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Sometimes people ask me what they should do if they cannot sing the 

hymns – either because they cannot sing, or they don’t know the 

melody, or they can’t read music, or they don’t like the music – but they 

still want to worship. 

It is a good question. In heaven we will all sing and love the music, but 

we are not there fully yet. So we have our preferences and skills and 

familiar repertoire.  

But worship of God is more important than whether we can sing the 

hymns or like them.  

So, my answer to those who ask this is to encourage them to pay 

attention to the words.  

Hymns are chosen primarily for how the words convey the faith of the 

church. The music serves the words. 

Lets take, for example, the first stanza of our hymn of the day: Rise up, 

O Saints of God. 

The first line is a twofold call to action: rise up! Act! Do!  

From vain ambitions turn – stop using your energy for things that do not 

matter, that do not lead to life, that do not contribute to the good of all.  

Why should we stop chasing after selfish goals? Because Christ rose 

triumphant from the grave so that our hearts might burn with nobler zeal. 

That we might be passionate about things that serve all people. That our 

efforts and energy might be put to better use.  

This is a conversation that God has had with the beloved community 

over and over again.  
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We heard it in Micah – The Lord God begins: What have I done that has 

caused you, my people, to act so badly? To forsake me and my covenant 

of love? Answer me!  

I got you out of slavery in Egypt and paid a dear price for you. I sent you 

Moses and Miriam and Aaron to lead you, and how have you thanked 

me? With your rebellion.  

What have I done to wear you out and burden you, that you turn against 

me? Tell me!  

Remember all the ways I showed my saving love toward you – blessing 

you when Balak wanted Balaam to curse you – and yet you did not keep 

my word.  

Why? 

***Then the accused responds in shame and remorse, realizing the depth 

of sin:  

How shall I repay the Most High God? What amount of sacrifices will 

be enough? Not even if I sacrificed my own flesh and blood would it be 

enough for the sins of which I am accused.  

***The Lord’s answer? Rise up O saints of God!  

Have I not sacrificed my own firstborn for your transgressions? Have I 

not given my own Son for the sins of your soul?  

Christ rose triumphant that your hearts with nobler zeal might burn. 

This is what the Lord God requires of you now that you are free: do 

justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with your God. 

Forgiveness calls us to action.  
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… 

A friend of mine noted on social media that in her experience, most 

congregations are set up to be centers for consumption of religion rather 

than outposts for mission in the world.  

While I don’t agree entirely with her assessment, there is enough truth in 

it to bother me.  

I confess that there are times when it has been enough for me come to 

worship, be inspired by the liturgy, “take”(yes, take, not receive) 

Communion, get forgiveness, and go home satisfied that I and the Lord 

are good.  

 I confess this as sin, because when I do this, I turn worship into a 

private religion, I treat forgiveness as a commodity and the sacrament as 

a thing rather than a relationship.  

 Some people have even said “I pay my dues and get my grace”.  

These are vain ambitions, are they not?  

What good is forgiveness that we think we have bought from God?   

What good is grace that we think we deserve because of anything 

we do? 

No, God does not deal in spiritual commodities, but rather in love.  

Love that is demonstrated for us in the sacrifice of Jesus in his suffering 

and death for the sins of all vain ambitions and his defeat of death so that 

we might live differently. 

Rise up, O saints of God!  
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A good question might be to ask God, Rise up how? For what cause? 

Here we turn to Jesus and his sermon on the mount, the first part of 

which we heard in today’s Gospel.  

The Beatitudes are familiar, and pious people for generations have taken 

comfort in putting themselves in the place of the poor in spirit, the meek, 

and the peacemakers. Not so much in the place of the persecuted…. 

But perhaps there is another way of seeing this teaching of the Lord. 

And it fits with the story of Balak and Balaam, which you can read in 

the book of Numbers, chapters 22-25.  

What if Jesus is calling us to rise up and bless the poor in spirit, the 

grieving, the meek, those hungering and thirsting for righteousness, the 

merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemakers and those persecuted for 

righteousness’ sake? 

Are these not the people who are often bullied in our world? Who are 

trampled by unjust laws and systems? Who are held in contempt by 

those who are strong and powerful and wealthy? 

If these are the ones Jesus calls blessed by God, then he is calling us to 

bless them, too. To advocate for them, to speak up on their behalf.  

Any middle-schooler knows that standing up for the weak and outcast 

does not make you popular. When you make friends with the one 

everybody else makes fun of, you get reviled, persecuted, and others 

speak badly of you.  

It doesn’t stop with school. Of course, we need to be discerning. Not 

everyone is persecuted for righteousness’ sake.  
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Sometimes it is because they are perpetrating evil, lies, and 

misinformation.  

But when it is truth that is being held in contempt, when it is the poor 

who are being asked to bear greater burdens, when it is those who are 

already depressed and despairing who are told it is their fault and they 

should just snap out of it, 

Then we are the ones who are called to bless them, bring them near to 

Jesus, call out the bullies, and work for justice for them. 

There is no blueprint for answering Jesus’ call. There are many ways of 

rising up in blessing.  

It begins with gratefully receiving the grace of God in Jesus Christ– 

receiving, not taking – as God’s own loving forgiveness that empowers 

us to do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our God. 

It receives the blessing of God upon our poverty of spirit with the gift of 

the Holy Spirit.  

In the Holy Spirit, we act in love and compassion toward others, as God 

gives us opportunity. 

Rise up, O saints of God.  

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  
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