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~~~~~~~~

I am not a sociologist of religion.  I do not have statistics about the 

use of music in Christian worship.  I do not know how well the new 

hymnal has sold or will sell compared to the version we are 

replacing that was printed in 1990.  I am not an expert, but here is 

something I suspect – I suspect hymnals are moving in the same 

direction as all print media.  In other words, the future of a hard-

backed, printed book known as a hymnal for use in Christian 

worship may be a dying breed of book.

As far as I am concerned, this is not good news.  Holding a hymnal 

and singing to the glory of God is a single-minded act of devotion. 

To sing from a hymnal is to focus on a hymn and the One to whom 

the hymn addresses.  To turn to a specific page and sing the same 

words (and roughly the same notes!) as your pew neighbors is not 

multi-tasking.  Churches like this one may become one of the few 

places in society at large that insist on keeping it simple when it 

comes to the worship of God.  

When anyone comes here to worship and sing we will not be 

entertained with a video of rushing water or beautiful mountains or 

soaring birds; instead we will have to imagine “Field and forest, 

vale and mountain, flowery meadow, flashing sea, chanting bird or 

flowing fountain,” calling us to rejoice in God!  When anyone 

comes to worship here he or she is not handed an IPAD with the 

ability to show both the hymn and stock price of Twitter on the 

same page.  Here we are not encouraging people to both sing the 

hymn and then record how you feel about singing the hymn in a 
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tweet to all your friends, so called, on Facebook.  A printed, hard-

backed hymnal represents, I believe, a simple, single-minded form 

of devotion to God, and I am very pleased we have purchased the 

hymnals and that our denomination is still printing hymnals!

~~~~~~~~

Clifford Nass, a Stanford professor who did pioneering research into 

how humans interact with technology, died this week.  Dr. Nass 

found that the increasingly screen-saturated, multitasking modern 

world was not nurturing the ability to concentrate, analyze or feel 

empathy.  In his most publicized research he came to the conclusion 

that multitaskers are terrible at every aspect of multitasking. He said 

of multitaskers – “They’re terrible at ignoring irrelevant 

information; they’re terrible at keeping information in their head 

nicely and neatly organized; and they’re terrible at switching from 

one task to another.” Dr. Nass’ studies will become more and more 

important.  He said of his studies and work – “The moral of the 

story is really clear.  We’ve got to make face-to-face time sacred, 

and we have to bring back the saying we used to hear all the time, 

and now never hear, ‘Look at me when I talk to you’” (see NYTimes, 

11/7/13).

~~~~~~~~

We need face time, body time with one another as we sing together. 

We need to hold on to the corner of a hymnal with a neighbor.  We 

need to hear our voices rise and fall together.  We need to be single-

minded in our worship of God.  Here in this time of a little over an 

hour we are not multi-tasking; rather we are lifting our voices to 

praise God!

 ~~~~~~~~

And there is no doubt about the importance of music in the shaping 

of our spiritual lives.  Music, as the poet John O’Donohue has said, 

is what language aspires to become.  Music takes us to a deep place 

in our spirits and nurtures us there.  When we sing we shape our 
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hearts and minds.  When we sing hymns of and for God we shape 

our hearts and minds in the direction of faithfulness and trust in One 

who is our Maker, Redeemer, Sustain-er in life and in death.  

~~~~~~~~

On the Wednesday before Eva Johnson Green died on the following 

Sunday morning, I had the great privilege of visiting with Eva, 

Carole, Sandra, and Bill at the rehabilitation center in Gainesville. 

Eva had not been communicative for a day or so.  When I arrived to 

her room, I leaned in and said hello.  I remembered with her and 

with all of us how much I appreciated Eva’s sense of humor.  She 

was a Baptist, and one day after we had a congregational meeting 

and approved my “terms of call” – Presbyterian speak for salary – 

Eva said to me after the service: “You mean we can vote you out!” 

After laughing together, I told her I did not plan to call on her at the 

next Congregational Meeting!  Well, in that rehabilitation room the 

week of Eva’s death we all laughed at the remembrance and, quite 

remarkably, Eva smiled.  

We then remembered together and aloud how she had to learn to 

play the piano so she and her siblings could play and lead singing 

wherever her father, a minister, was sent or invited to come and 

preach.  Music seeped deep into Ms Eva’s soul and stayed an 

important part of her life for all of her days.   On this day of my 

visit, she had not spoken for over a day and was not taking water or 

food.   She was only on medications to keep her comfortable; yet, 

right there and then, this beautiful woman who her family really did 

not expect to hear from again on this earth, Eva started to sing.  We 

leaned in to hear what it was she was singing, and it came clear. 

Eva Green was singing – “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms – safe 

and secure from all alarms! ”  She was, indeed, leaning on the 

everlasting arms.  She is now leaning on the everlasting arms.
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A flyer came out about the new hymnal the week after Ms Eva’s 

memorial service, and in that flyer the promoters recognized that 

the new hymnal had many old hymns in it as well as some older 

ones that had never been in a Presbyterian hymnal before.  And 

one of those was “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.”  

~~~~~~~~

This hymnal is important because it will shape us. 

Music is important because it will shape us.  

Being single-minded in our worship 

to the Glory of God is important 

because it will shape us.  

So I say this day,

 “Thanks be to God for this new hymnal, 

and may it be a source of inspiration and comfort to us 

for years to come.  Amen.”
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