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Sermon: “Prediction #4 for 2011: God Will Still Honor the Praises of His People”
Scripture Reading: Psalm 84:1-12

How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD of hosts! My soul longs, indeed it faints for the courts of the LORD; my heart and my flesh sing for joy to the living God. Even the sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she may lay her young, at your altars, O LORD of hosts, my King and my God. Happy are those who live in your house, ever singing your praise. Happy are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the highways to Zion. As they go through the valley of Baca they make it a place of springs; the early rain also covers it with pools. They go from strength to strength; the God of gods will be seen in Zion.

O LORD God of hosts, hear my prayer; give ear, O God of Jacob! 

Behold our shield, O God; look on the face of your anointed. For a day in your courts is better than a thousand elsewhere. I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than live in the tents of wickedness. For the LORD God is a sun and shield; he bestows favor and honor. No good thing does the LORD withhold from those who walk uprightly. O LORD of hosts, happy is everyone who trusts in you. 

Introduction: 
The Psalmist sings of a longing for God that is so intense that he feels as though he might faint. 

Have you ever felt such a longing for God in your soul? 

I believe that I have come close… 

[Talk about the time in my own life when I longed so much to be in the presence of the Lord in a place of worship that I became “church homeless” and began to search diligently for a church that I could call “my own” ~ describe my own quest to find a church that felt like home (my new liturgical homeland after going on the “Walk to Emmaus.”)
So, can we, like the Psalmist, say with all honesty that we love worshipping God so much that “a day in the courts of the Lord is better than a thousand elsewhere”? Can we with all honesty say that we “would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God than live in the tents of wickedness”?

If our longing is this intense, it will show—it will be revealed in the way we live our lives, and it will be revealed right here in the way we worship--today and every Sunday.

Whether or not the prediction that God Will Still Honor the Praises of His People in the year 2011 will hold true for us, is up to us.
This morning, we are called to take a closer look at what it means to praise God—and at what God requires of us in our act of worship. Our answers can be found in Scripture. Let’s take that closer look…
Psalm 84 is perhaps the most expressive (and beautiful!) 

of all the songs of Zion!

Bible Scholars agree that most likely,

this Psalm was recited (or sung)


originally, by pilgrims 
as they made their journeys 
toward Jerusalem. 

It was a pilgrimage 

that Jewish men of faith



were required to make--at least three times a year.

And, it is believed that the journey itself 

was almost as important as the worship 

--the praises that would take place 

once they arrived at the Temple courts and entered in.

Happy are those whose strength is in you,

the Psalmist says…in whose heart are the highways to Zion. 

As they go through the valley of Baca they make it a place of springs…

They go from strength to strength; as they anticipate seeing the God of gods 

once they arrive in Zion.

Verse 1 of our Psalm 


gives us an inside glimpse 

of the anticipated response




a pilgrim would have





upon first seeing  

Zion, the holy city. 

The Temple, he describes as the dwelling place of God, 

proclaiming: How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD of hosts! 

And right away, we can see that this dwelling place of God is a safe place
…for it is a place where even the sparrow can find a home



and the swallow--a nest for herself




--a place where she can lay her young. 

By the end of the song,


the Psalmist has ultimately,

constructed a compelling portrait 

--not of the place where God dwells 


--but of God himself.

It is the experience of being in that particular place 

that puts the Psalmist in touch 

with the Lord of hosts 

--his King and his God.
Happiness, therefore, 
consists in taking refuge in God, in trusting in Him:

For the LORD God is a sun and shield; he bestows favor and honor. 

No good thing does the LORD withhold from those who walk uprightly. 

Happy is everyone who trusts in the LORD of hosts. 

So, with this portrait of God 

and his dwelling place in mind,



we are one step closer 

to discovering the answer 

to our opening question:

Will God Still Honor the Praises of His People in the year 2011? 

Again, it is up to us.

If we, like the Psalmist, are to say with all honesty that we love worshipping God so much 

that “a day in the courts of the Lord is better than a thousand elsewhere,”

it will show in our own worship--right here in this place that we call home

--West Covina United Methodist Church.

So, what is worship, really?

In Jewish and Christian practice,


worship is the same as praise
which means:

 "to praise, celebrate, glorify, and sing. 

It is more often presented as a verb than noun

derived from is the Hebrew verb halal, 

which in its simple active form means "to boast"


---of the One who is worthy, to whom glory is due" 

According to Hebrew Scripture, this God is both transcendent and near.

Worship, therefore, must express both holiness—a sense of awe


and it must also express intimacy.

The Bible includes a wide range of physical movement and expression 

in the images it provides of worship that pleases God.

Bowing down, kneeling, lifting hands, clapping hands, dancing, processions and singing

--all of these are acceptable to God.

Take bowing down, for instance.

Throughout the scriptures, bowing is presented as the most prominent posture 
for expressing honor to God.

Holy ones always bow down upon entering the house of God,

The instructional passages of Scripture clearly commend this posture.

(I, personally, feel a bit of sadness that this act of reverence has been lost to Protestant worship.)

Kneeling (in confession) is another form of physical movement 

that is expressed throughout the Bible.

The apostle Paul, 


in his letter to the churches at Rome and Philippi,



includes a speech confession 

with physical kneeling in worship.

The removal of kneeling pads and rails 

from today’s Protestant churches also saddens me.

For us, the challenge is now to bow our hearts
and to kneel down in our minds


--since we provide no way for this to occur physically in our worship.

Lifting hands in worship 

is something even those with no kneeling rail

and weak knees can do.

You may be surprised to learn

that we are instructed to do this

as an expression of our worship.

In Psalm 134, verse 2,

The Psalmist sings:

Lift up your hands in the sanctuary 

and praise the LORD. 

And Paul, 

in his 1st letter to Timothy



gives this explicit instruction:

So I want persons everywhere to pray with holy hands lifted up to God, free from sin and anger and resentment.

[expound on Methodist Holiness Movement during the 1800’s in America, including practice known as jerking]

\

Clapping hands is another expression of praise


 that has honored God since the beginning of time.

And even though some do not approve of clapping hands in worship, it is indeed Scriptural.

Throughout Scripture,

clapping indicates great joy 

at the blessings and provision of God.

The Psalmist sings:
Clap your hands, all you peoples!

Shout to God with the voice of triumph! 

For the LORD Most High is awesome;

He is a great King over all the earth. 

And the prophet Isaiah, in chapter 55,



expresses the same, 

proclaiming the promise:

For you shall go out with joy,

And be led out with peace;

The mountains and the hills 

Shall break forth into singing before you,

And all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 

[expound with a personal touch

--clapping is not irreverent

—rather, it is an expression of praise 

that is entirely honored by God]

The same is true for dancing and processions--according to Scripture.

These are also expressions of worship portrayed throughout Scripture as honored by God. 

In fact, the Psalmist leads worship by instructing the people to praise his name with dancing,

as we read in Psalm 149

and to… 

praise him with tambourine and dancing.

Well, as it is, these various expressions of worship have somehow fallen by the wayside 

in so many of our mainline churches.

It makes us wonder

—how did we become a people who are hesitant to express our feelings in worship? 


[expound on fears and need for safe boundaries]

On a positive note, though,

           I am thankful that we have not given up singing

as a way of expressing our praises to God. 
And how unfortunate it is that this too has become


a point of disagreement and division 
in many of today’s churches.

I appreciate what Reverend Craig Brown said in his proclamation to the participants

of this year’s How-To Workshop:

The real issue is not whether our singing should be traditional or contemporary.

The thing that matters to God (it seems) is that our worship services be relevant


--relevant not only to those of us who worship in this place regularly


--but to those to whom we are called to reach 

beyond these doors.   

When persons in our community do come through these doors and give us the opportunity to become their place for Sunday morning worship, they will return only if this is a haven of refuge for them --a safe, warm and welcoming place that feels like home
--the home they have been longing for.

As it has already been noted: In order to be relevant, our worship services must offer the opportunity for us to worship the God who is both transcendent and intimate.


It is in awe, that we praise the One who is high and lifted up—seated on the throne.

And it is with a sense of intimacy, that we praise the God who is closer than our own breath.  

It has been said, that 

Worship is a stairway on which there is movement in two directions:

God comes to us, and we move toward God.

This is what it means to worship in spirit and in truth

--to hold these two in balance 

--providing opportunities 

for a sense of awe and intimacy 

in our worship experiences.

And, we can be certain that this will not happen accidentally.

It requires intentionality and focus on our part.

In our expressions of Christian worship, we, as United Methodists, will give praise and honor to God primarily through these actions:

The sacraments 

which includes both Baptism 

and the Lord’s Supper 

and 

through our acts of praise and worship

—which consist primarily of song and prayer.  

Experience has taught us that God is manifest among us 



as we open ourselves to His presence.

God can be trusted to manifest Godself 

as we obey the command Jesus has given to us

--to repent and be baptized 

--every one of us

in the name of Jesus Christ 

for the forgiveness of our sins: 

[share story of  Steve’s baptism—the family’s responses included both clapping and tears]

God can be trusted to be present with us as we partake of the Supper which Jesus gave to us—the 
Lord’s Supper which we also know as the Eucharist, or Holy Communion.

[share my 2 experiences of the grace of God in communion at Glendora UMC]

And, God can also be trusted to be present with us as we sing songs of praise to his holy name. 

[direct congregation to page Roman numeral vii in our Hymnal,  instructions for singing from John Wesley’s Select Hymns, year 1761]

So, whether we are singing exuberantly, lifting our hands in worship in awe


--clapping our hands when jubilation fills our hearts




--or, dancing to the tune of hymns like Lord of the Dance






and Hosanna to the King of Kings.






it is all good.

The important thing is…We must not be resistant to trying new ways of worshipping God.

[talk about upcoming Palm Sunday]

This year, it is my aim as your pastor that together, we will do the best we can to honor God in our worship --and the way we will do this is by using of the gifts and graces God has given to us.

This is what each of us promised when we became members of this church.

[expound on the baptismal covenant each of us has made--to faithfully participate in the church’s ministries by your prayers, your presence, your gifts and your service ]
If we are faithful to do keep these, our promises to one another, we are sure to please God in our worship --and …we can be certain that God will still honor the praises of the WCUM body of Christ in the year 2011…and in the years to come.

It is vitally important that we be faithful to this call.

For, as the Bible assures us, there is coming a day in our future when all the world’s nations 

will recognize God’s rule, and every knee will bow.

In that realm of heavenly worship, as God showed to John in that awesome vision,



worship will take place around the throne of God




and all will praise God’s worthiness 

in spirit and in truth.  

[Introduce Hymn & translations of Hebrew, El Shaddai--page 123]

