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“Joining the Choir” 

Text: Revelation 5:8-14 
 
A neighborhood organization in St. Louis started an in 2017 called it Porchfest.  The idea behind 
porchfest is that people come out to their front porches to play musical instruments and to sing.  
Neighbors walk up and down the sidewalk to enjoy the music, occasionally stopping to sit on the 
lawn to enjoy the music.  2018 marked the second anniversary of this highly successful event. 
 
Some who attended said they didn’t know their neighbors had these musical talents.  Some made 
new friends within their neighborhood as people sat together and sang together. 
 
One of the gifts of music is that it has the ability to bring people together.  The musical legend 
Paul McCartney managed to do that last week when he showed up unexpectedly in Grand 
Central Station in New York City and performed an impromptu concert.  Can you imagine 
showing up to catch a train and seeing McCartney singing at one end of the station?  It makes me 
wonder how many people were late to work or missed their trains for the opportunity to see this 
free concert.   
 
Watching the video of the event, it was fun to see folks singing and dancing along with the 
songs.  For a brief time, the folks in Grand Central Station were united together through the gift 
of good music. 
 
In the book, “Music and the Mind,” Anthony Storr stresses that in all societies, a primary 
function of music is collective, communal, to bring people together.  Whether it is gathering 
around Grandma’s piano and singing together, or rolling down the windows in the car on a 
lovely September evening and singing with the songs on the radio or joining our voices together 
in the hymns on Sunday morning, music has a way of bringing us together. 
 
And singing has long been an important part of our Methodist heritage.  If you are not aware of 
this, the front of the hymnals include John Wesley’s instructions for singing.  Maybe it is 
because John and his brother Charles were prolific hymn writers, but they wanted to make sure 
that Methodists were taking their singing seriously.  Among their instructions were: 
 
“Learn these tunes before you learn any others; afterwards learn as many as you please.”  
Another direction was to “sing all. See that you join with the congregation as frequently as you 
can.  Let not a slight degree of weakness or weariness hinder you.”  For those of us who are not 
the best at carrying a tune, this instruction gives permission for us all to sing.   
 



Another direction was to “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 ashamed of its being heard, than when you sung the songs of Satan.”  I am told that this 
is a reference to the fact that many of the early hymns often used the same hymn tunes as 
drinking songs.  In a very gentle manner, Wesley is saying, I have heard you sing these songs in 
the pub and you should sing with the same level of energy on Sunday morning. 
 
Most importantly is the final instruction that says, to “sing spiritually.  Have an eye to God in 
every word you sing.”  Our hymns unite us in our praise of God. 
 
Methodists obviously took these instructions to heart.  It was often said of the frontier churches 
that you could hear them before you saw the church.  In the days before automobiles, most 
people walked or rode horses to church.  Depending upon how far you lived from the church, the 
trip might take a while.  When people arrived, often at different times, they would grab the 
hymnbooks and just start singing.  If the weather was nice, they would open the window.  This 
resulted in the songs of the church seeping out the windows and into the community and 
countryside.  They sang with great energy that enabled people to hear them before they saw the 
church.  And the songs drew people in, inviting everyone to join in the song. 
 
That is witnessed in the reading from the book of Revelation.  In all honesty, Revelation is often 
treated as a frightening book.  I understand why that might be.  There are many very mysterious 
images that are confusing to the modern reader.  But if we were reading this with the eyes of the 
early Christians, we would see this not as a book filled with fear, but as a story of hope.  In the 
midst of a very difficult time, at its heart, Revelation is a book intended to comfort the listener 
and remind them that God is still working among them. 
 
In the brief reading for this morning, we hear about the opening of one of the seven scrolls.  It is 
opened with an audience of elders and angels other living creatures.  And when it is opened, 
there is such delight that the four creatures and the twenty-four elders begin to sing.  It is a song 
of gratitude that God has brought together people from all nation together in peace. 
 
Their song results in the angels being moved to join in.  And so the choir has expanded from the 
small group to now a group too large to count.  They too sing a song of gratitude for what the 
Lamb, Jesus, has done in their lives.   
 
But the song doesn’t end there.  This reading concludes with the statement that every creature in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth joined in.  That is to say, this melody was so beautiful 
and moving that every living creature began to sing.  Their song gave thanks that God was still at 
work among them, expressing their gratitude.  It is an expression that they have not been 
abandoned.  Amid the difficult times, their song unites them and draws them closer to God. 
 
The singing in the book of Revelation brings together all the people and unites them in a hope for 
the future. 
 
This time last year Diane and I were concluding our visit to Estonia.  One of the places that I was 
eager to visit was an amphitheater in Tallinn which is the site for a musical festival.  Like many 



nations, Estonia is rich in folk songs.  Perhaps it has something to do with cold winters, but when 
people gather, they bring out the traditional instruments and begin to sing. 
 
Estonia enjoyed a brief time of independence following World War I.  But after 1945, their 
independence was taken away and they became a part of the Soviet Union.  This would continue 
for almost fifty years.  In 1987, an estimated 10,000 people gathered in Tallinn for a musical 
festival.  They were singing many of the traditional folk songs, most of which had been banned 
by the Soviet Union.  But the musicians sang and together the people sang. 
 
Artur Talvik, who was in the crowd that night wrote, “We sang all night and everybody went 
home early in the morning.  It was emotionally so strong that the next day there were even more 
people.  The day after, there were even more people.  People took out their hidden flags.  They 
had these flags hidden for 50 years and now they took these out and started to wave them.” 
 
The following year, more than 300,000 people packed the festival grounds.  That amounted to 
one fourth of the total population of the nation.  They gathered simply to sing.  Songs of memory 
and songs of  hope.  Songs longing for something more.  All those voices in a beautiful harmony. 
 
This gathering is considered the catalyst which led to the Estonian Independence from the Soviet 
Union.  It is called the Singing Revolution.  Their independence was won not through violence or 
bloodshed.  It began with a song.  It began with people so moved that they couldn’t help but sing. 
 
The amphitheater was empty the day we were there.  But it was moving to be there at the 
epicenter of such beauty.  I sat in the amphitheater and played a song of peace that I have on my 
phone imagining what it must have been like to stand and sing with hundreds of thousands of 
people longing for a better day. 
 
Not only does music unite us, but in that unity there is something powerful.  We make music and 
the walls of Jericho come tumbling down.  We blend our voices singing “We Shall Overcome” 
and there is nothing that can stand in our way.  We sing “Amazing Grace” and our broken lives 
are healed by God’s tender touch.  There is power in music. 
 
Let me close with a powerful story from the book, “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”.  It is the 
autobiography of Maya Angelou.  Early in the book she tells about her childhood in Stamps, 
Arkansas and the abuse she faced.  She wrote about the culture of racism that pervaded the town.  
She wrote about her family and their personal struggles. And then she came to the account of her 
high school graduation. 
 
It should have been a highpoint in her life.  Maya was proud of her accomplishments and joined 
the other graduating members of the class of 1940.  But before they concluded their ceremony, a 
local politician, a white man entered the building and asked to speak to the graduating class.  In 
this segregated community, the students were all Black.  The politician spoke of improvements 
coming to the city…to the high school the white students attended.  He spoke of new equipment 
they would receive to prepare them for future vocations.  But when it came to Maya’s school, he 
had little to offer.  They would get a paved lot to play on and some equipment for the home 
economical class.  The implication was clear to all present.  The white students would receive the 



latest equipment so they could attend the finest universities.  The black students could expect 
nothing more than to become maids, servants or perhaps athletes if they excelled.  These words 
took all the joy out of the room.  It reminded Maya and her colleagues of the disparity between 
the races at that time. 
 
The white politician left.  He didn’t even stay for the rest of the ceremony.  He had more 
important things to do.  More important people to speak with.  The ceremony continued as 
planned but with little energy.  Henry Reed, the class valedictorian stood to give his speech, but 
Maya had little interest in what he was saying.  When she was paying attention, she was finding 
reason to disagree with his hopefulness.  She just wanted the ceremony to end and go home.   
 
But as Henry came to the end of his speech, he turned away from the audience and faced his 
classmates.  And he began to sing: 
 “Lift ev’ry voice and sing 
 Till earth and heaven ring 
 Ring with the harmonies of Liberty…” 
 
It was the song by James Weldon Johnson, often referred to at the time as the Negro National 
Anthem.  As he sang, everyone in the room rose to their feet.  They began to join in: 
 “Stony the road we trod 
 Bitter the chastening rod 
 Felt in the days when hope, unborn had died. 
 Yet with a steady beat 
 Have not our weary feet 
 Come to the place for which our fathers sighed?” 
 
They sang the song to its completion.  Tears running down their eyes.  Maya Angelou recounted, 
“We were back on top again.  As always, we survived.  The depths had been icy and dark, but 
now a bright sun spoke to our souls.” 
 
And in what I believe are some of the most beautiful words ever written she ended this account 
by writing, “Oh Black known and unknown poets, how often have your auctioned pains 
sustained us?  Who will compute the lonely nights made less lonely by your songs, or by the 
empty pots made less tragic by your tales? 
 
“If we were a people much given to revealing secrets, we might raise monuments and sacrifice to 
the memories of our poets, but slavery cured us of that weakness.  It may be enough, however, to 
have it said that we survive in exact relationship to the dedication of our poets (include preacher, 
musicians and blues singers.)” 
 
Our songs unite us.  They give us courage and hope.  They inspire us and renew our spirits with 
joy.  A small group began to sing in the book of Revelation.  And their song was so beautiful that 
others began to join them.  And soon, the whole world was singing a song of hope and praise.  
We give thanks for the songs that lift our spirits, for the musicians and singers who share their 
gifts and for the opportunities we have to sing along. 


