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Singing All the Way: Repentance—March 5, 2017 
First Sunday in Lent, The Lord’s Supper 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even  
United Church of Fayetteville 

310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY 
 
For reflection:  An enthusiasm for God’s unlimited grace requires as its corollary a developed sensitivity 
to human limits.                        Eugene H. Petersen 
 

Anthem:   Lord, I approach thy mercy-seat                 arr. Alice Parker 
                          Tune from Harmonia Sacra   

 
Lord, I approach Thy mercy seat, 
Where Thou dost answer prayer; 
There humbly fall beneath Thy feet, 
For none doth perish there. 

 
Thy promise is my only plea;  
With this I venture nigh; 
Thou callest burden'd souls to thee, 
And such, O Lord, am I. 

 
Bowed down beneath a load of sin,  
By Satan sorely press'd, 
By war without and fear within, 
I come to thee for rest. 

 
Be thou my Shield, my hiding place,  
That shelter'd near thy side. 
I may my fierce accuser face, 
And tell him, thou hast died. 

 
Introduction to Scripture: 
As you know from the newsletter, our Lenten series is an experiment, wherein the Scripture texts were 
chosen in response to the anthem.  This week's piece, “Lord, I Approach Thy Mercy Seat," led first to the 
depiction of the original, literal mercy seat to be built in the tabernacle – the portable wilderness 
worship site for the Israelites.  Let us listen for God's word.  
  
Hebrew Scripture:  Exodus 25:12-22 
Cast four gold rings for it and put them on its four feet, two rings on one side and two rings on the other. 
Make acacia-wood poles and cover them with gold. Then put the poles into the rings on the chest’s sides 
and use them to carry the chest. The poles should stay in the chest’s rings. They shouldn’t be taken out 
of them. Put the covenant document that I will give you into the chest. 
 
Then make a cover of pure gold, forty-five inches long and twenty-seven inches wide. Make two winged 
heavenly creatures of hammered gold, one for each end of the cover.  Put one winged heavenly 
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creature at one end and one winged heavenly creature at the other. Place the winged heavenly 
creatures at the cover’s two ends. The heavenly creatures should have their wings spread out above, 
shielding the cover with their wings. The winged heavenly creatures should face each other toward the 
cover’s center.  Put the gold cover on top of the chest and put the covenant document that I will give 
you inside the chest.  There I will meet with you. From there above the cover, from between the two 
winged heavenly creatures that are on top of the chest containing the covenant, I will deliver to you all 
that I command you concerning the Israelites. 
    
Introduction to Scripture: Selected in the same fashion, our gospel reading is one we typically only hear 
during Advent – the Song of Mary referred to as "The Magnificat" for its opening line "My soul magnifies 
the Lord" is a reflection on the exhibited mercy of God.  It is a powerful reflection on the mercy of God.  
Again, let us listen.    
 
Gospel Reading:    Luke 1:45-55  
“Happy is she who believed that the Lord would fulfill the promises he made to her.”  Mary said, “With 
all my heart I glorify the Lord!  In the depths of who I am I rejoice in God my savior.  He has looked with 
favor on the low status of his servant.  Look! From now on, everyone will consider me highly favored 
because the mighty one has done great things for me.  Holy is his name.  He shows mercy to everyone, 
from one generation to the next, who honors him as God.  He has shown strength with his arm.  He has 
scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud inclinations.  He has pulled the powerful down from 
their thrones and lifted up the lowly.  He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away 
empty-handed. He has come to the aid of his servant Israel, remembering his mercy, just as he promised 
to our ancestors, to Abraham and to Abraham’s descendants forever.”  
                              
Sermon: Singing All the Way:  Repentance  

I recall an occasion when I was visiting my friend's church – one of a different Christian tradition.  
We were singing one of the tradition's historic and beloved hymns about endurance in the face of trial.  
One image caught me off guard and I started to laugh – I couldn't help myself.   While I offered 
absolutely no justification for laughing – there wasn't one -- I explained to my friend later that the 
image, one of martyrdom, the phrase "the lion's gory mane" wasn't funny.  What struck me was the 
gruesome words seemed odd things to set to music for us to lustily sing out.   Of course, it was probably 
easier because we were singing about someone else's martyrdom – not our own.      
 I doubt I am the only one who thinks some things are appropriately sung about and others 
ought to be restricted to some other communication medium.   Yet when Jared and I were considering 
musical works for this series, we rejected a fairly large number for one of two reasons – insufficient 
musical variety OR insufficient theological variety.   Our unconscious premise was that every element of 
a faith life could be sung.  
 Today we sing and consider our need for God's mercy.  I suspect, given the feedback I get on our 
regularly included prayers of confession, most of us would prefer to approach today's anthem and hymn 
as a piece of musical history or art which we might consider with critical detachment, or at least 
understand ourselves to be calmly singing about someone else's need for God's forgiveness rather than 
something we might personally be in need of – let alone have to ask for.       
 The "mercy seat" (translated in some places as "the seat of grace") to which our text and 
anthem referred was not, as we might suspect, a place where God rested, but rather the place in the 
worship space where Israelite sin offerings were placed for sacrifice.   
 Our music, being from the Christian era, doesn't directly allude to making a sacrifice but it 
certainly pulls no punches about sin and a sinner's need of God.  While among us, we might understand 
the doctrine of atonement differently, our music, our scripture and our prayers lead us to understand 
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that in some way Christ died for our sins and through him we obtain forgiveness.    To say that we have 
no sin would mean not only that the truth is not in us, but that Christ died for nothing--something I 
doubt any of us are prepared to suggest.  

Today's music and the season of Lent compel us to consider truthfully and faithfully our human 
brokenness, failing and sin, so that we might be restored to a sense of human limits.  It is only when we 
do accept our human limits that we can be re-set in a right relationship with our holy God.   
 To pray, to sing about God's mercy is not to ask for some placid benign niceness--some sort of 
Hallmark greeting from one without majesty, power or inclination to transform.   Rather to seek mercy is 
to acknowledge that that Someone, in this case, our God, has the power and the right to punish – a 
consequence of our behaviors that indeed would justify discipline.  Uncomfortable to be sure, our song 
and our prayers acknowledge those truths about ourselves.  We ask God to make another choice—to 
exercise God's power in ways that provide redemptive discipline as opposed to soul-crushing 
punishment.    
  Of course, one needs to wish to be redeemed to be restored to right relationship.  Many of us 
may simply seek permission to continue going the same way while God turns a blind eye.  That's not 
forgiveness and luckily for us, our God loves us too much to save us from the consequences of our 
choices by pretending not to see what we are up to.  The promise of our faith is that such prayers, 
genuinely and humbly offered, are heard and received by a God willing to choose another way; by a God 
willing to empower us as we faithfully strive to repent—that is to turn away from those behaviors and 
choices which burden our lives, our relationships with God, with one another, with other nations and 
with the creation itself.   Our faith offers a promise of mercy that is ours only if we dare to acknowledge 
our need of it.   As Jared noted, such daring requires courage and so perhaps it is that singing our way to 
a plea for mercy may carry us where our hearts are otherwise unwilling to go.   
 So let us go forward, singing and saying our contrition, understanding that in God's call to 
confession, God does not seek our shame or embarrassment.  Rather, with confession, we demonstrate 
our trust and hope not only for God's forgiveness, but in a future made wider and full of possibility with 
God as we live faithfully and more surely follow the footsteps of Christ.   

If we pray and sing our confession we shall discover our spirits are led to sing new songs. Once 
we acknowledge that we have been in need and have indeed received God's mercy, then and only then 
can we join in all the songs of Mary and people like her who raise a song of gladness for all God's mercy 
from age to age.  May it be our experience in this day and throughout the season ahead.   
 
Invitation to the Table 
This Table is no mercy seat where humans offer sacrifices to our God.  Rather, when we come to this 
Table we are fed according to the grace and mercy of God not because of our earning, not because of 
our sacrifice but because of the sacrifice God has made on our behalf.   Let us come to the Table this day 
that we might be nourished for the journey with our Lord to the cross and beyond.  
 


