This is our last week of our Praise Break. We have been reminded to notice
God in our midst. To keep our eyes open so that we can see His works in the
world and in our lives. The idea being that once we notice how God works, we
are obviously inspired to praise Him. Did you notice anything this week? Or
remember things that you do notice that bring God to your mind? For many of
us the natural world gives us so much to notice and remember. | can never sit
at the beach, looking out over the ocean without praises for God’s
overwhelming creation flooding my heart. Since our son Peter and his wife
moved to Denver, we have visited them twice. Denver is surrounded by natural
treasures! We do a lot of site seeing and have visited several parks. My back
does not allow me to do the hiking and climbing that can be involved, so often |
find a place with a nice view to sit while Stephen and the kids hike. They
occasionally apologize for taking too long. My response is almost always that |
was sitting, knitting in my hands, surrounded by beautiful mountains, rivers, or
best of all, a waterfall, created by God over millions of years. And my heart
overflows with praise. | don’t care how long they take if | can be surrounded by
God’s most spectacular creations. But the natural world is not the only way we
notice God at work. Did you notice someone going out of their way for another
person? God at work. Did a job offer come in just as you wanted a change?
God at work? There are so many, many ways that God works around and
among us. We just need to be on the lookout for them so that they aren’t lost in
our everyday hectic lives. Noticing what God has done for us naturally leads to

increased occasions of praise.



But we all forget sometimes, like Peter forgot that Jesus was supporting his
walk on the water and sank. We need to remember the marvelous works of
God even when we aren’t sitting by the ocean or surrounded by the mountains.
If we are stuck in a concrete jungle, we need to remember all that God created.
If we feel like we only hear about how terrible people are to other people, we
need to remember that there are amazing people out there doing marvelous
things for others. We need to remember God’s works after a busy day where it
seems like we just moved from one problem to another or from task to task or
we drown in the tasks and lose our desire to praise and connect to God. Last
Sunday, we talked about how one way to remember is to sing praises. And that
singing praises will help us remember. Is that enough? If | remember and sing
praises. Kelliremembers and sings praises. Edie remembers and sings
praises. We all just so around, on our own, remember God’s awesome works
and singing praises. Isitthat easy? If | am asking you the question, you can
assume that the answer is probably no. God wants more than just each one of
us going through our lives, remembering God’s works and singing praises to

Him. So what comes next in our praise journey? Unity

Last Sunday, | mentioned some of the effects music has on us —music can
help us learn, can lift our spirits, inspire great emotions and, of course, give us
a glorious way to lift praises to God. But there is more that music can do.
There are many studies that look at how music can help us change or manage
our emotions. Different styles of music cause different brain chemicals to be

released, regulating our emotions. People may listen to upbeat songs to



distract themselves from anxious thoughts. Or vent pent up feelings by
listening to angry or sad songs. Some people use high energy music to help
with motivation. | remember my mom using music to motivate us to pick up
our toys or help clean. Often, it was the music from Chitty, Chitty, Bang, Bang
but | also remember Patsy Paige — anyone still remember all the words to How
Much is That Doggy in the Window? The music got us all moving, singing and
working together. There is a therapy technique where you match the music to
your current mood and gradually change it the tempo or tone to match what
you want to feel. Many of you know that | am a speech/language pathologist.
There were two nonverbal children who said their first words while using my
piano and well known children’s songs. They were so motivated for me to
continue playing the music, that they would say the last word in a line so |
would keep playing. Music is so much more powerful than most of us

understand.

When we join our voices together, the benefits of singing multiply. In a group,
the music is not the only thing affecting your brain, body or mood. When we
sing with others, we are co-regulating. Co-regulating - lets look at that word. It
is a fancy way of saying that through our presence, words or physical contact
we can affect or change each other’s emotions. Picture a child who is upset or
angry — when they are talked to or held by an adult who is also upset things
tend to spiral for a time. But if the adult can remain calm, their voice, presence
or physical touch will help the upset child manage their emotions more

quickly. We do it for each other all the time. We hug our friend who had a bad



day to help raise their spirits — and it works. We hold each other in grief, and
while it doesn’t make the grief go away, it does offer us some calm and support
and the knowledge that we are not alone and we feel better. We co-regulate in
our Worship services. | noticed years ago, that if the congregation was quiet or
slow on responsive readings or prayers, Tom Shipley would notice the
lackluster response and he would increase his volume in the front. | would
hear him from the back — we were wrangling little boys in the pew each Sunday
and you don’t sit up front with four boys — and would increase my volume to
encourage those in the back. More often than not, the congregation matched
the energy. | am not sure if Tom was aware that he did that, or if he was aware
that | joined him. It is a very fond memory of how we can work to be in unity

with each other.

When we sing with together, we have that effect on each other. Even those of
us who do not sing in the choir can see the effect the singers have on each
other. When one voice is brave enough to increase the volume, the other
singers begin to sing louder as well. We have all been listening to a group of
singers and can notice who helps lift the energy, drive the emotion and the rest
of the voices rise with them. But itis not just the volume, energy or emotion
that co-regulates! Studies say that breathing begins to synchronize. Hearts
can start to beat at the same speed. Music has the power to change our
brains, bodies and emotions. Music done in unity with others can do the same
thing on a broader scale. When we are remembering what God has done for us

and belting out that praise with others, it multiplies it all!



Well, that’s a lot of talking without getting to scripture! Itis clear that music
has benefits for the brain, body and soul. ltis also pretty clear that music,
singing, done by a group of people amplifies those benefits. So where is the
problem? Unity seems like a powerful thing that we do in our Worship services
every week, what’s the big deal? What’s the problem? The problem is thatitis
easy to be unified when we are singing songs we love. That unity can be hard
when the music stops. When we have a conversation with someone who hold
different opinions that we hold. When we have to accept the presence of a
person that looks too different from us, when we disagree with how they live.
Which unity do you think God cares about the most? While He loves hearing
thousands of voices raised in emotional praise — it is just meaningless noise if
those raising their voices aren’t living in unity with all God’s people when they

stop singing!

The reading from Matthew gives us two examples of how that unity was missing
in Jesus’time and how God sent Him to change that. First, Jesus is explaining
to the disciples that He really doesn’t care if what He is saying is upsetting the
Pharisees just because it goes against their interpretation of the Law. Jesus
explains that it doesn’t matter what you eat — you aren’t made unclean (read
sinful) by food choices. Jesus says what we eat goes through us and into the
sewer. Then he says this: “But what comes out of the mouth proceeds from
the heart and this is what defiles. For out of the heart comes evil intentions....”

From the list of sins, we can assume that God would consider being

judgmental and exclusionary as sinful. Later in that same reading, A



Canaannite woman tried to get Jesus’ attention to heal her daughter. Itis
important to know that by Jesus time the Canaanites were mostly gone. The
term is used, on purpose, to indicate that this woman was an outsider. She
was not one of the Israelites. Jesus tells her that he was only sent for the
people of Israel and that it is not fair to take the resources for God’s people and
give it to less important people. Now, most Biblical scholars do not believe
that Jesus was truly sending the woman away. He may have been testing her
faith or using the conversation as a teaching moment for his disciples. The
woman persists and convinces Jesus that even those not of Israel should be
blessed by Jesus. Matthew is clearly showing us what Jesus came to change.
Our behavior is more important to God then following the interpretations of the
Laws. Jesus was sent to redeem the people God called His own, but He was
also sent to extend that same redemption to any people who believed in Him.

No one was left out.

Then we getto Psalm 133 — here is the new nugget | learned. Verse one starts:
How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity! The word
translated to good in this verse is the same word God used to describe creation
in Genesis. Is that on purpose? Did the psalmist really mean to say that God
viewed His creation and unity of His people as equally good? The word
pleasant can also be translated as lovely, attractive, friendly, or even joyous.
Doesn’t that just create the most beautiful image? Unity among people is as
good as anything God created and it is a marvelous state to be in. Verse two
compare the unity of all people to the priestly anointing of Aaron. This was not

the drops on the head to used to welcome guests to your home. This was



pouring oil over Aaron’s head. Pouring so much that the oil was not absorbed
by his hair, it ran onto his beard. There was still enough oil that it ran down over
the collar of his robes. This priestly anointing set Aaron aside as an
intermediary between God and His people. By comparing unity of God’s
people to Aaron’s anointing, the psalmist is implying that God’s people are to
be the intermediary to bridge between God and the world. And there is even
more symbolism — | am glad there were theologists explaining this, | was never
great with symbolism in English! One of the reasons we say the psalmist made
this connection is because the oil is running through Aaron’s beard, which is
where the invitation to praise comes from, and over his robe, which is a symbol
of service to God. The one piece of symbolism that | did get on my own was
the extravagance of pouring that much oil on someone’s head. If drops oilon
the head was viewed as a welcome in that time and culture, image the
extravagant welcome of that much oil poured out! This unity is needed for the
entire world. Itis God’s intention that all of humanity should be in unity. Verse
three seems to be a bit of an exaggeration - this was an arid land, little rain and
usually dry. So a morning of dew would be a blessing. But, geographically,
dew could not flow from Hermon in the north to Zion, hundreds of miles south.
Unless the psalmist means that the dew is the unity that will flow from one
part of the land to other parts, far away. What if the psalmist was saying, for
the sake of world unity, that nations don’t matter, that boundaries should be
meaningless, that divisions were to be ignored? What if they were saying that
God wants the unity of all people in all lands around the whole world. That

would be some extravagant welcome! Whoever imagined that three verses



could give us this much to work with, beautiful image of unity flowing across

the lands like water or oil, covering and uniting the land!

Both of these readings today give us pretty clear evidence that God always
intended for all humanity to live in unity, no matter what! Itis also clear that
when people kept messing up, God sent Jesus to turn things around, to provide
redirection from the hyper focus on the Law interpretations to unity and
inclusion of all people. If we accept that God wants us to live in unity with all
people and if we accept that He sent Jesus to turn His people around then we
have to agree that we are not pleasing God — no matter how many praises we
are lifting - if we are not living in unity. Let me be clear, | am not saying unity
means we agree about everything with everyone or that we all live exactly the
same way. How boring that would be, even just in our community, let alone out
there in the world! We can live in unity with people we disagree with. We can
live in unity with people that we cannot even understand, if we can let go of our
fear of the unknown or unexperienced. Unity requires respect. That’s it, not
total agreement, not the same traditions or the same language. If we treat
each other with respect and kindness, no matter what ways we are different,
then we are living in unity. If you want a homework assignment, maybe
examine your life and see if there are any places where you are not allowing
unity to take root. Do you find that disagreements are impacting your
relationships? Do you avoid certain groups or types of people because they
make you uncomfortable? Are you judgmental of some peoples live styles or

choice? When we can root out the things that are keeping us from living in



unity, then we can be assured that that personal and community lifting of
praises will truly and mightily please God. Let us work toward the unity of all

humankind so that the praises we lift will be propelled straight to God. Amen



