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Just Another Gospel Love Song
1 Corinthians 12:12—13:13

Paul McCartney once wrote a song that began with these words:

You'd think that people would have had enough of Silly Love Songs. 
But I look around me and I see it isn't so. 
Some people wanna fill the world with Silly Love Songs. 
And what's wrong with that? 
I'd like to know, 'cause here I go again 
I love you, I love you, 
I love you, I love you.

As you know, today we here at Massanutten are celebrating Music Festival Sunday, which means that we will be highlighting the ministry of our Massanutten MusicMakers and giving thanks to God for their amazing gifts and faithfulness.  It’s not too great a stretch, I think, to suggest that they are trying to fill the world not with silly love songs, but the gospel love song.  Through their music—and ours as well—we are seeking to extend the love of God and neighbor in the world.

Knowing that this Music Festival would be happening today, I naturally began to wonder how the emphasis on the various choirs and musicians that are an integral part of our worship is connected to Paul’s hymn to love—yet another gospel love song—that we read a moment ago.

As I wondered about that connection, I remembered the directions included in the preface to the Methodist hymnal.  The preface contains John Wesley’s Directions for Singing.  Not that the choir needs them, mind you, but these directions, written in 1761, offer a glimpse into something interesting.

Here are some of Wesley’s more profound directions:

1) Sing lustily and with good courage.  Beware of singing as if you were half dead, or half asleep; but lift up your voice with strength.  Be no more afraid of your voice now, nor more ashamed of its being heard, than when you sung the songs of Satan.

2)  Sing these songs exactly as they are printed here.  If you have learned to sing them otherwise, unlearn it as soon as you can.

3) Sing in time.  Whatever time is sung be sure to keep with it.  Do not run before or stay behind it; but attend close to the leading voices, and move therewith as exactly as you can; and take care not to sing too slow.

4) But of particular importance for today: Sing modestly.  Do now bawl, so as to be heard above or distinct from the rest of the congregation, that you may not destroy the harmony; but strive to unite your voices together, so as to make one clear melodious sound.

While Wesley was writing about congregational singing, that’s true of a choir as well.  No matter how delightful the individual voices may be, the hope of the choir is that the voices will blend in harmony and sound together.  I remember asking the choir director in my last congregation about this several years ago.  Though he first said the purpose of the choir is to keep the congregation awake during the sermon (which is why I’ve stopped asking choir directors that question), he went on to a deeper—and I would say far superior—answer: “The purpose,” he said, “is synergy.”  In other words, the hope is to use individual voices for the common good, to blend many sounds to make one sound.

Though Paul uses a different analogy, it’s basically the same.  Imagine if he had written this to the Corinthians: “For just as the choir is one and has many members, and all the members of the choir, though many, are one choir, so it is with Christ....Indeed, the choir does not consist of one member but of many.  If the altos would say, “Because we are not tenors, we do not belong to the choir,” that would not make them any less a part of the choir.  And if the basses should say, “Because we are not sopranos, I do not belong to the choir,” that would not make them any less a part of the choir.  If the whole choir were altos, where would the tenors be?  If the whole choir were sopranos, where would the basses be?”

And, can you imagine if these were Paul’s last words to the Corinthian Church: “If one group of voices suffers by singing off key, all suffer together with it.  Now you are the choir of Christ and individually members of it.”
It needs to be said clearly: Paul stands apart from the crowd in talking this way.  It is difficult to hear Paul’s idea, understand it or appreciate it because of the individualism which so dominates our thinking and our conception of ourselves and our relationship to others.  Paul asks us to set aside our pre-occupation with the self for the sake of joining together in community.

You are the body of Christ, says Paul.  He means that in God’s own mysterious way, God has bound us together, related us to one another.  It’s not a choice we make.  It’s a reality God has created.

Paul says, “You are the body of Christ.”  He doesn’t say, “Become the body of Christ.”  He doesn’t say, “When you finally work out all of your differences and start pulling together as a unit, you will be the body of Christ.”  He simply says, “You are the body of Christ.”

And, if we want to be a body, we have to work together.  All of us, clergy and lay, rich or not so rich, single or married, young or old, all of us have a part to play in the one body of Christ.
I am thankful for the faithfulness of these Massanutten MusicMakers who give so generously of their time in preparation for the gifts they offer in worship.  I admire their ability, especially those who can manipulate more bells than I can even count.  But most of all, I appreciate the way their voices and instruments evoke our own song, as we go forth to sing our lives to the glory of God.
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