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I am fascinated with the narratives that lie behind the hymns we sing on Sunday morning.  I am fascinated with their history and the depth of their origin.  For instance, most of you know the story of the hymn, Amazing Grace.  A slave trader who gave no thought to dealing in human lives the way others dealt in sugar and rum; a slaved trader named John Newton who one day was caught in the grip of grace and transformed into a spokesman for God and for the very lives he had once traded.  My mother used to say, every song has a story and if you know the story then you can really sing the song.  Knowing Mr. Newton’s story, each time I sing the phrase that saved a wretch like me I understand in new and profound ways God’s power to forgive and to save.
Every song has a story and there is a story that underlies our morning hymn, It Is Well with My Soul.  Horatio Spafford, the lyricist of this powerful song, was the husband of one wife and the father of four daughters.  A deeply spiritual man, historians tell us that though he suffered many financial calamities, he never lost faith in God.  After the great Chicago Fire of 1871, after having lost much of his real estate empire, Mr. Spafford decided to take his family on a European vacation.  Just days before they were set to sail he was called to attend matters of importance and so he sent his wife and daughters on to England ahead of him.  His plan was to follow them within a few weeks.  However, halfway across the Atlantic the steamer which transported his family was struck by another vessel and sank within minutes.  All four Spafford daughters were lost, only the wife survived.  She cabled her husband and said, “Saved alone, please come.”   Horatio Spafford left for England as soon as he could and as he sailed near the place where his daughters’ lives were lost he wrote these words, “when peace like a river attendedth my way or when sorrows like see billows roll, what ever my lot, thou has taught me to say, it is well; it is well with my soul.”  Yes, every song has a story and when you know the story then you can truly sing the song.

Not to belabor the point but I must point out the anthem the choir just sang has a story as well.  Charles Albert Tinley, the word smith of the anthem Stand By Me, was born fourteen years before the end of slavery.  Mr. Tindley, a black man, struggled to make his way in a nation that had yet to recognize him as such.  Mr. Tindley had reason to write, When the storms of life are raging, stand by me, when the world is tossing me like a ship upon the sea, thou who rulest wind and water stand by me.  Though he came of age in a time when the ways of his nation gave him no firm place to stand, this beloved son of God somehow knew his solid foundation was Jesus.  And so he penned, In the midst of tribulation stand by me, when the hosts of sins assail and my strength begins to fail, thou who never lost a battle stand by me.  Tindley wanted to be a minister but early in his life he could find work only as a janitor.  Yet this janitor teaches us to sing, In the midst of faults and failures stand by me, when I’ve done the best I can and my friends don’t understand, thou who knowest all about me, stand by me. 
Every song has a story and now that we know Mr. Tindley’s story we can hear its power with greater clarity.  Yes, every song has a story.
Now some of you have already imagined where I am going with this and you now know why I selected the psalm from the Lectionary’s list of possible scriptures for today.  Every song has a story and the 113th Psalm, taken from Israel’s hymnbook, has its own story to tell.  It is a story of despair followed by joy, surrounded by praise, and it provides a model we must follow if we are to live fully as God’s examples of justice and peace, righteousness and love in our time and in our culture.

You see Israel had not always been obedient to God.  Israel had not always followed the ways of God.  Isaiah, the 8th century prophet, reports that God said to God’s people “Why have you made me so angry by worshiping idols and bowing your head to foreign and useless gods?  Why have you done one evil thing after another and refused to acknowledge that I am your God?”
  Jeremiah, speaking for God continues, “Will I not punish my people for these things?”
  And God did punish chosen Israel.  God did allow them to go into exile, to be taken from their land and to have their land taken from them.  This was Israel’s greatest story of despair.  Every song has a story and in their exile the children of Israel punctuated their story by singing from the 131st psalm, By the rivers of Babylon we sat down and wept, we wept when we remember Zion, oh how can we sing the songs of Zion in this strange, strange land.

But God was gracious beyond Israel’s faults and now begins their story of joy.  The 113th Psalm is a song full of joy; for it tells of the love of Israel’s God, a love so deep that God reached down to find them even when they were lost in the dust; even when the dust was a result of the work of their own hands.  This is a song full of joy because God, their God, bent down to search through the ash heap; seeking those whom he desired to elevate to the level of the princes of his people.  This song is full of joy; because the God who had created them was willing to remove the shame of his people Israel.  For in their time no shame was deeper than the shame of a woman without the ability to bear children.  This is Israel’s song of joy and this song has a story.  The story is one of despair turned into joy, the joy of Israel’s salvation; the joy of returning to God and finding God was seeking for them to return; seeking to attend to them, to forgive them, to welcome them again into his courts as they came with their fourfold praise.
And what does this have to do with us today?  No, I am not going to compare our behavior to Israel’s.  I am not going to suggest that like Israel we may have behaved in ways that might leave us in despair or in the dust; that might leave us aching for a deeper relationship with God or on the ash heaps of our making.  Instead I want to ask you a question.  What is your story and what is your song?  For though you and I are not attempting to write a new hymnbook for the Bible; we are called to let our stories, our lives, our songs be witness and example for the world, for those who want to know what it looks like to love and serve and follow our and our Savior.  
My brothers and my sisters please do not miss that God allowed the Israelites to tell their stories, to turn them into songs so that you and I might see them, might study them and might learn from them.  My brothers and my sisters do not miss that the ancient people of this story are now gone into the mists of times and that you and I are now the living, breathing servants and spokespersons for this same God.  Now it is our lives, our stories, our songs that are useful for encouragement and for instruction to those who seek to know and follow the God we profess to love and serve.  

And here is where I so deeply appreciate the truth and the pathos of Israel’s book of hymns.  They did not try and clean up their act; they did not try and hide their mistakes.  They did not try to present themselves as faultless or perfect.  Instead they told of their frailties – David says my God against you and you alone have I sinned.
  They wrote of their faults – the psalmist says “Help us O God, deliver us and forgive our sins for your name sake.”
  They spoke of their failures and they sang of behavior that in hindsight was foolish.
  And they did so always with an eye and heart toward a God who was bending low to find them, to correct them, to chastise them, to draw them, to forgive them and to welcome them back into a loving relationship of continued formation and hope.  

And now, it is time for us to model their behavior.  It is time for us to know our own stories and to be led by God to tell them to those who will benefit from them.  It is time for us to take our frailties, our faults, and our failures and tell the whole story of how God has used even our foolishness to teach us, to mature us, to grow us and to bless us.  Now do not get me wrong, I am not asking you to put all of your life on a billboard for the entire world to see; but I am asking you to consider the scope of your story and the sound of your song.  I am asking you to consider the things that you might tell those whom God leads to you or leads you to; things that might help a sister or a brother avoid a pitfall, avoid a painful error, avoid a place that they do not have to go because you and I have been there before them and we can guide them around what we now know.  

I am so grateful Israel shared her songs, shared her stories for when I read them I am made wiser and stronger.  I am so glad God has sent others to share their stories for through them I have avoided some ash heaps and some dust bowls.  

Beloved of God, take some time to know your own story and to know your own song.  Take some time to bring your story before God.  Bring your story before God as an offering because as you bring your story, as you and God work through your story, you will gain strength to tell it and to use it to bless someone else.

The song we will use to close our service today is a part of my story and that’s why it is my song.  Many years ago I was in love with a young man.  We were engaged to be married.  One 4th of July weekend, as we addressed wedding invitations, we found ourselves telling one another all of the things that existed in our pasts; all of the things we wanted to be sure each heard only from the other.  Well there was something in my past that I wanted to share and as I did he looked at me, belittled me, and announced he would not marry me.  Then he left.  For months and years I could not rid myself of the tone of his voice or the scowl on his face, or the fact that 96 days later he married someone else.  I could not rid myself of the thought that I was the worst of all women.  Then one day, kneeling at an altar in a church on the south side of Chicago, I found myself praying for strength to think of myself as a woman worthy of love, worthy of a godly man, worthy of marriage.  I found myself asking God to take away my reproach and my shame.  In that moment, into my heart came the words of our closing hymn, daughter of God you are an heir of salvation, you are the purchase of God.  You have been born of his Spirit and washed in his blood.  God gave me a song written by Fannie Crosby, a woman blinded by an incompetent doctor when she was 42 days old.  God used her story and her song to lift me up from that altar a woman made new, a woman made clean, a woman made ready for the things and the husband he had in store.

Yes indeed this is my story, this is my song, praising my Savior all the day long.  This is my story and I have shared it and its details with other women as God has led me to do so.  This is my story and this is my song, and when you know the story you can really sing the song!  My song is like Israel’s song; it began in despair but ended in joy, the joy of knowing God loved me and had a plan for my life that only now, some 20+ years later, am I beginning to fully see.
What is your story, what is your song?  God wants to use your story, your song, and you to bless someone.  And if this day you are sitting in this place and you do not believe you have a story to tell, if you do not believe you have a song; then I invite you to pray with me that God will bend low and come to you; that God will meet you wherever you are so that you may know the love and the power, the hope and the joy of his presence.  Pray with me that God will whisper into your spirit and help you see the beauty and the power of your unique story and song.  For the writer of Hebrews tell us that the God to whom we draw near with a sincere heart and a repentant mind is faithful and he will keep his promise to use us and our stories for his good and his glory.

Tell me my brothers, my sisters, what’s your story . . . what’s your song?  
Let us pray.
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