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“Doxology as a Way of Life”  
 
One of the best lessons I’ve learned thus far as a pastor is that 
ministry is often what happens in the interruptions. Believe it or not 
pastors are just like everybody else in this sense—we’d prefer to plan 
things and have them go perfectly and according to schedule, and 
yet, as I’ve heard it said, if you want to make God laugh, then just tell 
God your plans.  
 
Ministry is what happens in the interruptions and so it involves 
responding with grace to life’s unpredictability, to whatever may 
come, and after thinking about it for a few weeks, today I want to 
thank this congregation for the grace to which we responded to an 
interruption to our worship service a couple of weeks ago, and for the 
compassion to which we ministered to one of our own here that 
morning… 
 
The topic for the sermon that day was going to be the theme of 
Praise, as the Psalm for the day was a poem calling for praise after 
praise, and when I read the lectionary texts for this week, I was struck 
again by the Psalm, that though the number was different, and 
though the words were different, the message was exactly the 
same—praise upon praise upon praise. 
 
And so also in honor of this particularly praiseworthy fall we’ve been 
having here, I want to try to take up the theme with you again today.    
 
Scripture is pretty clear on this point—that praise is the most basic of 
our human vocations, that in a sense it’s why were here and it’s what 
we’re to do on a daily basis… “from east to west, from dawn to dusk,/ 
keep lifting all your praises to God,” (Psalm 113), and not only us, but 
Scripture is keen to include all of creation in the chorus of praise, “let 



everything that breathes praise God,” as Psalm 150 puts it, or as an 
old folk song puts it, “All God’s Critters Got a Place in the Choir.” 
Indeed, the diversity of ways and means of praise are as manifold 
and diverse as all the creatures of the earth, and so biodiversity might 
be just another way of thinking about a diversity of worship, a 
diversity of praise.  
 
And yet, the difficult thing with praise as with diversity more generally 
is that we can sometimes become a bit too comfortable with our own 
ways of praise and in turn we can be a bit uncomfortable with other 
expressions and styles of praise.  
 
There’s a story that’s been told of a man who once walked into a 
church for the first time. He sat himself as quietly as possible in the 
last pew, trying not to draw any attention to himself as I think many of 
us are want to do when we visit a new church for the first time.  
 
Sometime about midway through the service, he found himself quite 
moved, and particularly taken by something said in the one of the 
prayers, at which point he burst out into the general silence a joyful 
exclamation, saying in a loud voice, “Praise God.” 
 
After the service was concluded, he was approached and greeted 
kindly by one of the men in the congregation, but upon greeting him, 
the man was also quick to inform him, “Sir, we don’t praise God 
here.” 
 
I don’t know if this actually happened or not, but my sense is that it 
speaks a certain amount of truth, and maybe particularly to us in the 
Congregationalist tradition where our worship tends to fall or land a 
bit more on the cognitive rather than the emotional level. 
 
I once heard it put slightly differently, but maybe in a similar manner, 
which is that we in the so-called mainline churches tend, on the 
whole, to be a bit “Holy Spirit Shy.” 
 
So maybe a bit praise shy, maybe a bit Holy Spirit shy. Maybe.  



 
And yet as we just heard, Psalm 111, as with Scripture more 
generally, is absolutely saturated with praise—that we’re enjoined to 
praise God without ceasing… “I will praise God forever,” or as 
another translation puts it, “To God belongs eternal, unending praise.” 
 
And so today I want to simply linger with this question of praise, and 
with this biblical idea of praising without ceasing, of doxology, the 
Greek word for giving praise, as something basic, something that we 
cannot not do in a sense, and so doxology as a way of life.  
 
Earlier this summer, in between when my two year call as Pastoral 
Resident in Wellesley ended and when I moved up here to 
Weybridge, I took a week-long road trip by myself here to Vermont, to 
visit and camp in some of the state parks, to try my hand at fishing 
some of the rivers here, and to begin acclimating to the people and 
the land of this beautiful state.  
 
On the way up from Boston, though, I made a stop at the Canterbury 
Shaker Village in New Hampshire—one of the oldest, most intact, and 
well-preserved of all the Shaker villages in the country.  
 
As I stepped out of the car, I was immediately transported to what felt 
like a different time and place entirely, a different world even. If you’ve 
ever visited a Shaker town, or if you’re familiar with Shaker art or 
design, then perhaps you’ll have some sense of what I mean, but I’ll 
try my best to describe the feeling of it— 
 
The way the buildings are minimalist and beautiful and utterly 
mesmerizing in their stark simplicity—each building achieving a 
seamless blend of form and function, or maybe, as one might begin 
to wonder, achieving a seamless blend of the spiritual and the 
material, of the simple and the sublime… 
 
And then, as you look around a bit more, and as you walk around 
these buildings, suddenly the very space between them seems to 
come alive, and you sense how in a Shaker Village even the 



absence, even the sometimes vast emptiness and silent space 
between the buildings seems to be full of a quiet yet sure and 
undeniable presence…  
 
And then, finally, you're ready to go inside one of these buildings, and 
upon entering the natural light slants in from the many windows, and 
in the corner there’s a simple writing desk with a simple writing chair; 
or you glance across the room, again seemingly full in spite of its 
emptiness, and there’s a straight and sturdy straw broom and a crisp, 
clean straw hat hanging against the opposite wall, the whole scene 
speaking something undeniably true about the joy and beauty of the 
simple life. 
 
I think the great Trappist monk from Kentucky Thomas Merton put the 
feeling well when he wrote about the beautiful simplicity of a Shaker 
chair, for example, that, quote, “The peculiar grace of a Shaker chair 
is due to the fact that it was made by someone capable of believing 
that an angel might come and sit in it.” 
 
Indeed, after wandering that old, deserted Shaker Village for awhile, I 
found myself wondering if that sense of meaningful absence or full 
emptiness might have something to do with the mysterious presence 
of angels… 
  
Eventually, after a few more dreamy hours, I got in my car and left the 
strange and magical world of this Shaker Village and continued on 
with my week of camping and fishing, and yet, even as I did, 
throughout that week and ever since really, I've found myself recalling 
the feeling of being in that Shaker Village, and I've been trying to 
think about what it was that was so enchanting, so captivating, so 
haunting, and particularly I've been wondering about what today we 
might want to learn from and retrieve from the now all-but extinct 
Shaker way of living the Christian faith.  
 
The more I've thought about and read about and studied the Shakers, 
the more it's become apparent that they took the charge of the 
Psalmist quite literally and quite seriously, in the sense that they were 



striving always to cultivate praise or doxology as their way of life, that 
praising God was the beginning and the end of their life together. 
 
Their basic motto or mantra, for example, was "Put your hands to 
work and your hearts to God," and in general, in Shaker writing after 
Shaker writing, the emphasis is in on framing all of life's activity, it's 
work and it's play, as a means of praising God.  
 
One of the Shaker elders put it this way, writing that "a man can show 
his religion as much in measuring onions as he can in singing 
hallelujah." 
 
Or another wrote, "Cutting wood, clearing ground, cutting grass, 
cooking soup, drinking fruit juice, sweating, washing, making fire, 
smelling smoke, sweeping, etc. This is the essence of religion." 
 
There's a famous Zen-Buddhist saying which I was reminded of here 
as it's almost identical to this Shaker idea of religion as cutting wood 
and sweeping, and it goes, "Before enlightenment, chopping wood 
and carrying water; after enlightenment, chopping wood and carrying 
water." 
 
Another fascinating thing I think about the Shaker way was that their 
particular manner of praising God wasn't overly showy or pushy, and 
it wasn't even always recognized by outsiders as praise. 
 
Here’s how one such famous outsider, Charles Dickens, with his 
great way with language, described his first visit to a Shaker Village 
on his very first trip to America. He wrote:  
 
“We walked into a grim room where several grim hats were hanging 
on grim pegs, and the time was grimly told by a grim clock, which 
uttered every tick with a kind of struggle, as if it broke this grim 
silence reluctantly and under protest. Ranged against the wall were 
six or eight stiff high-backed chairs, and they partook so strongly of 
the general grimness, that one would much rather have sat on the 
floor than incurred the smallest obligation to any of them.” 
 



I think this is quite amazing, I think this says something about the 
humbleness of the Shaker way of praise—that a person like Charles 
Dickens was able to look and see only grim chairs partaking of a 
general grimness, while a person like Thomas Merton was able to 
look at the exact same chairs and see nothing less than furniture fit 
for angels.  
 
And so I still find myself curious and wondering about the Shakers, 
and about their faith, and particularly about their way of turning all 
life's activity into a humble expression of praise.  
 
I also still find myself wondering, though, about the guy who visits a 
church for the first time and who shouts out during the silent moment 
in worship, "Praise God," for I think, in the end, he too was faithful to 
scripture, and to the call to praise. 
 
It seems that we have a certain amount of choice or freedom 
here…we can either look at the world and see a grim place partaking 
of a general grimness, or we can look and see the same world as a 
place fit for angels, and we can give thanks and praise to God. In one 
sense, nothing will be changed, we’ll still be chopping wood and 
carrying water, but in another sense, living and breathing praise can 
change everything, including ourselves. //Amen//  
	  


