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“Vision:  Courageous”
Music Sunday

Zephaniah 3:14-18a, Acts 3:1-13
Rev. Anne Weirich, April 22, 2018

You know, when we started this series on Vision a few weeks back, 

it was on the Sunday that we marked the 50th anniversary of the 

assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, jr.

It was a heavy sermon - heavy on teaching - heavy subject - filled 

with some stark realizations about ourselves, perhaps.  

After the sermon, we sang one of the songs that often accompanied 

those who marched, worked, taught, prayed and worshipped together as 

they worked toward the realization of the Beloved Community.

“We Shall Overcome.  We shall over come.  We shall overcome 

some day….”

After worship, more than one of you came up to me to say that it 

had been so good to sing that song.  We need to sing that song, one of 

you said.  And I agree.  Singing that kind of song touches our hearts, 

which may be deeply cut.  Those of us with privilege may come to 
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realize how hard it is to admit the ways privilege can wound and 

oppress.  Those who are singing for liberation from oppression realize 

how hard it is to convince us of the oppression.  

Our hearts break for different reasons.  We have different things to 

overcome.

 And somehow, singing that song strengthens us and helps us not 

take our eyes away from one another.  The separate struggles, expressed 

in song, bind us together, touches our hearts, moves us to compassion 

and helps us lean into God’s vision and provides hope.  

In short, I think singing gives us courage.  

This week, on Music Sunday, we are going to talk about the 

connection between singing and courage.  And I have to say that this 

sermon was inspired by the anthem the choir will sing after I’m finished 

preaching.  

Courage is the next word in Vision 2020.  P was being prayerful - 

living a life of prayer that calls us into a precarious, Spirit driven life.
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The plain meaning of courage has to do with our ability to face 

fear or danger or pain.  When we have the courage of our convictions, it 

means we are ready to act according to our beliefs.  

There is an obsolete meaning to the word as well.  This is “mind, 

disposition or spirit.”  The obsolete meaning gets closer to the French 

root of the word, which is coeur, or “heart.”

Sometimes we use this meaning when we say that we are acting or 

speaking a certain way based on the “courage or our convictions.”  We 

are saying what we believe inside - what is important to us at a heart or 

deep level.  

Here is how the Vision 2020 team understand the way courage can 

equip us to realize the vision of the Beloved Community.

To be defined by courage means:  

• Reformed and always being reformed, (in accordance 
Scripture) we follow the Holy Spirit in new and imaginative ways to 
places we have not yet been. 

• We foster the hope of reconciliation in Christ that brings 
healing to individuals and communities, which transforms the world.

• We work for God’s justice and peace for all people in every 
land, prioritizing the vulnerable, the marginalized, and the abused.
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When I read these points, I’m given a clue that having the courage 

of my own convictions is not enough for a person of faith.  In fact, even 

our collective convictions, say, as a denomination, can be held in error.

Instead, we believe that we need to ever and always seek the 

convictions of the Holy Spirit.  This is how the work happens - how the 

world is transformed into the Beloved Kingdom, where justice and peace 

flourish.  

Vision 2020 mentions this great Presbyterian motto  “Reformed 

and always being reformed.”  The first “Reformed” has a capital R, 

meaning meaning Protestant from the Calvinist tradition instead of the 

Lutheran tradition.  The second “reformed” has a lower case “r.”  It’s an 

adjective that is better read “re-formed.”  Sometimes I, or perhaps all of 

us, have read this motto as “Reformed and always reforming.”  

 When we do this, I think we give ourselves the credit for have the 

good courage to change.

And I hope I don’t sound like I’m going in circles here - but I am 

trying to point to a circle - a sort of locked in circle - no way out.  
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When we think we can will ourselves to change, we push away 

from the Spirit working to change - to re-form - us.  We are not 

reforming ourselves.  We are being reformed by the Spirit of God.

If we don’t remember this, I think we persist in an illusion instead 

of living into a vision.  An illusion takes us away from what is in our 

core - our hearts.  Sometimes we are forced to participate in the illusion - 

like people who are not a part of the dominant culture who are forced to 

exist within a racist system.  Or non-combatants caught up in the horrific 

damage of undisciplined warring states or factions.  

Sometimes we make choices to participate in the illusion.  It’s a 

way to evade what might be in our hearts.

We ask, Can this be true? we wonder.  If everything and everyone 

else is oriented a certain way - could I be wrong?

We fear that if we let go of the illusion and go for the vision, the 

price might be too high.  Look what happens to those who are whistle 

blowers or break barriers.

The biggest motivation of all might be this last thought..…  
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Sometimes, we are rewarded for going along with the illusion.  All 

is calm.  All is bright.  It’s best to  let a sleeping dog lie.

Any or all of these leave us un-re-formed  - immobilized - locked 

in a circle of living without a way to walk a different path. (Parker 

Palmer, A Hidden Wholeness, Jossey-Bass:  SF, 2004, p. 18.)

The Quaker and educator Parker Palmer - who identifies these 

circular illusions for us - says that we live in the tension between the 

illusion of what is and the vision of the beloved community because we 

are protecting our hearts.  We choose quick solutions and bandaids 

instead of getting to the courageous heart of things because we live in 

“fear that if we hold [this tension] too long, it will break our hearts.”

“The heart’s fear of being broken is not fanciful,” he continues.  

“holding tensions over time can be, and often is, a heartbreaking 

experience.”  (Ibid., p. 178.)  

Standing in the gap between “reality and possibility” is where we 

live.  We live between our hopes for the world, for our children, for our 

faith, for our country, for our church and… what is actually happening.
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His long and personal experience as a Quaker led him to establish 

a center for Courage and Renewal.  http://www.couragerenewal.org/parker/

Palmer’s advice is to have the courage to let your heart break - but 

understand “breaking” differently.

Normally, we “imagine the heart broken into shards and scattered 

about.”  But what if, he says, we “imagine the heart broken open into a 

new capacity.”  This is “a process that is not without pain,” but one that 

could be welcomed.  Palmer says that when “this small, tight fist of a 

thing called my heart can break open into greater capacity,” then, our 

hearts can hold more of our own and the world’s suffering and joy, 

despair and hope. (Ibid.)

How does this happen?  How do we find this kind of courage?   

How do we embrace the broken heartedness which reveals our true 

hearts, gives us even more courage?

Palmer points to teachers as an example.

Teachers are always caught in the tension between freedom and 

discipline in education.  Countless teachers can do it - but it’s hard to 

write down what happens.  But at the last, it is done by bringing the 
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power of love into the tension.  The power of love - for children, for 

learning, for teaching, for the betterment of all people -  is what 

transcends the tension between freedom and discipline. 

And at the same time, Palmer believes, it is the tension that pushes 

us and supplies us with that much love. The power of love is what 

“forces us to a higher level, thus bringing love, beauty, goodness and 

truth into our lives.”  (Ibid, p. 179.)

And it matters not if we are teachers, or students, or disciples, or 

parents, a lawyer, preacher, farmer, grocer, clerk, nurse, administrator, 

scientist, a young person or one near the end of days, we all have all the 

love we need to have broken, courageous hearts.

What does all this have to do with music, you might ask?

Well, our man at the Beautiful Gate give us one answer.  He lived 

this circular life - carried day after day - going not into the Temple to 

worship - kept out because he was physically disabled - he stayed by the 

gate.  Peter and John saw him and called upon the most courageous, 

most broken heart of all -  Love itself - the name of Jesus Christ.  And 
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the man jumped up and walked through the Beautiful Gate and leapt and 

praised God.

Praising God in the Temple is code for singing out in praise.  The 

man responded with melody and tempo and words of praise.

Love re-formed him physically and spiritually.  In his re-formed 

state, continued being re-formed - and he danced and sang in response.

And we can do this, too.  We can call upon the name of the 

Courageous One and respond in joy and glad singing when we are 

helped.

We can also turn to this amazing passage at the end of the book of 

Zephaniah to learn another way.  

There we find we can turn to the God who sings to us.

Zephaniah was written during a time of tension - both geo-

political, and also deeply spiritual.  Israel’s faith and practice had been 

layered over and diluted by the cultic practices of the surrounding and 

conquering culture. 

Zephaniah speaks loudly of this brokenness and its deadly and 

heartbreaking consequences.  The prophet searches for a courageous one 
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who will stand up among the disobedient, haughty and idolatrous 

people.  There is a tension here - that same tension between discipline 

and freedom that we all know.  

The people of God - Israel  and Jerusalem - have become a shadow 

- an illusion.  The city on the hill - the vision of peace and shalom - was 

sacrificed to the gods of wealth and power and false religion.  Justice 

and peace had been exchanged for collusion and oppression.

And then the prophets sings, even as the prophet calls upon the 

ruined and broken Jerusalem to sing.  For the courageous one has come - 

and it is the Lord.

I love this image of God.  This is the God who is a warrior.  But 

listen carefully to the description of God’s weapons and tactics.

He will rejoice over you with gladness, 

He will renew you in His love: 

He will exult over you with loud singing.
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God - who sings!  God who loves us so much that God bursts into 

song!  God who is clear with us - who strips the illusion away about who 

we think we are - and breaks our hearts - and then sings to us of love.  

This is the kind of love placed before us - a love that draws us 

forward - re-forms us into the best version of ourselves - the best vision 

of ourselves.

I think the best way to describe this is something I felt last Friday 

night while singing at the concert for John Glenn up at Brown Chapel.

The Choral Society was invited up to sing the last two pieces - a 

rousing rendition of the Battle Hymn of the Republic - which leaves one 

feeling patriotic and courageous.

And then we closed with “American the Beautiful.”  We sang the 

first two verses.  

This song is visionary - but also illusory - haunting, yet absolutely 

complete in a way.  Because the vision is most beautiful for those of us 

who are not the remnant of a native people defeated so others could live 

from sea to shining sea. Or the slaves that helped the nation’s wealth 

without the crown of brotherhood.  
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The song is moving and powerful none the less. It also evokes and 

honors the courage of the pilgrim feet that beat a path for freedom - 

again for some - at great cost.

The last stanzas of the song though, are where I really felt God’s 

love singing to me, to us. 

America, America, God mend thine ev’ry flaw, Confirm thy soul

in self-control, Thy liberty in law.  

Here is the hope that, indeed, someday we shall overcome.

These words, this song, is the love song God sings in all places to 

all people I think. It’s a song that tells of a love that meets us where we 

are - living in a heartbreaking tension full of possibilities.  God’s love 

song is the one which pours out on us - drawing us forward.   God who 

sings to us of how we are being mended - how we are being re-formed - 

how we being are changed - how we are being made courageous - how 

we are being LOVED.

Sing aloud! God says to God’s people.

Sing aloud!

God’s love song is what sings in us.  
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God’s love is our heart - our courage.  

We can open the tight fists of our hearts.

We too can enter the vision - walk through the Beautiful Gate.  

There, we will find that courage - God’s love song -  is in us and 

around us, in front of us, behind us, beneath us, above us 

….and we just cannot keep from singing.  Amen


