                                            David M. Bradley

                                  Montreat Presbyterian Church

                                                3-08-09

                                    “Music as a Means of Grace”

                                            Acts 16:16-40

  It is a privilege to be with you this morning in many different ways:  as a supporting member of this church, as a fellow member of this presbytery, and as one who calls many of you dear friends and family.  For a church that started in 2007, I must say how impressed I am with your work and ministry.  I follow your work through the update sheet in the post office, through the website that George Ramsey updates, and through running into many of you as you are about God’s work in this community.  As I join you for worship this morning, I am especially grateful to Rocky Ward, Mary Elizabeth Martin, Anne Rogers, and Margaret Neale for care and concern to details as we gather here.  I’m also grateful to Montreat College for their allowing this beautiful space to be used for worship.  

     It is impressive to see the church without walls on the move.  This is the fourth location I have worshiped with you and every time it seems as though all details are covered.  So thank you for the privilege of being with you this morning.  I’ve brought brochures of the Pastoral Counseling and Growth Center where my wife Margaret and I work so that you can have a pastoral counseling resource when you or those you care for and love should need it.  I understand Margaret Peery preached a few weeks back so you’ve had all three Presbyterians here who serve on the staff there.  
  As I’m grateful for the opportunity to be here today, I must also say that when Rocky asked me to preach on March 8th, the small issue of it being “springing forward” into Daylight Savings Time escaped my eye.  I don’t know if that’s why the date was open or not.  Nevertheless bear with me and I’ll bear with you and we’ll trust God to bear with us all as we worship a little earlier this morning.  
   As the people of God gathered in this place this morning, we return to the story of the People of God as told by the book of Acts.  As we arise early on this morning, let us jog our memories about what was going on in the context of Acts.  Of course, it is the story of the early Christian church as it goes through its growing pains, a story which this congregation can identify with as its life and mission is birthed.  The book of Acts traces the church’s growth from Jerusalem to all of imperial Rome.  It speaks of the struggle of faith between Jew and Gentile, Pharisees and the Sadducees, organized religion versus new revelation.  I don’t know about you, but for me the book of Acts is always encouraging as I remember that from the beginning of the Christian church, human disagreements have been present.  Pick a topic and the disagreements have been there.  As we encounter each group’s struggle with the other, as we listen to conflicts between those on the same team in Peter, Paul, Barnabas, Silas, John Mark, and others, it speaks to us in this day and place about the difficulty of being a community united in mission.  And yet even in our failure to unite in tasks, God still uses all of us.  
     Our passage for today is Acts 16 where Paul and Barnabas have been taking the gospel around to Jewish synagogues, telling of God’s power to both Jews and Gentiles.  They have been traveling from one city to another and Acts 16 finds them in the district of Macedonia, from Philippi to Thyatira.  It is in Thyatira, the city of Lydia, a wealthy woman convert to the faith, that our passage for today takes place.  As we come to our text, listen for God speaking to you in your life of faith, as an individual, and in community.        

(Reading of Acts 16:16-40)

     I remember this text from my time as a child in Sunday School, back in that wonderful stage of development where the gospel stories were told in the form of cartoons.  Being so young, the pictures had a profound effect on me, much as this fresco of the parable behind us can do.  I remember thinking how brave these men Paul and Barnabas must have been.  How could they have stayed true to their faith when the very expression of faith caused them to be imprisoned?   I thought to myself, “What human beings they must be to sing hymns to God while being behind bars and shackled in chains”.  In my third grade world, I couldn’t begin to imagine having such faith.   It’s almost hard to get in touch with this image of being in prison as we sit in such beautiful worship space.  Prison bars and chains around our feet is a pretty far-off image.  

      Have you ever been in prison?   I can tell you, that the only time I have literally been in prison cells was for acts of ministry to those in prison.  So I can only imagine how I would feel on the other side of those bars.  

     To really identify with this text this morning some of us will have to search a little deeper in our hearts for the understanding of being imprisoned.  I offer to you a time in my life when I truly felt imprisoned, unable to escape from the feelings in my own body.  The year was 1993.  I was at Columbia Seminary for my second year of preparation for ministry.  In the previous year I had suffered what a pastoral counselor called two deaths.  One was the death of my father and the other was a death of a relationship that had been headed for marriage.  I started in the fall of 1991 as a student at Union Seminary in Richmond, Virginia.  During the spring semester of that first year, my father died after a nine day struggle in the hospital that had come from an attempt on his own life.  An ordained Presbyterian minister, he had suffered from mental illness for many years and had been disabled by it for ten years with the hopes that doctors and counselors could help him find a way to return to active ministry.   After experimental medicines and therapy had been exhausted, a psychiatrist informed Dad that he had nothing left to try.  A day later, Dad attempted to take his own life as the mental illness had him in total despair.  He died on March 29, 1992.  

     In August of 1992, I transferred to Columbia Seminary to be closer to family and to continue this relationship.  In January of 1993, she ended the relationship wanting to cut off all ties completely.  

     As the pastoral counselor suggested, I was dealing with two deaths at one time.  Here I was preparing for ministry in the church and I had no idea how to answer my own faith crisis.  Many of you know that seminary education is a time of upheaval anyway as you learn to question a faith that has been handed to you and come to terms with a faith that bridges the gap between what you believe and how you live.  

     I know my parents did a good job of raising me in the faith, but as it goes with all of us, what we are taught is not necessarily what we come to hear.  While I was being taught about both law and grace, because of my filters, I was digesting a great deal more of law than grace.  Here in the midst of my seminary education, my preparation for ministry, I faced my own prison walls.  I was full of questions with a faith that previously rested on solid answers.  I began to question my faith, my God, and my calling to ministry.  Going to class was difficult, studying was a struggle, and social life seemed harder than anything.  And for someone who had been an extrovert all my life, the changes were overwhelming.  I felt trapped, left alone, wondering if I had misheard God’s plans for my life.  I felt hopeless when I thought about the future that lay ahead.  I reached out to family and friends, to professors, to a pastoral counselor, trying to find my way in the darkness.  

     Perhaps you’ve had times such as these in your life, times when you did not know where to turn, times when you struggled to bridge the gap between what you believed and what you lived out.  Perhaps you have known of times when being imprisoned has not consisted of literal bars outside of you but a body you’re struggling to live within.  

     Days went by slowly and sleep was hard to come by.  Filled with emotions I could not defeat, I felt as though faith were gone.  I felt hopeless and full of despair.   Perhaps God finally had me in a place to really hear the gospel, for my answer would not be coming from my own strength, but from a source beyond me.  

     In the midst of the darkness one night, a tune began coming from my heart to my head: 

“God is a rock in a time of troubling, God is a rock in a time of troubling, God is a rock in a time of troubling, God is a rock.”  

    Where was this coming from?   I hadn’t thought of that song since childhood.  Sung to me by my parents, sung to me in the faith community, the words came back to me and I began to feel as though I was not alone.  Slowly, my grief began to unlock.  Through Old Testament study, I saw the Hebrew people wandering with God in the desert for 40 years and began to realize that I too was in a desert and needed to learn to trust in God.   Over the years my faith had become more in self than in God and law had taken me as far as it could go.  But in the words of the famous hymn, “Grace would lead me home.”  

     I would not tell you this story if I thought it only belonged to me.  You see there’s a strong part of me that believes that Paul and Barnabas aren’t meant to be put on pedestals.  There’s a part of me that believes that Paul and Barnabas were shocked themselves as hymns came out of their mouths praising God while they sat behind bars and in shackles.  For Paul, his life was not a matter of law, for even living up to the law had not brought him faith in God but in himself.  But on that road to Damascus, God’s light changed the darkness that Paul was unaware he even had in his life.  Paul was learning to live by grace.  Constantly faced with those who said they were justified by what they did, Paul consistently spoke of the power of God.  In the seventeenth chapter of Acts, Paul says to those in Athens (Acts  17:24-28): 

    “The God who made the world and everything in it, he who is Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by human hands, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mortals life and breath and all things.  From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him-- though indeed he is not far from each one of us.  For ‘in him we live and move and have our being’; as even some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring.”  

     Paul goes on to speak of the danger of forming God into the image we would wish for rather than recognizing the image of God within us.  Sometimes it takes all guards being down before we can recognize the image of God within us and receive grace in our times of struggle.  

     Some years ago, a pastor served a congregation with a great deal of the members suffering from mental illness.  It was not uncommon for people to cry out in the middle of the service in ways that many of us might find very disrupting.  In serving this church, the pastor took those who were mentally ill on an outing in the church van every Tuesday.  One day when he was riding with them, one of the members asked him, “Pastor, why do you care so much about us?”  The pastor sat in silence, stunned by the question.  After a few moments of silence, the young man said to his pastor, “You’ve known pain in your life too, haven’t you?”  

   Some weeks later, the pastor sat alone in the sanctuary during the season of Lent.  As he looked up at the cross in the front of the sanctuary, the pastor said “You’ve known pain in your life, too, haven’t you.”  

     God has known pain.  The old hymn says it well, “Can we find a friend so faithful?  Who will all our sorrows share?  Jesus knows our every weakness.  Take it to the Lord in prayer.  

     Even when we FEEL alone, God does not leave us alone in our pain.  God is at work, creating in the midst of the pain, finding new ways toward life and love.  

     Are you remembering your prisons?   In the midst of your pain, did God’s grace well up within you?  How was it present?  Has music been a means of God’s grace for you?  

     Friends, the power of the gospel rests not in our strength, but in the power of God.  We remember Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth saying that God’s power is made perfect in our weakness.  That is such a difficult thing to accept living in this self-made praising society.  

     Music is but one of God’s many means of grace to liberate us from all that would keep us from knowing ourselves to be God’s children.  That’s one of the reasons I look forward to worship.  Who knows when what we sing today may lead us out of the darkness and into life for ourselves and our world?  

     Many of you know the power of music in your life of faith.  Augustine once said that singing was like praying twice as the words and the music connected us to God.  You’ve perhaps seen its power in nursing homes when persons who have seemingly lost their memories begin to sing the words of familiar hymns when they’re played.  

     We cannot know ahead of time how God will be at work.  In that difficult spring of 1992, facing two deaths, how could I have known that fifteen years later on the very day my Dad had died, March 29th, my son would be born? Surely, in that moment I could not have sensed that fifteen years later, I would be married, have a son, and be feeling totally at home in God’s calling to me in ministry.  God’s grace truly is amazing.  And even the faith we find in the darkness is a gift from the God who loves us to death – and beyond.  

     There will be more difficult times ahead –for me, for you.  We face them now in our country right now as people are hurting and sitting in darkness, where unemployment is increasing, soup kitchens and homeless shelters are filling up, and former Fortune 500 companies executives are now working as janitors.  Even here in Montreat, where many of those problems are scarce, retirement funds are shrinking.  Fear is awake and darkness feels close by.   

     But friends, we worship a God of steadfast love.  God does not leave us to our own misery or give up on us.  So when our feelings overwhelm us, may we remember who created us, who created our feelings, and who has the power to lead us out of darkness.  Just as this church is without walls, God is without walls as well.  There is no place that God cannot go.   God IS a rock in a time of troubling.  May we trust the future to the one who gives us faith by grace.  

        Let us pray.

SUNG PRAYER:

My life flows on in endless song; above earth’s lamentation

I hear the sweet though far off hymn that hails a new creation:

Through all the tumult and the strife I hear the music ringing;

It finds an echo in my soul – How can I keep from singing?

What though my joys and comforts die?  The Lord my Savior liveth;

What though the darkness gather round!  Songs in the night he giveth:

No storm can shake my inmost calm while to that refuge clinging;

Since Christ is Lord of Heav’n and earth, How can I keep from singing?

I lift mine eyes; the cloud grows thin; I see the blue above it;

And day by day this pathway smoothes since first I learned to love it:

The peace of Christ makes fresh my heart, a fountain ever springing:

All things are mine since I am His – How can I keep from singing?

                 --Robert Lowry (1860)

