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Singing All the Way: Discipleship-- March 12, 2017 

Rev. Dr. Linda Even 
United Church of Fayetteville 

310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY  
 
For Reflection:  "A spiritual life requires discipline because we need to learn to listen to God, who constantly 
speaks, but whom we seldom hear."   Henri Nouwen 
 

Anthem                       Guide me, O thou great Jehovah                           Alice Parker 
Guide me, O thou great Jehovah 
Pilgrim through this barren land; 
I am weak, but you are mighty; 
Hold me with your powerful hand. 
Bread of heaven, bread of heaven, 
Feed me till I want no more 

 
Open now the crystal fountain, 
Whence the healing streams do flow 
Let the fiery, cloudy pillar 
Lead me all my journey through. 
Strong Deliverer, strong Deliverer, 
Be my strength and shield, 
 
Introduction: Like our anthem today, the psalm is a sustained proclamation of God's sustained guidance and 
our need of it in difficult times.  
 
Hebrew Scripture: Psalm 31                                   
I take refuge in you, Lord.  Please never let me be put to shame.  Rescue me by your righteousness!  Listen 
closely to me!   Deliver me quickly; be a rock that protects me; be a strong fortress that saves me! You are 
definitely my rock and my fortress.    Guide me and lead me for the sake of your good name! Get me out of 
this net that’s been set for me because you are my protective fortress.  I entrust my spirit into your hands; 
you, Lord, God of faithfulness— you have saved me. I hate those who embrace what is completely 
worthless.  I myself trust the Lord. I rejoice and celebrate in your faithful love because you saw my 
suffering— you were intimately acquainted with my deep distress. You didn’t hand me over to the enemy, 
but set my feet in wide-open spaces. Have mercy on me, Lord, because I’m depressed.   My vision fails 
because of my grief, as do my spirit and my body. My life is consumed with sadness; my years are consumed 
with groaning.  Strength fails me because of my suffering; my bones dry up. I’m a joke to all my enemies, still 
worse to my neighbors.  I scare my friends, and whoever sees me in the street runs away!  I am forgotten, 
like I’m dead, completely out of mind; I am like a piece of pottery, destroyed.  Yes, I’ve heard all the 
gossiping, terror all around; so many gang up together against me, they plan to take my life! But me? I trust 
you, Lord!   I affirm, “You are my God.” My future is in your hands. Don’t hand me over to my enemies, to all 
who are out to get me!  Shine your face on your servant; save me by your faithful love!  Lord, don’t let me 
be put to shame because I have cried out to you.  Let the wicked be put to shame; let them be silenced in 
death’s domain! Let their lying lips be shut up whenever they speak arrogantly against the righteous with 
pride and contempt! How great is the goodness that you’ve reserved for those who honor you, that you 
commit to those who take refuge in you— in the sight of everyone! You hide them in the shelter of your 
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wings, safe from human scheming.  You conceal them in a shelter, safe from accusing tongues. Bless the 
Lord, because he has wondrously revealed his faithful love to me when I was like a city under siege! When I 
was panicked, I said, “I’m cut off from your eyes!” But you heard my request for mercy when I cried out to 
you for help.  All you who are faithful, love the Lord! The Lord protects those who are loyal, but he pays the 
proud back to the fullest degree. All you who wait for the Lord, be strong and let your heart take courage.  
 
Introduction: Our gospel reading this morning is a familiar one for this time of year – Jesus' promise to his 
disciples that when he is gone there will be a spirit of guidance, understanding and discernment to help 
them.  
 
Gospel Reading:  John 16:8-15                               
When he comes, he will show the world it was wrong about sin, righteousness, and judgment. He will show 
the world it was wrong about sin because they don’t believe in me.  He will show the world it was wrong 
about righteousness because I’m going to the Father and you won’t see me anymore.  He will show the 
world it was wrong about judgment because this world’s ruler stands condemned.   “I have much more to 
say to you, but you can’t handle it now.  However, when the Spirit of Truth comes, he will guide you in all 
truth. He won’t speak on his own, but will say whatever he hears and will proclaim to you what is to come. 
 He will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and proclaim it to you. Everything that the Father has is 
mine. That’s why I said that the Spirit takes what is mine and will proclaim it to you.  
 
Sermon:  Singing All the Way: Discipleship 
 Today's anthem and featured hymn is one that has certainly stood the test of time.  Sung frequently 
in a variety of Christian traditions, it has also has become common in state funerals and other services of 
national import in the English speaking world.  Its author, William Williams, died in 1791.  Having written 
almost 800 hymns in Welsh, he was to Welsh hymnody what Isaac Watts was to English hymnody.  Guide 
Me, O Thou Great Jehovah is one of the few of his hymns which has been translated into English.   
 Anchored solidly in the story of the Exodus, the text of the hymn reflects Williams' struggles as an 
itinerant Methodist pastor.   While he did include a final verse marking an image change from God as 
sustainer, provider and redeemer to one of ultimate union with Christ, that verse is almost always omitted 
from hymnals—as it is for us today.  Why isn't clear.  Perhaps it is for no other reason than the image change 
is too sudden to resonate meaningfully with people.  Or perhaps people in the midst of struggle looking for 
guidance aren't yet ready to make the leap to the ultimate resolution of human struggles.  However the 
habit came to be, with the omission of the final stanza, the focus remains on the need for God in times of 
intense struggle.     
 Perhaps Guide Me's long history in the church and its status as a favorite is because there is no 
human who has been or will ultimately be spared some struggle, some difficulty, some challenge that 
requires endurance; that raises questions about life and its meaning; the purpose of suffering; God's 
purposes; or God's ultimate goodness.   
 Therefore, we can find comfort as the music unites with one of faith's most ancient stories of 
struggle – that of forty years in the desert, wandering, sometimes hungry, sometimes thirsty, sometimes 
confused or angry, sometimes following other gods, sometimes threatened by other peoples, sometimes 
fighting with our fellow travelers,  only to discover at the darkest hour a cloud in the sky, a fire in night, 
water in the desert, food falling from heaven or a law to live by—all delivered by a sustaining God.   
 If people can survive and ultimately thrive in such circumstances, guided by the providential hand of 
God, then we may find as we sing that the music connects us with that same God who will uphold us in all 
things.  In the same way Williams connected his own Welsh Methodist ministry with those struggles, we 
need not be sharing the literal experience of the early Israelites  
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Because we can find our own way in Guide me, O Thou Great Jehovah; because it connects us with 
this common human experience; because the music reflects the emotive rather than cognitive experience, 
(as Jared explains in his notes); while it's an old-fashioned hymn with ancient images; it has not become 
outdated—or it shouldn't be. 
 Ours is a congregation that prefers traditional and classical church music over some other forms.    
Yet sometimes we become separated from our own church music and how it might be an instrument of 
powerful contemporary faith experience and teaching, allowing it instead to become an ode to nostalgia, or 
we allow ourselves to become music critics rather than worshippers.  During this season's series and with 
this particular hymn among others, we will consider how we might reunite our faith and worship experience 
with our musical appreciation.    

Lent is a time when Christians are asked to push the re-set button in other ways—to examine 
ourselves in light of our relationship to God, in light of our practices and attitudes of faithfulness and in light 
of our understanding of scripture and the historic grounding of our faith tradition.   

First, Guide me, O Thou Great Jehovah reminds us of the importance knowing and telling the 
experience of those who went before us; of how their experience can provide reassurance that the ills which 
beset us are not a personal persecution, but part of the human condition.  It reminds us of the resources 
people of faith have long drawn upon – in this case – prayer and the sustaining hand of God.  In other words, 
it reminds us of the importance of knowing our own scriptures where those stories and resources can be 
found.  

This hymn and our texts for the day are some which also remind us of the need to seek God's 
guidance – and perhaps to evaluate our understanding of God's role in our lives.  They ask us to consider 
whether, while asking for guidance, we have leaned a little too heavily on What a Friend We Have in Jesus 
imagery.  Are we wanting guidance in difficult times or blessing for something we have already decided?  A 
benediction on a way we have already chosen?  Are we looking for confirmation of our victim status?  
Absolution for any part we might have in our circumstances?   

Or have we gotten even farther away from our faithful past – making prayer a one-way wish list 
presentation rather than a listening experience, no longer seeking guidance – no longer seeking help from 
our God, no longer believing in Christ's promise of a living interpreter of ancient words  and ways for 
contemporary life?   Do we think the only counselor available to us come at $125 an hour? 

If we find we've wandered too far in either direction – merely seeking an endorsement or not 
seeking anything at all, then this can be our season to press the re-set button.  That is not a suggestion that 
we return to old practices or beliefs which hold no value in our contemporary world or lives – that reject 
science or medicine.   

It is an invitation to reclaim for ourselves the ancient stories and practices that can sustain us – that 
can connect us to our God and one another – that can relieve us from a sense of isolation or desperation.    
It is an invitation to open our eyes to God's providential presence in every moment.    It is an invitation to 
not only speak to God, but to listen for God's response and guidance – a sure promise of our faith.  It's an 
invitation to open ourselves to guidance that might lead us in a harder way toward greater possibilities for 
the fullness of life than we might imagine for ourselves.  It's an invitation to be open to guidance that might 
hold us accountable for our contributions to our situation and give us the power to overcome it.         

It's an invitation to be formed and reformed as more disciples – to shape ourselves according to the 
wisdom of God and the counsel of Christ and then to follow as we are guided.   In accepting such an 
invitation and allowing ourselves to be reclaimed by our sustaining God, we can be restored to a healthier 
spirituality in every circumstance.  Let's press the rest button and enter into lives of more faithful 
discipleship in these days and these times.  

 
 

 


