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“When We Sing” 

Text: John 17:20-22 
 
A few years ago the American musicians Green Day were schedule to perform a concert in 
London.  It was a beautiful day and 65,000 people gathered for a night of great music.  The 
crowd was in place ready for the concert to begin.  Prior to the start, music was broadcast over 
the loudspeakers.  Presumably, there was nothing remarkable about that happening.  But then 
one particular song came over the speakers and everything changed. 
 
The song was “Bohemian Rhapsody” by Queen.  When this began to play, the crowd began to 
sing along.  A live camera behind the stage captured the sights and sounds as 65,000 people sang 
together.  It is mesmerizing to hear this impromptu crowd of strangers singing the words like a 
well-rehearsed choir. 
 
I love music of all sorts and have experienced many concerts where the headline performers are 
singing the songs that we all know and love.  At some point the band continues to play but 
allows the concert goers to carry the lyrics.  We sing along at the top of our voices as if we are 
members of the band.   
 
That is part of the power of music.  It brings us together, unifying strangers into a community 
choir.  I believe that music brings us together, regardless of our musical ability.  There is 
something incredibly powerful about joining with others to express the kind of feelings and 
emotions that are best shared through the power of song. 
 
In his book, “Music and the Mind,” Anthony Storr stresses that in all societies, a primary 
function of music is collective, communal, to bring people together.”  In days gone by, when the 
evening was upon us, someone would find their place at the old piano in the front room and 
begin to play.  Soon everyone would gather around and join in.  These moments created fond 
memories that brought family members together to sing and laugh and even cry together. 
 
The same is true for what we do on Sunday mornings.  Our hymns are not only expressions of 
praise to God.  They are opportunities to bring together a people of faith.  Whether we are great 
singers or cannot carry a tune in a bucket, we are invited to join together in the gift of music.   
 
Biblically speaking, the psalms are often called “The Hymnbook” of the Hebrew people.  These 
were the hymns that they sang in times of worship.  Some are solemn and filled with the deepest 
expressions of human emotions.  Some are filled with joyfulness and praise.  One type of psalm 
is called the “hymn of ascension.”  These were psalms that were sung as people walked to the 
Temple in Jerusalem for the high holy days.  People would leave their hometowns and begin the 



journey to Jerusalem.  Along the way, groups of travelers would merge with one another, 
creating a large caravan of pilgrims all with a single destination.  One of those psalms, number 
133, begins “How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity.”  These 
former strangers would sing this and be united in their journey and faith together. 
 
Music brings us together.  Singing has always been vital for United Methodists.  The founders of 
our denomination, John and Charles Wesley were both hymn writers.  Charles was the more 
prolific of the two, having written nearly 20,000 hymns throughout his lifetime.  And many of 
these hymns are still widely sung.  How could one make it through the Christmas season without 
singing, “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing?”  Or to welcome the joy of Easter morning without the 
hymn, “Christ the Lord Is Risen Today?”  Both are good Charles Wesley hymns.  And opening 
song in our hymnal, “O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing” is a hymn expressing not only the 
delight of singing God’s praise but the desire to sing that praise in as many ways as possible. 
 
Music has played an important part of our denomination’s history.  It used to be said of 
Methodist Churches that you could hear them before you could see them.  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. Church didn’t begin at a set time, it began when 
everyone was there.  So, if you arrived early, you would grab their hymnbooks and sing.  If the 
weather was nice they would open the windows.  This resulted in the songs of the church seeping 
out the windows and throughout the community or countryside.  And they sang with such gusto 
that you would hear the singing before you would see the church itself.  That song drew you in, 
invited you to join in.   
 
In the reading for this morning, we are continuing with the words of Jesus spoken just before his 
death.  These contain his final instructions, his words of encouragement and his hope for their 
lives together.  But it wasn’t just for them.  Jesus begins today’s lesson by saying, “I ask not only 
on behalf of these, but on behalf of all who believe in me through their word, that they may all be 
one.”  This prayer wasn’t just spoken for that handful of followers accompanying Jesus that 
night.  It was meant for all of us. 
 
Jesus prayed that we might be one.  He longed for that unity of God’s people living together in 
peace.  I suspect as he spoke those words, he looked around at those assembled.  On any other 
circumstance, they would not have associated with one another.  They were zealots and tax 
collectors, folks of wealth and those who were impoverished.  He looked around at that diverse 
group he had assembled and commented that he wanted them to be together.  There was 
something that each one had to offer to the others there.  They were stronger because of their 
diversity. 
 
I believe that God still looks upon the church today and expresses appreciation for the diversity.  
We can differ in so many ways.  We have different perspectives, different ways of seeing the 
world, different experiences.  But, despite all the ways in which we differ, we gather here on a 
Sunday morning, in a place that we call our spiritual home.  And we join together with brothers 
and sisters in a spirit of common worship.  We pray together, we sing together, we learn from 
one another.  Under any other circumstances, there are many here who might not otherwise 



choose to associate with others in this sanctuary.  But, when we are here, we are family.  That is 
the unity for which Jesus prayed. 
 
A few years ago Diane and I had the opportunity to travel to Estonia, where her father had grown 
up.  For those who may not know much about this little Baltic nation, they experienced a brief 
period of independence following World War I.  But after 1945, their independence was taken 
away and they became part of the Soviet Union.  This would continue for almost fifty years.  In 
1987, 10,000 people gathered in the nation’s capital of Tallinn for a music festival.  They were 
singing many of traditional folk songs, many of which had been banned by the Soviet Union.  
But the musicians played and the people sang. 
 
Artur Talvik who was in the crowd that night and 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 
about one fourth of the total population of Estonia.  They gathered together to sing.  Songs of 
memory.  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.  They gained their independence not through 
violence or bloodshed.  It began with a song.  It began with people so moved that they couldn’t 
help but sing. 
 
That is the power of music.  Not only does the 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 and healed by God’s tender touch once again.  There is 
power in our singing. 
 
A friend shared the following story with me.  In a small town, news can spread quickly.  So, 
when a terrible car accident happened, people were on the phone sharing the news.  At first the 
details were sketchy, but with time more and more details emerged.  The car belonged to a 
couple with two young children.  The father and children had been taken by ambulance to the 
hospital.  Their pastor went to the hospital to pray and sit with the family.  He called a few 
church members to ask them to share the news and ask everyone to pray as well.   
 
When the organist heard the news, she decided to go to the church and unlock the doors in case 
anyone wanted to pray there.  When she arrived, she found that others had the same idea.  The 
doors were unlocked and there were a few folks praying quietly in the sanctuary.  For a while the 
organist joined them in this solemn time. 
 
Unsure of what else to do, she went to the organ console and began to play softly.  For a while 
she played the music that she had near at hand and then improvised for a bit.  People were 



continuing to come to the church.  After a while, she opened the hymnal and began to play 
hymns.  And as she did, those present began to sing along.  They sang songs of hope.  They sang 
songs of longing.  They sang their prayers for a family in need.  This continued for several hours. 
They sang and they wept and they prayed. 
 
My friend said it was one of the most moving things he had ever been a part of.  A community 
came together at a time of need.  They couldn’t bear to be alone and so they had gathered at the 
church to pray for a family in need.  Tragedy had brought them together, but music saw them 
through that time of need.  Perhaps St. Augustine was thinking about such moments when he 
said that “when you sing, you pray twice.”   
 
Our music is important.  When we sing together, whether here in church or anywhere, music 
enables us to express our deepest emotions.  Singing together unites us and fulfills that prayer 
that Jesus spoke, longing for our unity.  Whether we have voices well suited for the finest choirs 
or voices that are a bit off key, when we sing God is near and smiling upon us. 


