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Singing All the Way: Redemption—April 2, 2017 
Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

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

 
For reflection: You have to be a little contrite to get redemption. Steve Madden  

        
 Music Notes:  Today’s Anthem 
With this Sunday's anthem, "O how happy are they," we complete our cycle of movements chosen from 
Alice Parker's cantata, Melodious Accord. Next week, on Palm Sunday, we will return to these pieces, 
and also add two more from the collection which we have not yet sung, including a magnificent hymn, 
"God moves in a mysterious way." Additionally, we will be joined by a brass quartet, which will give us 
the opportunity to hear these works again, but also hear them anew. 
 
It has been a richly rewarding experience for me and for the choir to dig into this work over an extended 
period and gain from a number of new experiences it has afforded. Our participation in the Sacred Harp 
sing was one such highlight. Hearing and experiencing music in new ways is always exciting. As I write 
this, we are anticipating a choral rehearsal this week with Dr. Peppie Calvar from Syracuse University, 
who has been working with me on preparing this score since January. His involvement in our work has 
given us yet another perspective on how to work, sing, and grow together. 
 
My reflections on the actual music are focused on how skillfully and beautifully the words have been 
elucidated by Alice Parker's outstanding writing. Hopefully, you've been able to participate in that by 
singing the hymn as a congregation and then hearing how the shape of the music brings out the 
meaning of the text. Most importantly, hearing scripture and sermons which draw us into these works 
makes the job of the choir easier and harder at the same time. On one hand, the meaning has already 
been explored and is actively being considered as we sing, so we have more opportunity to let the music 
do its work on you, and on us. On the other hand, one choir member commented that the power of the 
sermon lingered long into our singing and keeping focused on our work was a new challenge.  
 
It has been a season full of riches for me, the choir, and I hope for you as well. While we've loved these 
pieces, we're also already moving on in our rehearsals to some of our familiar friends once again. Easter 
is around the corner and with it comes 50 days of celebrating the resurrection, something we'll do with 
a return to spirituals, beautiful contemporary composers, and of course...Bach.  
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Anthem                             O How Happy are They              Text: Charles Wesley; Music: Alice Parker  
O how happy are they, Who the Savior obey, 
And have laid up their treasures above! 
Oh! what tongue can express The sweet comfort and peace 
Of a soul in its earliest love. 
 
’Twas a heaven below My Redeemer to know: 
And the angels could do nothing more 
Than to fall at His feet, And the story repeat, 
And the Savior of sinners adore. 
 
Jesus all the day long Was my joy and my song: 
Oh! that more his salvation might see! 
"He hath loved me," I cried, "He hath suffered and died, 
To redeem such a rebel as me. 
 
Now my remnant of days Would I spend in his praise,  
Who hath died me from death to redeem; 
Whether many or few, All my days are his due,  
May they all be devoted to him. 

 
Hebrew Scripture:  Psalm 118 (portions)  
Give thanks to the Lord because he is good, because his faithful love lasts forever. 
Let those who honor the Lord say it: “God’s faithful love lasts forever!” 
The Lord is for me—I won’t be afraid.  What can anyone do to me? 
The Lord was my strength and protection; he was my saving help! 
The sounds of joyful songs and deliverance are heard in the tents of the righteous: 
    “The Lord’s strong hand is victorious!” 
I won’t die—no, I will live and declare what the Lord has done. 
Yes, the Lord definitely disciplined me, but he didn’t hand me over to death.  
Open the gates of righteousness for me so I can come in and give thanks to the Lord! 
This is the Lord’s gate; those who are righteous enter through it. 
I thank you because you answered me, because you were my saving help. 
 The stone rejected by the builders is now the main foundation stone! 
This has happened because of the Lord; it is astounding in our sight! 
This is the day the Lord acted; we will rejoice and celebrate in it!  
The one who enters in the Lord’s name is blessed; we bless all of you from the Lord’s house. 
 The Lord is God!   He has shined a light on us! 
So lead the festival offering with ropes all the way to the horns of the altar.  
You are my God—I will give thanks to you! You are my God—I will lift you up high! 
Give thanks to the Lord because he is good, because his faithful love lasts forever. 
 
Gospel Reading:   Luke 12: 16-26 16  

Then he told them a parable: “A certain rich man’s land produced a bountiful crop.   He said to 
himself, What will I do? I have no place to store my harvest!   Then he thought, Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll 
tear down my barns and build bigger ones. That’s where I’ll store all my grain and goods.   I’ll say to 
myself, You have stored up plenty of goods, enough for several years. Take it easy! Eat, drink, and enjoy 
yourself.   But God said to him, ‘Fool, tonight you will die. Now who will get the things you have 
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prepared for yourself?’  This is the way it will be for those who hoard things for themselves and aren’t 
rich toward God.” 

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Therefore, I say to you, don’t worry about your life, what you 
will eat, or about your body, what you will wear.   There is more to life than food and more to the body 
than clothing.   Consider the ravens: they neither plant nor harvest, they have no silo or barn, yet God 
feeds them. You are worth so much more than birds!  Who among you by worrying can add a single 
moment to your life? If you can’t do such a small thing, why worry about the rest?  
 
Sermon:  Singing All the Way: Redemption 

A rich man making more of a fortune.  People reminded that creatures eat without working or 
saving.  That there is more than food and clothing and life?  Really? Quick!  Name five things.  Three?  
One?   Hoarding is bad unless we "hoard toward God" or pile up treasure in heaven.  There is lots of 
debate about whether heavenly savings are achieved through sharing, or a way of life, or a way of 
believing.  Most likely, it's a combination of the three.  

And have you noticed?  Almost every time the Bible talks about saving people or what will 
happen when our souls are required of us, when God saves us or Christ saves us—the discussion, the 
parables and teachings are all tied to a monetary topic—as though there were a price on our head?      

This week's anthem led to texts that talk about two things—salvation and money—two of our 
favorite topics for the church to address.    

We generally prefer to focus on the idea that we are already saved—rather than the more grim 
possibility that we need to be saved.  Confusing free grace with cheap grace, we'd rather deny the 
uncomfortable truth that we still engage in behaviors and make choices that separate us from God, 
separate us from our neighbors and make us less than stellar disciples of Christ.  In this season of Lent, 
as we approach the days of Jesus' arrest, trial, crucifixion and death, we like to distance ourselves from 
the idea that we might have any complicity in the ongoing struggle for God's ultimate purposes to be 
fulfilled.   From our sanitized, hygiene-conscious lives, we are appalled by messy death, blood and serum 
running down, pain and suffering all playing out under the condemnatory eyes of a sweating crowds—
even if it does make for some awesome hymnody.     

No, it's far better to believe that God has already been there and done that, and we don’t have 
to consider the cost anymore.  That may be why some of the most powerful, meaningful services the 
church offers in a year—those of Holy Week—are the least well-attended.  

If that's not enough, that whole mess is once again tied to our money and what we do with it 
and how important we consider it to be.  Two gruesome, boring, uncomfortable, antiquated topics all 
tied up in a single word – "Redemption."  Before we make our exit, physically or mentally, tapping our 
shopping or to-do lists into our phones, (Yes, I can see that from here.), let's consider where the 
concept comes from and whether we can refresh it.   

It's important to know that the word "redeem" (and the antecedents from which we translate it) 
is a word taken from the language of commerce and incorporated into the language of faith.   We use 
the word that way today when we speak of redeeming coupons.  When we turn in stocks or bonds for 
cash, when mortgages are paid, when someone reclaims property left at a pawn shop it is all said to be 
redeemed. 

To redeem something has always been a matter of commerce – to regain something through 
the exchange of something valuable—be that money or service.  But there are other elements to this 
"redemptive commerce” that begin to lead us toward incorporation into its religious context.   

There is the sense one can establish, maintain, or "buy back" one's good reputation by 
"redeeming oneself”—fulfilling a promise; making direct amends for a problematic behavior – i.e. 
making restitution for damaged or stolen property, or any of the forms of what we today call 
"restorative justice.”  One can so change one's life in positive ways as to regain the community's respect 
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and trust after having lost them. In this manner we begin to connect the value of a human with the idea 
of redemption.  

One of the ancient antecedent words in Middle English, Old French and Latin, for our "redeem" 
was "ransom" – the buying back of a person for money – a word and action still current in our world.  
There was a related practice in the ancient world, in places where debtors' prisons or indentured 
servitude did or do exist, in our own country, at least until the Civil War and in many places around the 
world where human trafficking still occurs.  It was possible to buy a person's freedom by providing an 
amount equal to the value of their work, their debt or their skills.   Sometimes people could buy their 
own freedom, but that was extraordinarily difficult because, by definition, slaves don't make wages and 
don't own property—they are property. Sometimes a family member could buy their freedom—redeem 
them.   That was also a highly unlikely event, because family members were often afflicted by the same 
poverty as the imprisoned.      

This was the world into which the language of human redemption was first spoken.  It was 
spoken in a time when it had a real and powerful meaning for people who lived at subsistence level, 
who had no safety net, who could be captured and transported as slave labor or sold off to the highest 
bidder.  These were people who knew that once fallen, they had no way to save themselves.  These 
were people who viscerally knew what it meant to say that their only hope could be from some power 
outside themselves, some power compassionate enough to care without requirement; who did not/ 
would not expect the impossible—that they would be repaid.  To such people, the word "redemption" 
had a far more powerful, compelling and promising meaning than being able to get a good deal on a box 
of Pop Tarts or yellow-stickered meat or produce.  The people without money, without the ability to 
save themselves could hear and respond to this extraordinary message of hope. 

But what about the people with money, with resources?  With the power to obtain what they 
needed?  What about the people, who, unless in the event of a catastrophic military defeat, were 
unlikely to find themselves in servitude?  What about the people with the power to ransom their 
children or save themselves?  What about the people with monetarily rewarding jobs, college saving and 
retirement accounts and safety nets? What about those people?   What about us?   

While Jesus clearly, and perhaps preferentially, cared about the poor, he also cared about the 
rich—those with assets to sustain themselves, those with the ability to delude themselves—to delude 
ourselves that we are sufficient unto ourselves; that our social, moral and spiritual debts are less than 
our accrued assets; are able to delude ourselves that we are able to or have saved ourselves.   Jesus 
cares about us.  If not, why would he have spent so much time talking, cajoling and challenging the ones 
who had more than enough to reflect, to change, to follow?  Why would he have invited us along, 
instead of leaving us to our own devices and the baseless belief that they are enough?    Why is his 
message still a challenge—one we would still prefer to avoid and leave as an ancient issue from a life not 
our own?  

… 
If we are tempted to do that, let's not kid ourselves that our culture doesn’t still assign a cash 

value to people, according to their skills or their perceived wealth or worth.   I have to tell you, one of 
the things that disturbed me most in the response to the 9/11 tragedy is that when compassionate 
monetary compensation (I am not talking about life insurance payouts) was provided by the government 
to the households which had lost a loved one, the amounts were determined by the potential lifetime 
earnings of the deceased—as though a janitor's life was worth less than a cook's was worth less than a 
brokers to the households who loved them—a confusion of cost and value which is oh-so human and 
not as ancient as we might like to think.     Insurance payouts for medical malpractice, wrongful death 
and other related events are all still predicated on the idea we can calculate the monetary value of the 
fullness of human life.   

… 
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For ancient peoples and for us, the consistent message of the promise of salvation is that there 
is a difference between cost and value and that our Lord is not confused about their meaning.  The 
consistent message of salvation is that our value is more than any assets we might accrue, any estate we 
might leave.   The consistent message of the promise of salvation of our redemption by the Lord is that 
our value is more than we can imagine, but not more than the Lord is willing to "spend" on our behalf.   
Redemption is and always has been a bloody, messy, cost-reduction, value-laden, emotional, spiritually-
challenging business.    The good news for us is our Lord is still in it.  The question is – are we humble 
enough to be in it with him? 
 


