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You may be wondering, What on earth are earworms? And, more importantly, please tell me they don’t live in your ears! Eeeeeew. Well, they do, but let me reassure you we’re not going spend time focusing on creepy crawly things this morning. I shudder just thinking about it! 

An earworm is the name for those songs or melodies which keep repeating in your head. To take an example completely at random, if we’re thinking of going to, oh say, a baseball game right after church, we’re likely to start humming, “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” over, and over, and over, and over again. That’s an earworm.

An earworm can appear when we hear a song we like very much, or more problematically, when we hear a song we don’t like, and wish we hadn’t heard. I can think of several “easy listening” songs from the 1970s which I heard on my parents’ floor stereo – you know that large, piece of furniture that was called a hi-fi back in the day. I don’t care to hear those songs again. My kids may think the same thing of the music I play at home. 

Earworms, for better or worse, are remarkably resilient. They stay with us. In our house, we know which earworms we each are vulnerable to, and they’ve become an easy tool for some good-natured teasing. It’s very satisfying to see each other groan when somebody hums just a few bars of a song that has particular staying power. <na, na, na, na, na-na-na-nay hey, hey, Goodbye!>. Oh, I’m sorry about that earworm…
But what do earworms have to do with theology? Surprisingly, a lot! 

Songs that are earworms have the power to transport us. When we hear the opening chords of “All Glory Laud and Honor”…to thee Redeemer King…to whom the lips of children made sweet hosannas ring!” some of us may be catapulted into the stories and scenes of Palm Sunday <Jeff plays a few bars>. 
19 hymns about baptism can teach us about this holy and transfigurative moment. “Out of deep, unordered water, God created light and land…Let creation praise its giver… there is water in the font! Standing round the font reminds us of the Hebrews climb ashore, Life is hallowed by the knowledge God has been this way before”. <Jeff plays a few bars>

Such songs teach us about God and ourselves. Our current hymnal has 853 songs in it. It has hymns about the trinity, God’s promises, songs about the birth of Christ…some of which are from the 9th century, such as O Come O Come Emanuel with melodies which can echo our own emotions as we yearn for the coming of our savior. <Jeff plays a few bars> 
Our hymnal helps us sing many stories about Christ’s life, death and resurrection. We’re taught about the Lord’s supper through 45 songs in our hymnal. When we sing these communion songs as a congregation, we can echo God’s invitation to eat and God’s authority: Come to the Table of Grace…this is God’s table; it’s not yours or mine…come to the table of Grace.” 

Our hymnal offers to us songs of justice and reconciliation. “For Everyone Born”…gives us these beautiful words to sing together and to repeat in the refrain: And God will delight when we are creators of justice and joy, compassion and peace. Yes, God will delight when we are creators of justice, justice and joy. Notice the word justice in the refrain is sung three times. The words in tiny print at the bottom of the page of this hymn tell us “God’s hospitality transcends barriers…and we who have been created in God’s image are called to live in ways that reflect our Creator’s values: justice, joy, compassion and peace.” Wow. Oh how we need these lessons.
The theology lessons continue with our singing today, in the familiar reminder that “God Is Here Today” and with “When In Our Music God is Glorified”. Our theology is also shaped and shifted when we learn new songs as we will at the close of the service when we sing the blessing in Arabic, Hebrew and English. Don’t worry…we’ll teach the words and tune to you.

The hymns Roy, Shelby and Jeff ask us to sing each week are important because they shape our theology…Sermons, of course, shape our theology, too. And sermons definitely challenge our thinking. But as Iona community member John Bell says, “…when the most memorable line of the most rhetorically astute sermon has been forgotten, people will remember the words of “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross”…or “Be Thou My Vision”, or even “Jesus Loves Me.”

In other words, not only do the songs of the church teach, they stick to us with fierce tenacity, sometimes when all else is gone. 
I want to share a short video clip with you which beautifully demonstrates the staying power of music. In the clip, you’ll see two women -- one is a therapist, the other is her 87-year old client who has advanced Alzheimer’s. The therapist has been working on making a connection with her client…and I want you to watch how this unfolds.

< https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrZXz10FcVM>.

Isn’t their interaction remarkable?

In the video, Naomi Feil (the therapist) says, “I used her old church songs as a way to connect.” Naomi Feil is Jewish. Gladys Wilson is Christian. Naomi sings the songs Gladys was taught…songs that likely shaped Gladys’ theology…that’s sticking power!
Singing is important. A portion of today’s scripture makes that very clear:   
…but understand what the will of the Lord is. Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery; 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…giving thanks to God the Father at all times and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
You’ll notice the scripture connects singing, making melody, and giving thanks. These activities go together! And the idea that singing and giving thanks need to be done all the time sounds a lot like an earworm to me. 
Are there other scripture references about music? I’m glad you asked! Why yes, there are. Iona community member John Bell wrote that God commands us to “Sing a New Song”. The evidence for this command appears in Psalm 33, 40, 96, 98, 144, and 149. Psalm 100 commands us to “Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth! Serve the Lord with gladness! Come into his presence with singing!” There are many more references we could consider. But the message is pretty clear: God tells us to sing. So we sing in obedience to the divine command.
Singing is also one of our most visible and audible ways to participate in worship. Individuals read scripture, lead prayers, and preach. Singing our hymns is something we can do for God together. I believe God hears the songs we sing together as an offering through music.
What we sing shapes the way we understand and think of God. It also affects the way we think about, understand, and follow Jesus’s commandments to love our neighbors as ourselves. 
When the songs we sing together in worship teach us how God is at work in the world, earworms which keep repeating God’s words, can be the long-lasting echos of the things we need to hear the most.
   
I love to sing in church! I know it sounds cheesy, but it’s true. Let me tell you why…I was raised a southern Baptist and Sunday morning worship was filled with choir singing, congregational singing and instrumental music. 
I learned to play recorder at church from a music teacher who volunteered to teach a bunch fidgety 3rd graders. My youth group was Youth Choir. About 55 of us gathered on Sunday evenings to rehearse for a couple of hours. We learned musicals like “Celebrate Life” and “I’m here, God’s Here Now We Can Start”. About twice a year our choir director took all 55 of us (and some chaperones) on road trips to other churches throughout California and Nevada. 
We were a sight! Our church bus was loaded with microphones, amplifiers, mixing boards, primitive electric organs and lots of wires which connected everything. 
Our costumes were made from powder blue double knit fabric– vests and long skirts for girls, and vests and trousers for the guys. This was about 1975 and we looked like a 55-member version of the Partridge Family.
But it was great fun. I have fond memories of that time. 
Songs from Celebrate Life can still transport me nearly instantaneously back to all those churches we visited. In fact, one of the songs from Celebrate Life, “In Remembrance of Me” is in our current hymnal. I have been singing in church ever since.
It’s the songs I’ve been singing that give shape to my theology…my understanding of who God is and what God does; these lessons in theology began simply and a long time ago when I was taught “Jesus Loves Me” in Sunday School.
But not all of us sing despite God’s call to do so. 
Sometimes as I look around our sanctuary, I see closed mouths and unopened hymnals from time to time and I wonder why that is. 
One reason may be that some of us are too tired, too weak, or too overwhelmed with all the things life is throwing at us at that moment to sing. Maybe we doubt God will hear our words when we open our mouths. Our reasons for not singing may sound like the same reasons we are unable to pray…we’re overwhelmed…we’re tired…or don’t think we can…Yet, in the same way that the congregation prays for those who can’t, we also need to sing for those of us who can’t. 
Let’s raise our voices for our neighbor who needs us.

For some of us, somebody may have told us a long time ago that we’re terrible singers and therefore we shouldn’t sing…and we believed them. This likely was said by someone in authority…or someone in our family in a misplaced attempt to give us advice… and their advice completely shut us down. Some of us believed what that person said…and thought we would never be able to sing correctly. So we stopped singing. 

Psalm 100 tells us to “make a joyful noise unto the Lord”. “Worship the Lord with gladness”…“Come into his presence with singing” 
I notice it does NOT say, “Make a joyful, 4-part harmony in perfect pitch”. The Psalmist says “make a joyful noise”. God wants us to sing and I don’t see anything in those verses which makes me think God expects us to sound like the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. I believe God wants to hear all our voices and God asks us all to sing. 
John Bell suggests that we who were told we can’t sing face a theological choice: 
“Who’s bigger… the person in our past who told us we can’t [sing], or our God who says “Sing a New Song?”...
When God commands us to sing a new song, its because God believes we can…He’s got the whole world in his hands…
Is it as simple as this?”

Why not pick up your hymnal and give it a try?
Amen.
