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Singing All the Way: Joy—March 26, 2017 
Re. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY  

 
From the Music Director 
The term 'shape-note hymnal' accurately describes a number of publications, some of them which are 
still going through new editions, which are collections of hymns meant for use in social, spiritual 
settings. The books were used throughout the United States, beginning around 1800, and fall into 
several different local iterations which have their own names, and slight variations in styles attached to 
them. Sacred Harp, Kentucky Harmony, and Genuine Church Music a.k.a. Musica Sacra were all 
different forms of a similar practice. 
 
That practice was the social gathering, based on community support and spiritual encouragement and 
rooted in the practice of singing. These books, or 'shape-note hymnals' as we call them, (the term 
would not have been used), were designed for this purpose. This means that shape-note singing was 
not developed as a practice within the worship service. It was for the people of the community to 
experience as part of their spiritual and social lives, which were not the distinct aspects of life that we 
now experience. The shapes, then, were teaching aids which allowed participants in these gatherings to 
more quickly learn their part so that full participation could be realized. That participation meant 
singing, a capella (no instruments were ever used for teaching purposes), an independent part, and 
doing so without what we think of as any rehearsal or practice. The shapes refer to the noteheads, 
which, unlike conventional notation, are not only round, but shaped as triangles, squares, and 
diamonds as well. These shapes serve as visual cues about what part of the scale the note is. This is a 
scale-based system, and also features a simplification of the common do-re-mi-fa-sol-la-ti-do (solfege).  
 
What all of this amounts to is that a rich, dynamic musical and spiritual experience was made accessible 
to practically anyone who took the initiative to participate. Musical forms, like complex a capella 
singing, were not available only to trained choirs consisting of those with enough time, money, and 
status for the type of classical education which led to musical and other literacies—they were made 
accessible to a large community.  
 
Another remarkable aspect of shape-note singing is that it is currently practiced, but not as a revival or 
restoration effort. It is a current, living and developing tradition. Shape note sings continue to take 
place all over the country (including the Sacred Harp Sing that takes place once per month in Syracuse), 
and new hymns are always being written. The gatherings follow much of the same procedures from the 
19th century: a group sits in a four-sided pattern, facing inward, someone calls out a tune, a pitch is 
given, and four-part harmony fills the room.  
 
For Reflection:  “Joy is a mystery because it can happen anywhere, anytime, even under the most 
unpromising circumstances, even in the midst of suffering, with tears in its eyes....”   Frederick Buechner 
 
Hebrew Scripture: Psalm 16:5-11 
You, Lord, are my portion, my cup; 
    you control my destiny. 
The property lines have fallen beautifully for me; 
    yes, I have a lovely home. 
I will bless the Lord who advises me; 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/19982.Frederick_Buechner
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    even at night I am instructed 
    in the depths of my mind. 
I always put the Lord in front of me; 
    I will not stumble because he is on my right side. 
That’s why my heart celebrates and my mood is joyous; 
    yes, my whole body will rest in safety 
   because you won’t abandon my life to the grave; 
    you won’t let your faithful follower see the pit. 
You teach me the way of life. 
    In your presence is total celebration. 
Beautiful things are always in your right hand. 
 
Epistle Reading: Philippians 4:1, 4-9                           
 Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the 
Lord in this way, dear friends! I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same mind in 
the Lord.  Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, help these women since they have contended at my 
side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, whose names are in 
the book of life.  Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!  Let your gentleness be evident 
to all. The Lord is near.  Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and 
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 
Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such 
things. Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. 
And the God of peace will be with you. 
 
Anthem                                      Joyful in God              

     Text: James Montgomery; Music:  Alice Parker 
 

Be joyful in God, all ye lands of the earth, Oh serve him with gladness and fear,  
Exult in his presence with music and mirth, With love and devotion draw near. 
 
Jehovah is God, and Jehovah alone 
Who reigns with his Son above all, 
And we are his people, his sceptre we own, His sheep, and we follow his call. 
 
O enter his gates with thanksgiving and song, Your vow in his temple proclaim. 
His praise with melodious accordance prolong, And bless his adorable Name; 
 
For good is the Lord, inexpressibly good, And we are the works of his hand, His mercy 
and truth from eternity stood, And shall to eternity stand. 

 
Sermon:  Singing All the Way: Joy 

This Lenten series has been a challenge for the musicians, for Jared and for me, as we have 
used our gifts, creativity and reflections in different ways than we are accustomed.  It has led to the 
exploration of what we sing and why we sing it; how our theology shapes our music and how our music 
shapes our theology; and renewed consideration of some of our Lenten practices.   

In our design of the series, we had the dual goals of exploring our faith’s music a little 
differently and providing for Lenten reflection—i.e.  that it be a musically-based season and that it be 
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Lenten.  One result is that this Sunday’s anthem is the only one that is “out of order” as they appeared 
in Alice Parker’s cantata, so that we might track the Lenten season more closely.  This anthem about joy 
may seem out of season for most of us, but, in fact, this Fourth Sunday in Lent has had a focus of joy 
and rejoicing since at least the 5th century.    

We begin with some understanding of the ancient practices so that we might better 
understand and interpret those which we have kept and possibly translated for a new age. 

Today is called Laetare Sunday –Laetare being the Latin imperative of “Rejoice”—the first word 
of the introit that usually began this service.  The full text from Isaiah is “Rejoice, O Jerusalem: and 
come together all you that love her: rejoice with joy, you that have been in sorrow: that you may exult 
and be filled from the breasts of your consolation.”  Along with other texts come from the psalms and 
letters reflecting a theme of rejoicing, it is often still the lectionary’s text for this day.  

Just halfway through the season of Lent, we can see the first rays of the Easter sunrise peeking 
over the horizon.  The color of the day for vestments, paraments, and altar cloths lighten from 
penitential purple to rose, a combination of Lenten purple and the white of feast days.   

I'd never seen or heard of a Lenten wreath before I came here.  There is not a lot of 
information available about them—except about how to buy them.   The bare wreath, woven of vine 
and nails, or rose vine and thistle, represents Jesus' crown of thorns.  Candle colors and candle lighting 
practices vary.  However, in many places, the candle for this Fourth Sunday in Lent is pink or rose.  
Often, Lenten disciplines are relaxed on this day: fasts may be foregone; some traditionalists eat rose 
or pink colored foods such as strawberries or salmon; weddings and baptisms, typically not scheduled 
during Lent, can also happen on this day. 

Because of the color of the day and another tradition, this Sunday is often also called “Rose 
Sunday.”  Once upon a time, in the mists of history, it was the practice of the Pope to send golden keys 
from the throne of St. Peter to an honored royal, other important personage, congregation or a 
sanctuary.  For unknown reasons, by the around the 10th century the practice changed to the gifting of 
a solid gold rose.  It is a practice which continues to our time.   

While it wasn’t always the case, for many centuries, it has also been the habit that the golden 
rose is blessed in a special mass on this Rose Sunday before the gift is given.  If the rose is not gifted in a 
particular year, it is blessed annually until it is bestowed.  

Rose Sunday offers an opportunity to look beyond Christ's death on the cross and forward to 
his joyous resurrection.  Some interpretations of the meaning of the rose include: that it symbolizes the 
glory of the risen Christ; and connects to Biblical mention of the Messiah as the flower of the field and 
the lily of the valleys; and the thorns and the oft red-tinted gold rose point to Christ's passion.  The 
rose's fragrance, according to Pope Leo XIII, reminds us that "the sweet odor of Christ which should be 
widely diffused by his faithful followers."  As a result of all this imagery, the day is set apart to remind 
us that, as Pope Innocent III said, there is "love after hate, joy after sorrow, and fullness after hunger." 

This kind of imagery and the presence of a day and marker to remind us that there is joy in the 
midst of darkness are especially important in days when we, as a people, are often separated from 
authentic emotional expression, and have been separated from or have intentionally abandoned ritual.  
To be sure, the rituals of earlier ages need to be evaluated, understood interpreted and then be 
translated for a new day or be left behind.  While we may expect total abandonment of ritual to be 
freeing, it often leaves us at a loss in time of great joy or grief.   

Too often today, "joy" is expressed in the excess consumption of alcohol and resulting loss of 
judgement and control.   Grief can find itself shaped rigidly, without any laughter or smiles, as though 
they would demean the deceased or diminish the loss.  Alternatively, some people choose a particular 
model of a "celebration of life" that allows for no acknowledgement of loss.  In public, we can be 
witness to national or international hysteria over the death of a celebrity the millions have never 
known –possibly an outlet for the unexpressed griefs in their own lives. I worry about those individuals 
and households, their healing, their hope and their authentic experiences of their own lives.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pope_Leo_XIII
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A number of years ago now, a child in my congregation died in a tragic accident.  He went to a 
small private parochial school where they had never experienced the death of a student before.    The 
administration decided to close the school and bring more than 100 students and their parents to the 
service.  The school's clergy gathered the children to explain what they would be seeing and 
experiencing.  One of the most valuable things they told them was:  "You will see people crying because 
they are sad your friend is dead.  You will also see people smiling and laughing.  This is not because they 
are glad that he is dead, or aren't sad, but because they are recalling happy times and experiencing joy 
that he lived."   

So these young children learned, and we learned from them that joy and grief co-exist – one 
bubbling through the other and together running down in mingled tears.  

This day can be for us a healthy reminder that joy bursts into our lives when it is least expected.  
It is not something we can calendar or control, but something we can only allow ourselves to 
experience and celebrate.  It reminds us when we find ourselves in dark days, personally, nationally or 
internationally, is not the end and is not the final judgement or the final state of affairs.  As long as 
there is life, God is at work and there is hope.   What we are experiencing is not the last word and can 
never be more than the second to last word from God.  So that we might live the emotionally rich and 
spiritually full lives for which we have been created, may we allow that Word to be born in us, in joy 
and in sorrow as according to God's wisdom and good purposes.      
 
Prayers for Others and Ourselves                                      
Compassionate God:  As we hover between winter and spring; as cabin fever claims some of us; and 
others suffer from season mood disorders; as around the town and city and nation tempers flare; we 
ask for the gift of your enduring presence; 
Where poverty and hopelessness, mental illness and the aftermath of war, hunger and homelessness, 
racism and lack of opportunity breed substance abuse or violence; civil disobedience or riots; needless 
injury and death; fear and more separation between people: 
We pray… 
we pray for vision 
we pray for our leadership and new leaders to emerge 
we pray for everyone who is injured or killed 
their families and their community 
we pray for discernment in our daily lives, so that we can act in every setting for the upbuilding of 
people 
for reconciliation 
for hope 
for peace 
for economic justice 
for justice of opportunity and justice in the courts for all people 
we pray that the intentional acts of each household, school and workplace might spread rippling 
outward 
we pray according to your purposes for the world  


