‘Round Midnight

Ex. 32:1-8, 17-18 & Acts 16:25-32
Fifth Sunday of Lent

March 9, 2008

If you will recall with me the first Sunday of Lent, we looked toward Jesus’ experience in the wilderness and considered whether we would follow him there.  The wilderness is a place where barrenness is and the constant present of absence exists.  The wilderness is a place where we are without direction and all seems dark.  Today’s texts provide an interesting connection between wilderness and the time of night when clocks strike twelve and midnight comes into being.  Midnight is a metaphor for moments of deep darkness; a code for places where hope has fled and difficulty and stress have settled in for the long haul.  ‘Round midnight things can spin out of control.  Yes midnight and the wilderness have things in common.
In the wilderness and ‘round midnight, you can imagine someone singing Father I stretch my hand to thee.  In the wilderness and ‘round midnight those who face the challenge of seemingly unbeatable odds seem so small to themselves.  
And so we take this understanding of wilderness and midnight to the Exodus text.  Here we find the children of Israel in a literal wilderness and seemingly facing a metaphoric midnight.  Forty days have passed
 and Moses, their great prophet and guide, is missing.  In the 24th chapter of Exodus Moses scales a mountain called Sinai to meet the Lord and eight chapters later he has not returned.  It seems a lot like midnight, to the Israelites because their leader is gone.  
“Where is he?” the children of Israel cry?  “Is he coming back?” the nay-sayers ask?  “We are without a leader and without a guide and we are not even sure whether we still have a God.”  So, in the darkness of their doubt, in a moment of midnight they make decisions that will come back to haunt.  

They called to Aaron and say, “We do not know what has become of this fellow Moses and so we want to make for ourselves other gods.”  Well you know the story of the calf cast from gold and shaped by the hand of Aaron; Aaron the priest.  You know the story of the party the Israelites throw and the sound of revelry that goes up from the camp; the sound of song that goes up to the place on the mountain where Joshua meets Moses.
In the moment the mêlée reaches their ears Joshua turns to Moses and says, “I think I hear the sound of war in the Israelite’s camp.”  But Moses, whose hearing is keener, says, “No.  It is not the sound of victory, nor is it the sound of defeat; the sound heard coming from the Israelite camp is the sound of singing.”  The sound of singing?
Now, let’s linger here for just a moment because the juxtaposition of these three statements provokes a question.  Moses notes what is heard from the camp is not the sound of victory, nor the sound of defeat, but the sound of singing.  But, if it is not a song of joy or despair; then what sort of song is it?
Modern readers of the text are not privy to the elements of the song because God’s word does not provide the detail.  But if you and I reason out the absence of both the sounds of victory and defeat, then I suspect we are left with some middle position, some middling sound that points neither to joy or pain, to hope or despair; and is instead just inconsequential middle ground noise.  In the midnight moment of their communal life Israel makes a decision to be neither hot nor cold, up or down; and then finds themselves in the middle of a mess singing a song that does not matter.  They find themselves singing a song that occupies some middle position and when it comes to the things of God, this is not a good place to be.  Hold that thought; the middle position, when it comes to the sound of your song, is not a good place for God’s people to be.

But there is another example of a song sung ‘round midnight that does not strike a middle chord, does not leave one guessing about the message carried in its melody.  It is a song sung by Paul and Silas and the object of the song is clear, it is a song sung to God.  

Paul and Silas have been stripped and beaten.  They are locked in the innermost part of a Roman jail.  Their feet are fastened with stocks and guards have been set to watch them every moment of every day.  Paul and Silas face midnight circumstances, and I can imagine, like their Israelite forbearers, minus Moses, they may have felt some measure of fear.  But unlike the ones who fashioned a golden calf, Paul and Silas do not give up on their God, they do not pray to an unknown or inanimate animal and they do not sing songs of a middling position.    
No instead they sing songs to a God who hears them.  They sing songs as sign and evidence that they believe, their God is listening.  They sing because it is in their faithful DNA to sing.  They knew the psalmist had taught them to make a joyful noise, they knew their ancestors had sung songs of lament, songs of distress, songs of heartache for millennia to a God who had always made a way.  They knew they were participating in an act that would encourage their hearts and deepen their beliefs.  The Psalm that sits atop your bulletin in a place of quiet meditation this morning is an example of such a song.  In the 59th Psalm the children of Israel are in trouble.  Yet in their midnight moment they sing; but, I will sing of your strength; but I will tell of your steadfast love.  In a midnight moment, though they are in trouble, they sing but we will trust in you.  Yes, singing is a defiant act.  It defies the midnight moment and gathers up the power of the sound of a song, a song that goes up to God who is listening.
In the midst of a midnight moment it’s a good thing to sing, but not a song of a middle position.  It is a good thing to sing out of a position of confidence and clarity, to sing songs of belief, to sing songs of hope, to sing songs that cry out and ask God to come along side in the midnight hour.  Michael, Lillian and Clarke; each of you suggested the same song for a midnight moment.  “When peace like a river attendeth my way; when sorrow like sea billows roll; whatever my lot thou has taught me to say, it is well, it is well with my soul.”

Yes in the midnight hour it is good to sing the songs of Zion.  Mary you suggested we sing “All is not lost when you look around, all is not lost when God can’t be found, all is not lost when your faith does not abound, you can still reach above to heaven’s ground.”
  In the midnight hour it is important to avoid the middle ground songs and to sing as JoAnne encourages us to sing, “Through many dangers toils and snares I have already come, 'twas grace that brought me safe thus far and that same grace will bring me home.”
  Or sing to sing the anthem the choir sang the way my little church in East Chicago, IN sang it.  
Yes ‘round midnight it’s a good thing to sing, for when we sing in dark hours, when we sing to our God, when we sing we are not so small.  When we sing in the times of challenge and crisis, God hears the hope of our hearts, the sorrow of our souls and the need of our being and God responds to our song.   

Paul and Silas sang and they prayed.  They prayed to communicate to God.  They prayed so that God might communicate with them.   We pray and communicate with God using words like Cheryl Gidley shared,
 God grant us the serenity to accept the things we cannot change, the courage to change the things we can, and the wisdom to know the difference.  We pray Lord make us an instrument of your peace.  We pray Lord here we are.  We pray so that we may communicate with God.  And we pray so that God may communicate with us.  Ginny you told me you hear from God through Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  You hear God say to us, “The Lord is near, do not be anxious for anything but in everything by prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving, make your request known to God and the very God of peace who passes all understanding will keep guard your heart and keep your mind in Christ Jesus.”
  
Bob you offered that you hear God speaking to his beloved through the words of Isaiah, "When you go through deep waters and great trouble I will be with you. When you go through the rivers of difficulty, you will not drown.”
  
Like Paul and Silas in midnight’s darkened room we must learn to move away from middling positions and solidly into the presence of God where we may sing, where we may pray, where we might hear from God and where we can find what we need to be strengthened and to move out of midnight’s powerful grasp.  
But someone in here has already grown restless with the passive act of singing and praying.  For you this litany of liturgical acts is not enough.  Oh my brother or my sister, I would beg to differ.  For our songs and prayers are not empty actions that accompany a Sunday morning’s ritual; they are not flaccid measures meant only to take up time or to be ticked off a list.  Our songs and our prayers are our access, our weapons, our armor, and our hope.  Even when we do not feel the agency or the power, our prayers and our songs remain potent ways to come into the presence of our God; even when we cannot sense God’s presence they become a powerful act of confident expectation.  To sing is an act of power, to pray is an act of faith.  They are our weapons against disbelief and powerful preparatory actions; even for Paul and Silas.  

Consider again at the power of their story.  ‘Round midnight as they pray and sing, something begins to happen.  The earth is shaken and their shackles fall off.  And as miraculous as is this scene, it is not where I want to focus.  Paul’s and Silas’ prayer and singing, even in the midst of a midnight hour, is preparatory.  It has prepared them to do what God has called them to do; to share their faith.  Their midnight hour and their response to it have prepared them to dispel the absence of knowledge about the Savior that has filled the lives of the jailer and all who were listening.  Out of their midnight hour, because of their midnight hour, Paul and Silas sing and pray and by doing so are prepared to act.
And before I let you go, if we tell the truth you and I are living in what seems to me a midnight hour.  Have you read the papers in recent days?  Young people studying in Jerusalem and spilling out of the halls of Crane High School gunned down with abandon; doctors in Wilmette trading drugs for sex with someone’s daughter who is too young to know; police officers in Gary, Indiana indicted for crimes beyond belief; soldiers in Afghanistan whose moral is lower than at any time before, twenty year olds shooting fifteen year olds over disagreements as this as air.  

In our day as we face the midnights of our time, we must be prepared, prepared like Paul and Silas.  We must be prepared by knowing God so that we may do as God is calling us to do.  Our preparation includes the study of his word, and it includes praying and singing.  Because as we do these things we grow closer to God, as we do these things we are better able to hear from God.  
We must be prepared; prepared for what?  Prepared to share our faith with others; prepared to act to make this world, God’s world, more like it was designed to be; a place of peace and justice, of hope and love.  One among us has asked if I would teach the 21st century way of sharing our faith, evangelism.  Another among us has asked that the Council talk about the rampant increase in gun violence on our streets and how we might be a voice for reason.  Yet another has asked, why is there such disparity in the way we fund our schools and must it always be and can we discuss it.  
As we desire to move and help dispel the midnight in our land we must be prepared; we must study, pray and sing.  And no middling song will be sufficient; no middling prayer will move us forward; we must sing songs of faith, songs of hope.  And we must pray prayers of faith and of possibilities.  Though it may feel like midnight, you and I have an assignment, to keep our eyes open to places that require prayer and need our song; we must keep our eyes open and sing and pray, and move by God’s guidance into the world to make a difference.  We begin this day by singing, Father I stretch my hand to thee and we move toward, Here Am I Lord, send me Lord.   No middling songs or prayers are these, no middling people are we.  Amen. 
� Exodus 24:18


� It Is Well With My Soul.


� It’s Your Power


� Amazing Grace


� Each italicized phrase was suggested by a congregant.


� Philippians 4:4-7


� Isaiah 43:2
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