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Texts: Jeremiah 31:27-34 • Psalm 119:97-104 • 2 Timothy 3:14-4:5 • Luke 18:1-8

Jeremiah 31:27-34
The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will sow the house of 

Israel and the house of Judah with the seed of humans and the seed of animals. 
And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, 
destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the 
Lord. In those days they shall no longer say: “The parents have eaten sour grapes, 
and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” 

But all shall die for their own sins; the teeth of everyone who eats sour 
grapes shall be set on edge. The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will 
make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not 
be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the 
hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt — a covenant that they broke, though 
I was their husband, says the Lord. 

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those 
days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their 
hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. No longer shall they 
teach one another, or say to each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know 
me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their 
iniquity, and remember their sin no more.

Psalm 119:97-104
Oh, how I love your law! It is my meditation all day long.
Your commandment makes me wiser than my enemies, for it is always with 

me.
I have more understanding than all my teachers, for your decrees are my 

meditation.
I understand more than the aged, for I keep your precepts.
I hold back my feet from every evil way, in order to keep your word.
I do not turn away from your ordinances, for you have taught me.
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How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!
Through your precepts I get understanding; therefore I hate every false way.

2 Timothy 3:14-4:5
But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, 

knowing from whom you learned it, and how from childhood you have known the 
sacred writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ 
Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God 
may be proficient, equipped for every good work.

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and 
the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I solemnly urge you: 
proclaim the message; be persistent whether the time is favorable or unfavorable; 
convince, rebuke, and encourage, with the utmost patience in teaching. For the 
time is coming when people will not put up with sound doctrine, but having itch-
ing ears, they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own desires, 
and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander away to myths. As for 
you, always be sober, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, carry out 
your ministry fully.

Luke 18:1-8
Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to 

lose heart. He said, “In a certain city there was a judge who neither feared God 
nor had respect for people. In that city there was a widow who kept coming to 
him and saying, ‘Grant me justice against my opponent.’ 

“For a while he refused; but later he said to himself, ‘Though I have no fear 
of God and no respect for anyone, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I 
will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.’” 

And the Lord said, “Listen to what the unjust judge says. And will not God 
grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? 
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Will he delay long in helping them? 
I tell you, he will quickly grant justice to them. And yet, when the Son of 

Man comes, will he find faith on earth?”

Often times Jesus offers a parable that, at first glance, doesn’t make sense. 
When Tommy invited me to speak on Laity Sunday, the first thing I did was check 
out the lectionary. My initial reading of the gospel lesson left me perplexed. 

Is God being represented by the judge who grants the widow’s request for 
justice? 

And are we supposed to be like the widow and bug God to death through 
ceaseless prayer until we get what we want? 

Luke himself explains that the parable is about constant prayer and not giving 
up hope. But is our relationship with God a “squeaky-wheel-gets-the-grease” rela-
tionship? I think we know better. Sure, prayer is good, but I think there’s more to it. 
What bothered me most about this interpretation is that the judge in the parable is 
labeled an “unjust” judge. I don’t think God would play that role well. Parables often 
need to be considered from another perspective. So let’s try looking at the story 
again, this time from about 15 feet up — in the choir loft.

Week after week the St. Paul’s Choir, under the direction of Dr. Paolo Bordi-
gnon with Ken Coleman, offers compelling and moving music of the highest qual-
ity. It was this choir that first drew me to St. Paul’s when I was fresh out of college, 
and it may be why many of you first attended worship here. Today I am privileged 
to be a singing bass in this fine ensemble. 

As members of the choir we recognize that the music we sing in worship is 
much more than a public performance. Craig Hella Johnson, the artistic director of 
the Austin-based choral ensemble Conspirare, has said, “Everything we do as choral 
musicians is about serving something larger than ourselves.” Participation in any 
choir, he claims, is more than simply singing music. Choral conductors and their 
singers are providing more than an interpretation of black spots on paper. The late 
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Robert Shaw explains it another way: a choir’s job is not to “interpret” music, but 
instead to “reveal” the music. 

Similarly, we as Christians are here serving something larger than ourselves. 
God has a plan for his kingdom, and we’re part of his plan. More importantly I be-
lieve we are also part of revealing his plan to this unjust world. We have been given 
scripture, the traditions of the church, our own personal experience, and the rea-
soning skills necessary to recognize God’s love in action and to witness that love to 
everyone around us. It is in our love and actions that God’s paradise can truly be 
revealed. 

A choir wouldn’t be a choir without its individual singers. One creates a 
choral sound by blending the voices of the individuals in the ensemble to create a 
new, unique sound. If every voice in the choir sounded alike, then what’s the point 
of having all these people sing together? The choir needs the flavor, the skills, the 
talents of each member to truly reveal the music. Paolo will often remind us in re-
hearsals that the quieter voices are just as important as the louder ones. The choir 
also needs the complete singer; each individual must be “present” in the music. 
Anton Armstrong, the director of the St. Olaf Choir, follows the mantra, “Body, 
mind, spirit, voice; it takes the whole person to sing and rejoice.” 

Similarly, I believe God needs us each to be fully involved in revealing his 
love to the world around us. We each have something different to offer, but God 
needs each gift. As Tommy said in last week’s sermon, “Be who you are, wherever 
you are.” We must be present in this world, be aware of the moment, and act as God 
would want us to act. Body, mind, spirit, and voice: God needs us fully, completely. 
Fortunately, we don’t have to do it alone. 

Back to the choir. Each individual is not only sharing his or her own voice, 
but is also constantly listening to one another to really make the sound come alive. 
Craig Hella Johnson recently explained in a podcast that, when asked what he did 
for a living, he said, “I am a professional listener.” 

As a choral conductor, I would agree with that description. But our sing-
ers must also recognize the importance of listening to their own voice, and to their 
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neighbor’s voice, and to the voice across the choir room. Sometimes that’s hard to 
do; there are seats in our choir loft that can feel very lonesome. But when we listen 
to each other, the true magic can really happen. 

My varsity choir at Clear Springs High School is made up of 37 students, 
mostly sophomores and juniors. It’s not a big choir. But when they are really listen-
ing to one another, and all the pitches, vowels, body, mind, spirit, voice — every-
thing — lines up, then those overtones start singing along, and all of a sudden a 
choir of 37 sounds like a choir of 60. 

When we work together under God’s guidance, we too become something 
greater than the sum of its parts. In considering this morning’s gospel, Nadia Bolz-
Weber, a rather unorthodox Lutheran pastor who has written some wonderful 
books including Pastrix and Accidental Saints, pointed out that it’s impossible to 
“pray without ceasing” by yourself. She writes,

“To pray without ceasing is not an individual sport. If anything, it’s a relay 
race. It’s what we do for each other, and it’s what we do for the world. 

“And these prayers are like these gossamer threads connecting us to God 
and God’s people. When we pray on another’s behalf we become connected to that 
person through God, and we become connected to God through that person. And 
in these connections God gets stuff done. Not necessarily the stuff we think God 
should do, but the work that God is always about, which is redeeming us and all 
of creation. These gossamer threads of prayer, woven through the space and time 
of our lives, are like the network through which God sends God’s own love for the 
world.”

The St. Paul’s Choir rehearses together weekly for about two and a half hours. 
While preparing the music for upcoming Sundays and other special events like the 
Evensong services, Paolo is also working to help us become better singers. He must 
be persistent and consistent in his approach, and I believe his high expectations 
for the choir continue to pay off. We aren’t perfect. I won’t tell you specifically any 
of the concepts we struggle with — one involves a dot — but I’ll share one of my 
experiences. 
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Before coming to St. Paul’s I directed the choir at League City United Meth-
odist Church, where I grew up. I directed that choir for 11 years, and we made some 
great music for a small suburban choir. But for 11 years I had to tell the basses that 
the word was pronounced “Lord,” not “Lard.” It eventually became a joke between 
us, but it took some real work on my part to rid their sound of the Texas twang. 

God knows we aren’t perfect, and he is working in our own lives even as he 
calls us to be his voice in this unjust world. New Testament scholar Fred Craddock 
explains that “a person is being hammered through long days and nights of prayer 
into a vessel that will be able to hold the answer when it comes.” 

It is through God’s persistence in loving us and changing us, and through 
prayer and communion with others in the community, that we can change. It begins 
with us down on our knees, praying to the Lard — Lord. As before, a good choir 
member listens. We must listen.

For me, one of the most challenging things our choir sings in our service is 
the Psalm. It’s also among my favorite parts of rehearsal and worship. Whether it 
is one where we all sing in unison or one of the more complicated Anglican chants 
in four parts, I find it especially challenging. The notes are printed at the top of the 
page with limited rhythmic guidance. The actual text is written below the music; 
imagine looking at a poem typed straight down a page, with the actual music at the 
top of the page. Other than a few symbols within the text to indicate when to move 
from one pitch to another, that’s all you get. Preparing the Psalm requires the singer 
to either memorize the music or to constantly look up and down between the music 
and the words. Sometimes we divide into two choirs, which can complicate things 
further. In rehearsal Paolo and Ken will guide us through his vision of the Psalm — 
how it should sound rhythmically, what dynamics to use, what words to stress etc. 

For the choir to truly connect to the language of the Psalm, Paolo will some-
times stop conducting and “stay out of the way,” as he calls it. It’s at these times 
that each singer’s body, mind, spirit and voice, the historic text and music, and the 
acoustics of our beautiful cathedral all synchronize into one beautiful aural image 
of God. 
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As a choir director myself, I know it can be difficult to let the choir sing 
without me, but it’s at those times the beauty of the music is truly revealed. It is so 
rewarding when the director can step back while the musicians, fully engaged — 
body, mind, spirit, voice — and fully connected to one another by listening, will 
allow the music to fully be revealed. 

I think that’s part of God’s plan. God is persistently preparing us, rehearsing 
us, through worship, prayer, study, and communion with one another, so we as one 
universal choir can sing God’s message of justice and love. As Micah the prophet 
wrote, “What does the Lord require of us but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God?” And when we work toward justice through 
love, God’s kingdom, God’s holy music will be revealed. And then you will discover 
that singing in the choir, being the voice that reveals God’s music, is even more re-
warding than listening to the choir.

So welcome to God’s choir! It’s time to begin our rehearsal. Thanks be to 
God.

Benediction (Eleanor Roosevelt’s Prayer):
Our Father, who has set a restlessness in our hearts and made us all seekers 

after that which we can never fully find, forbid us to be satisfied with what we make 
of life.

Draw us from base content and set our eyes on far off goals. Keep us at tasks 
too hard for us that we may be driven to Thee for strength.

Deliver us from fretfulness and self-pitying; make us sure of the good we can-
not see and of the hidden good in the world.

Open our eyes to simple beauty all around us and our hearts to the loveliness 
people hide from us because we do not try to understand them.

Save us from ourselves and show us a vision of the world made new.

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


