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"Still We Sing"
Exodus 17:1-7 / Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16
Pastor Tim
Some of you know that one of the directions for singing included at the beginning of
the United Methodist hymnal, from none other than Methodism’s founder, John Wesley,
in 1761, goes like this: “Sing lustily and with a good courage. Beware of singing as if you

were half dead, or half asleep; but lift up your voice with strength.”

John Wesley did not mess around. Read through the rest of the instructions sometime

and you'll see what | mean.

I've been thinking about that instruction this week because I've been thinking about
what happens when you just don’t FEEL LIKE singing at all. And | don't mean in church,

in worship, as John Wesley did with his instructions; | mean anytime, anywhere.

Now maybe you're the kind of person who never particularly feels like singing, who

doesn’t really enjoy singing under any circumstancese¢ Even alone in the shower?

But I'm not talking about that either, or at least not JUST that, because | AM talking
about the singing we do not just with our voices, but with our lives. You know what |

saying, righte!

What happens when you don’t FEEL LIKE singing because LIFE is weighing you down.
When your work or your lack of work or your lack of enough work is weighing you down.
When your home or your lack of a home or your lack of a safe and peaceful home is
weighing you down. When the bills keep coming and you can’t keep up is weighing
you down. When the daily grind of your life’s demands, responsibilities, is weighing you

down.

What happens when you don't FEEL LIKE singing because the WORLD is weighing you
down. When the daily news cycle is weighing you down. When the endless cruelty and
corruption and assault of the Trump administration is weighing you down. When the
seemingly endless instinct for violence and war as a solution for conflict is weighing you

down. When the relentless pursuit of profit-making at the expense of people-sharing



and planet-caring is weighing you down. When the degrading, dehumanizing reality of
global poverty and injustice is weighing you down. When the environmental and

increasingly existential threat of Al run wild is weighing you down.

What happens when you don’t FEEL LIKE SINGING<2 When you don’t FEEL LIKE SINGING,
when you NEVER feel like singing, you have lost hope. Or you are on the verge of losing

hope.
| know you know what that feels like. Maybe you feel like that now?e

No doubt that's how the Israelites felt from our Exodus reading, as Carl just shared with
us. Fresh off a lifetime of captivity in Egypt, fresh off the miraculous parting of the Red

Seq, they find themselves in the wilderness. The unknown.
| know you know what that feels like? Maybe you feel like that now?

In their case, they are thirsty. The unrivaled ecstasy of newfound freedom is replaced by

the unrelenting despair of overwhelming thirst.

“Give us water to drink,” they complain to Moses. “Why did you bring us out of Egypt, to

kill us and our children and livestock with thirstg"

The Israelites are thirsty. But they are also on the slippery slope to hopelessness, which is

even worse.

“Hope is the poor man’s bread,” wrote the poet and Church of England priest, George

Herbert. Or, we say here, hope is the poor person’s water.

“To eat bread without hope is still slowly to starve to death,” wrote Pearl Buck. To drink

water without hope is still slowly to thirst to death.

You know how the story goes. At God's instruction, Moses raises the same staff he raised
to part the waters of the seq, strikes the rock at Horeb, and out comes water. Water
from rock, of all the unexpected places. Hope from wilderness, of all the unexpected

places.



The Psalmist echoes the miraculous journey. As “*God divided the sea and let them pass
through it and made the waters stand like a heap,” and as “"God led them with a cloud
and all night long with a fiery light,” so “God split rocks open in the wilderness and gave
them drink abundantly as from the deep. God made streams come out of the rock and

caused waters to flow down like rivers.”

What happens when all you want, all you need, is water, but all you see around you is
rock? This is YOUR story.

And the lesson is NOT to sit back and wait for a miracle; the lesson is to BELIEVE, to TRUST,

to HOPE, that there will ALWAYS be water.

This story, and so many others like it in holy scripture, is not really about the miracle—
though that’s what gets our attention. It's about muscle memory. It's about nurturing,
strengthening hope—hope against hope—like you would a muscle. The more you use if,

the more you work if, the stronger it gefts.

It's about singing anyway, singing STILL—Iustily and with a good courage, fully alive—
even when you don't feel like it. That's what hope is. Hope sings. Out loud. We sing

hope with our voices and with our lives.

And the beauty of beloved community is that hope sings even when we ourselves
can't, when our lives or the world ARE too much to handle on our own—and it sings
UNTIL we can. Others carry the melody. When others sing, it nurtures and strengthens

OUR capacity, OUR resilience, to sing again; and when we sing, the same goes.

We sing for ourselves, and we sing for and with each other. Sustained hope requires
ensembles and choirs, not solos. The more voices, the better. the stronger. Singing

inspires singing, hope breeds hope.

The apostle Paul famously wrote that “faith, hope, and love abide, these three; and the

greatest of these is love." (1 Corinthians 13:13)



Consider faith, if you will, the song book, and hope the ACT of singing—actually singing,
singing anyway, singing still. Singing lustily and with a good courage. Out loud, with our

voices and with our lives.

And so love is the song itself, the point of it all. Without faith there is no hope. Without

hope there is no love. That's how important hope is.

Stories like water from the rock at Horeb remind us to keep hope alive. To sync our spirits
to the divine imagination that sees water beyond the rock. To lean into the world we
want deep down, the world God intends for all, where “waters flow down like rivers.” To

keep singing anyway, still.

I'm sure many of you know Emily Dickinson's famous poem about hope:

“Hope" is the thing with feathers -
That perches in the soul -

And sings the tune without the words -
And never stops - at all -

That's how it starts. “Sings the tune without the words - / And never stops at all.”

The poem has been critiqued for its implication that hope is easy, comes easy—pretty
like a bird. If you were with us almost two years ago now, you heard Cara preach a
sermon referencing Caitlin Seida’s counter-poem called, “*Hope Is Not a Bird, Emily, It's a
Sewer Rat.” Presumably inspired by a line in Niall Wililam’s novel, History of the Rain:

“Hope may or may not be a Thing with Feathers. But it's definitely a Thing with Claws.”
The point is well taken, but let’s stick with the bird. The bird that perches in the soul.

And | want you to picture the bird that’s on the bulletin cover (WILL, move back for folks

online). | know we have some birders at Calvary, so maybe some of you are familiar.

It's an American dipper, the Cinclus mexicanus—also known as the water ouzel.

Apparently the planet’s only truly aquatic songbird. Listen to these descriptions:

Meet the bird that breaks every rule of what a songbird is supposed to do.
The dipper flits among midstream rocks and logs, rhythmically bobbing its tail.
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The dipper doesn't just live near water. It walks into it. Straight into fast, freezing
mountain streams, disappearing underwater for up to 30 seconds at a time.

Once submerged, it grips the rocky riverbed with its claws and uses ifs wings like
flippers to hold itself against the current, flipping over stones to hunt for insect larvae
hiding underneath.

No webbed feet. No duck-like body. Just a small, ordinary-looking songbird with a few
extraordinary upgrades: a giant oil gland to waterproof its feathers, flaps that seal its
nostrils shut underwater, and blood built to carry extra oxygen so it can stay down
longer.

Then it hops back onto a rock and sings like nothing happened.

And, if you'll indulge me, another description from nature writer, Gary Ferguson:

With few exceptions—wolves, wolverines, martens, and fishers come to mind—most
animals react to brutally foul weather by crouching into what looks like grumble
posture, hunched over with heads hung low, squinting, with butts to the wind. But not
only does the dipper keep doing her merry little dance through every fury of winter,
sometimes with her face actually tilted info the weather, she actually turns up the
volume of her song. The dipper, in a nutshell, doesn’t just endure harsh conditions. She
thrives.

Additional fun fact: The American dipper was the favorite bird of the American

naturalist and conservationist, John Muir—he the “Father of the Natfional Parks,” He the
founder of the Sierra Club. And he who wrote of the American dipper, “He must sing,

though the heavens fall.”

Now consider again that hope is the thing with feathers, that sings the tune without the
words and never stops at all. Never stops SINGING, just as the apostle Paul instructs to
never stop PRAYING. Singing and praying are not so different—with our voices, with our

hearts, with our souls, with our lives, because love and life depend on it.

So let the ordinary American dipper perch in your ordinary soul, and fill you with
extraordinary song. Make you sing like nothing happened, like nothing's happening.

Even when it has, even when it is.

The Dickinson poem goes on like this:

And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard -
And sore must be the storm -

That could abash the little Bird

That kept so many warm -



I've heard it in the chillest land -
And on the strangest Sea -

Yet - never - in Extremity,

It asked a crumb - of me.

And there | would add to the critique: “Yet — never — in Extremity, / It asked a crumb of
me."” As | read that, hear that, it's as if hope is just there for us to receive. And maybe

that's true at the divine level, understanding hope as, first, a gift from God.

But hope in the real world doesn’t stop at the gift; it doesn’t work like that. We can’t just
sit back and wait for it to perch, for God to intervene, for miracles to happen; we, WE,
have to make room for it to perch. We have to nurture and strengthen it, like a
muscle—especially, using Dickinson's language, “in Extremity.” You know, when we find
ourselves thirsty and hungry in the wilderness of our own lives and of the world. When we

have lost hope or are on the verge of losing it. When we don’t FEEL LIKE SINGING.

Hope is HARD, friends. REALLY HARD! And so it must be active, not passive. It must be
intentional. It requires discipline, spiritual discipline. It requires EVERYTHING of us—as
much for the free bird as for the caged, as Maya Angelou famously reminds us in her
poem, “l Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”:

A free bird leaps

on the back of the wind
and floats downstream

fill the current ends

and dips his wing

in the orange sun rays

and dares to claim the sky.

But a bird that stalks

down his narrow cage

can seldom see through

his bars of rage

his wings are clipped and

his feet are tied

so he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill

of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard



on the distant hill
for the caged bird
sings of freedom.

The free bird thinks of another breeze

and the trade winds soft through the sighing trees
and the fat worms waiting on a dawn bright lawn
and he names the sky his own.

But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams
his shadow shouts on a nightmare scream

his wings are clipped and his feet are tied

so he opens his throat to sing.

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill

of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill

for the caged bird
sings of freedom.

Singing anyway, singing still, even on the “grave of dreams,” with wings clipped, though
the heavens fall, when you don't feel like singing. Singing lustily and with a good

courage, FULLY ALIVE, a love song toward our lives, and the world, made new.

“We must accept finite disappointment,” wrote Dr. King, “but we must never lose infinite

hope.” It's that important.

May it be so.



