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 Today is Trinity Sunday when Christians celebrate one God in three 

persons - Father, Son and Holy Spirit. A simple sentence that theologians 

have debated the meaning of for as long as there have been theologians. 

Someday I may be wise enough to contribute to the debate, but not today. 

Our denomination, the Presbyterian Church, U.S.A., calls it an 

unfathomable mystery. And I will leave it there. 

 Instead, I will be speaking about music in worship. Next Sunday will 

be Music Sunday when we have special performances. So this is a good 

time to ask what is the role of music in the service. But if it weren’t for 

COVID I would probably have chosen a different topic. Pre-COVID, if I 

had asked why we sing hymns I would most likely have received one of 

two answers.  

 One would be, “Don’t touch the hymns; they are the best part of 

worship.” I can relate to that. The first time I attended a worship service I 

was bored out of my mind. That is NOT a reflection on the pastor. I was 

maybe eight years old, there was no children’s sermon and Sunday School 

was at a different time, so I was there for the duration. I didn’t understand 

half of what was happening. The Lord’s Prayer was even different. But I 

could sing the hymns. I could even hit the high notes I can’t reach with a 

step ladder today. It was the only times when I was truly part of what was 

happening.  

Even as an adult the hymns are some of the most positive parts of the 

worship service. Confession is good for the soul, but telling the Lord “I did 

things that I knew I should not have done” is not fun if it is done seriously. 

It’s not supposed to be. And sermons can sometimes make us 

uncomfortable. But hymns brighten the soul. 

 The other response to the question would be because we have always 

had them. And that’s true. Hymns in our hymnal go back at least to the 15th 

century. [#254] In the Middle Ages they had Gregorian chants. In our 

second reading today we are told that Paul and Silas were “singing hymns 
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to God.” And our first reading was a psalm. Many of the psalms are from 

the time of King David. He lived so long ago that archeologists have a 

difficult time finding concrete evidence that he even existed. So when 

someone says that hymns have always been part of worship, they are right. 

So why would we even ask. 

 The answer to that is COVID. Suddenly we couldn’t worship in 

person. We went digital, and were able to worship on Sundays. But sitting 

at home singing along with our pastor isn’t the same as singing hymns in 

the sanctuary. And when we were finally able to return to in-person 

worship we were initially restricted from singing. Now we can sing hymns, 

but through a mask?  Suddenly it’s no longer simply of academic interest. 

The question is longer, “Why do we sing hymns?” It’s now “What have we 

lost?” 

 Let’s start at the beginning. Why do humans sing? We all do it. We 

sing, we hum for no particular reason. We sing in the shower, even if we 

can’t carry a tune in a bucket. But why? It seems to be innate. Years ago, a 

scientist thought that we like harmony because that’s what we heard as 

babies as we were being fed milk. So, he ran an experiment. He played 

discordant music while the babies were being fed. It didn’t change their 

musical preferences, but they all grew up disliking milk. So much for that 

idea.  

From a survival perspective, being able to change the pitch of one’s 

voice is useful when communicating, but singing is a whole different 

matter. I seriously doubt that our hunter-gatherer ancestors ever sang “Hi 

ho, hi ho, it’s off to work we go,” or anything similar. It would have 

warned whatever they were hunting that they were coming. It would also 

have told predators such as dire wolves that lunch was served, with them 

on the menu. Actually, seven little people with a valuable mine probably 

should have kept a lower profile. We don’t sing to attract a mate, as birds 

do. If we did there would be far fewer of us on this planet. Whales sing, but 

we don’t have a good understanding of why. No help there. It’s difficult to 
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imagine what use singing was to our ancestors. So, why do we have this 

ability and apparent need to sing? Perhaps God gave it to us because He 

knew that one day we would need it. 

What have we done with that gift? Everything, literally from the sacred to 

the profane. We use it for good. We use it for evil. We use it to sell 

consumer products. Sometimes the jingle is well remembered long after the 

product has faded into history. We use it to entertain ourselves. We use it 

to express our feelings - love, longing, protest, rebellion, belonging – 

whatever is important to us. 

 Militaries were probably some of the earliest to take advantage of 

“music,” although early on it wouldn’t have sounded much like what we 

call music. But over time making noise to scare the enemy and embolden 

one’s own fighters became more formal, with actual style. The Maori Haka 

is an excellent example of a war dance with chanting, although it can also 

be used as a welcome or for other purposes. New Zealand rugby teams do 

a Haka before the beginning of each match, presumably to intimidate the 

other team. Rugby players aren’t intimidated by the game, so I’m not sure 

anything can intimidate them, but the rest of us wouldn’t want to be on the 

receiving end of a Haka. Eventually, things evolved to the point of military 

bands leading the troops into battle. 

 On the home front, every country has a national anthem, whether it’s 

a democracy, a monarchy or a nasty dictatorship. They are a way to bring 

people together with a common identity and allegiance to the country. We 

call that patriotism. Some anthems are written in response to particular 

events. The American and French anthems were written as the country was 

under attack by foreign troops. Some anthems are written specifically to 

produce loyalty to the country or a cause. But anthems are always intended 

to be sung by citizens in groups. They are some of the best examples of 

singing to bring people together. 
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 One place that singing has been important from earliest times is in 

worship.  I mentioned earlier that psalms go back as far as King David. 

That’s three thousand years ago, and singing praises to God no doubt goes 

back to well before then. 

 For almost all Christians singing is an important part of worship. 

Inner city, suburbs, rural, we all sing. Black, white, Hispanic, Asian, we all 

sing. Catholic, Orthodox, Protestant, we all sing. Liberal, moderate, 

conservative, fundamentalist, we all sing. The songs are different – 

spiritual, high church, praise music. Some come from the Jewish tradition 

of the psalms, some from the early days of organized Christianity, and 

others are only a few years old. Whatever our theology, whatever our song, 

we all sing. Why? 

 We do it for many reasons. We use music to transition from the 

outside world to the world of worship. The prelude is typically without 

words, but often the words will come to mind as we hear it. We sing to 

gather us together. Sometimes this is done by the prelude and sometimes 

we use a hymn for this purpose. Today I chose to use a hymn, as the first 

part of my message. 

 We sing to reinforce our common identity as Christians. Singing in 

worship is not unlike singing a national anthem in that respect. Our Hymn 

of Thanksgiving makes the point that we are all one in Christ as well as any 

we have. I omitted the refrain because it speaks of our relationship beyond 

our walls and I wanted to emphasize our relationship with each other. 

 But singing truly has its greatest impact when we sing to God. 

Worship has many components, but underlying them all is reverence and 

adoration. Every part of worship reflects reverence, but adoration only 

somewhat. Confession certainly acknowledges God’s position, but it has a 

selfish component to it. The Bible says that the wages of sin are death. We 

are asking God to not give us what we deserve. Our prayers are reverent 

but they tend to be requests for God’s assistance. Even the Lord’s Prayer 
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has requests along with adoration. Bible reading and the sermon are 

primarily educational. It’s in the hymns that adoration comes into full 

flower. Sometimes it is implicit, other times explicit.  

The Gloria Patri, which we haven’t sung recently and our Doxology are 

simple expressions of praising God. Others such as our next hymn are 

fuller expression of adoration. 

 Which brings us to the answer to my earlier question, “What have we 

lost?” when we couldn’t sing our hymns. The answer is, “Too much.” We 

can use a spoken call to worship, as we often do. But trying to bring us 

together without singing isn’t the same. And adoration suffers greatly. 

Mother’s Day was three weeks ago. Imagine not telling Mom how 

important she is in one’s life. That’s what not singing to the Lord is like. 

 We will soon be back to “normal,” whatever that means post-Covid. 

We will be singing again. Celebrate it, enjoy it, but remember that like 

everything in life, it shouldn’t be taken for granted. 


