the individuals responsible for organizing, conducting, and performing the music during the worship services.
Our congregations consist of individuals of varying age groups, financial classes, cultural backgrounds, religious convictions, political ideologies, and social standings.  Music has been a large part of each person’s existence up until this point in the congregation’s historical development.  When we all come together for worship, each person has their own, “music of the heart.”  This is where the difficulty arises.
When those different types of the “music of the heart” becomes the object of Christian worship, the vocal communal praise is not directed toward God.  The worship music becomes the “golden calf,” “the pagan idol,” or the “object of worship” instead of the Lord.  Music has the power to effect feelings buried deep within our very being and can become the object of our collective worship practices, if we are not cautious.  
Since music is so powerful to effect feelings buried deep within our very being, we should be extremely vigilant to direct our collective heartfelt praise to Almighty God and not to ourselves or our own selfish preferences.  Remember we are “making melody to the Lord in your hearts,” as we seek the Lord’s divine will for our Christian walk of faith. 
The Reformed Christian faith has a long history of using music in our worship services.  Whether we look backward to the sacred psalms of the past, remember the familiar hymns of yesterday, explore the praise music of the present, or look forward to new spiritual songs of the future, we should be ever vigilant to always direct our individual and communal praise to our Lord during our current worship services.

May you be filled with the Holy Spirit, accept the grace of our Lord, and seek the will of our heavenly Father in your daily walk of faith in order you might make a beautiful melody to the triune God in your heart.

Pastor Larry
