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Singing Before Speaking 
 

I.  With Oziah pulling out the stops for Bach today on the organ; with Brad 
and Jenn blessing us with their beautiful voices; with the words of Psalm 68, 
which like countless other Psalms, heap call to sing upon call to sing, calling on 
an inclusive chorus really as all creation bursts forth in song, the entire landscape 
imagined as tuned to what the early church theologians called the harmonia 
mundi, the harmony of the world, sort of like a Christian analogue to the Hindu 
concept of Om as the primordial creative sound that the universe makes…  

 

With this wonderfully rich and varied soundscape that we have here in our 
worship today, I figured that this would be a good day to try to reflect a bit on 
music and on what it means that God has blessed us and all of creation really 
with this great gift—and since I know that this is a congregation which loves 
music deeply, I trust that you won’t mind if I keep my remarks brief in the interest 
of giving our special music this morning the main say… 

 

I have to say also that as a pastor I’m often aware of how not just on a special 
Sunday like this, but on every Sunday really, how powerful of a thing it is that we 
gather here each week and that one of the main things that we do is that we sing 
together…we sing together, some of us better than others, and really, when you 
think about it, there aren’t many places in our world today where we do this on a 
regular basis, and so I think such singing together is really quit a special thing 
and worth noting and appreciating today… 

 

And as someone myself whose gifts are more in the spoken and written word 
direction, I’m so often in awe of those blessed with more musical gifts, and I’m 
often humbled by the fact that, for example, a preacher can pour his or her heart 
and soul into a sermon all week long, but if he or she picks the wrong hymn to 
follow it up, well, forget about it…. Or I often find it interesting to note after 
worship, how so often you’ll hear folks leaving church still joyfully humming one 
of the tunes from the day, and yet I can hardly imagine someone leaving church 
still muttering the words to the sermon… 

 



It’s pretty clear I think then, that music reaches us in a place that not even the 
spoken word, that not even thinking can reach us. 

 

Charles Darwin, in his later work on the basic questions of human evolution, 
noted how the human musical faculty must be ranked as the most mysterious 
faculty with which we are endowed. His hypothesis, which is still held by many 
today, was that even before spoken language evolved, we first evolved the 
capacity to sing, and so when we trace the origins of language, we find that 
speaking finds its roots in singing—that before we could speak, we sang.  

 

That’s a beautiful thing to imagine isn’t it, singing to one another as our chief 
means of communication? Perhaps we can even notice remnants of this today 
when you think of how we tend to speak to a newborn child—speaking as we do 
with a lilting cadence, with emphatic or exaggerated pitch, and with a cooing 
melody that really is more akin to singing rather than speaking. 

 

As at the beginning of life, perhaps also at the end of life. In Chicago, when I was 
a Divinity School student, I interned as a chaplain at a retirement community, and 
much of my work was with older individuals in the dementia care and Alzheimer’s 
unit. All week we would visit with these folks, not able to engage in much 
conversation really but trying to practice what chaplains tend to call a “ministry of 
presence,” but then at the end of the week we would worship with this group, and 
we would sing all the old hymns, and the way their faces would light up, and the 
way they opened their eyes wide, and the way all the words came rushing back 
to them, it was clear that music brought a certain joy and clarity that nothing else 
could.  

 

“All life sings its song,” as we heard in our reading… “Listen! The sea thunders 
along! The rivers clap their hands. The hills ring out with joy. All these—the 
voices of God, who is everywhere.”  

 

 

II.  There’s a quote that I like, often attributed to St Augustine, the great 4th 
century theologian from North Africa, a quote that says “To sing is to pray twice.” 
 
“To sing is to pray twice.”  



 
I think that’s so deeply true, even though I’m not sure I fully understand it, and 
even though I know that I can’t really explain it all that well.  
 
To sing is to pray twice.  
 
My best guess is that this is true because when we sing, we not only articulate 
the words, we not only reckon with the conceptual or theological ideas that the 
lyrics present, but when we sing these words we also feel the words as well… 
 
In other words: to sing is to pray twice, because you can’t sing “Come O fount of 
every blessing, tune my heart to sing your grace” and not in fact feel God’s 
blessing bestowed upon you…not in fact feel your heart becoming more attuned 
to the rhythms of grace… 
 
To sing is to pray twice because you can’t sing “I once was lost but now am 
found” and not in fact feel in some way saved from danger, or saved from a 
dead-end path…. 
 
To sing is to pray twice because you can’t sing “O Lord my God, When I in 
awesome wonder, Consider all the worlds Thy Hands have made” and not in fact 
become, in the words of another great hymn, “lost in wonder, love, and praise.” 
 
Finally, to sing is to pray twice because, as our next hymn puts it, “When in our 
music God is glorified, and adoration leaves no room for pride, it is as if the 
whole creation cried, Alleluia! Alleluia!” 
	  


