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Readings:  1 Samuel 2:1-10;  Revelation 12: 1-6;  Psalms: 45 
 

Journey with the community through music 
 
Prayer: Loving God, as we reflect on your Word may your spirit be our teacher and may we walk 
together quietly, restfully and in faith. In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen 
 
Thank you everyone for supporting our Evensong service today and thank you Chris for asking me 
to give the homily.  
 
The theme and the thanksgiving for the day’s evening service reminds us of the important role that 
Mary played as the mother of Jesus. Mary has been given a variety of names over the years 
including Theotokus or God bearer (at the Council of Ephesus in 431), Blessed Virgin, Queen of 
Heaven and Mystical rose, from medieval times. You may remember the hymn Crown Him with 
many Crowns (from Hymns Ancient & Modern) where Christ is described as the ‘fruit of the mystic 
rose’. The title God bearer made explicit the connection between Christ’s two natures: human and 
God…the word made flesh. Mary was fully human. Her titles are of grace, not of birthright. 
Because she did what God asked of her, kept her faith and showed us how to be a disciple of Christ, 
taking on a role for which she was not prepared, she willingly took part in God’s purpose. The Bible 
calls her ‘most blessed of all women.’ Mary, a servant girl, is one of us and shows us the way 
forward. If we have faith to follow God’s voice within us, to venture into the uncomfortable and to 
live our lives in a Christ-like way, then we can also be blessed. We can also be filled with the reality 
of God’s grace… living in the joy of God. When we sing the Magnificat, Mary’s psalm or prayer of 
thanksgiving on the news that she would bear a child (Luke 1:46-55), we can feel her personal 
joyfulness and rejoicing in God…painting her image of God as being mighty, just and 
compassionate, faithful and all powerful.  
 
If we then look at the first reading from 1 Samuel 2: 1-10, which has just been read to us, we find 
another psalm (again not in the Book of Psalms) which was used as the model for the song of 
thanksgiving by Mary. Hannah prays the psalm of thanksgiving, much as Mary did at a different 
time in history, to give thanks for the birth of her child, Samuel. It is not just about an individual, 
barren woman giving thanks for the birth of a child (and there are many other details to this story 
that we don’t have time to look at, which make this event even more significant for Hannah). It has 
national significance for Israel. Samuel will be an outstanding prophet, an important figure in the 
emergence of Israel as a nation under David. Hannah, in her prayer of thanksgiving, prays not just 
for herself and from her own experience, but on behalf of the whole nation. Again, 1 Samuel sees 
the hand of God acting behind the scene bringing about what was desired. It appears to reflect 
Israel’s experience with God in the past, particularly the Exodus. For example, the weak and 
humble being elevated to power and prominence (Israel at the Exodus), the hungry being fed (true 
at the Exodus), the powerful being humbled (true of Egypt at the Exodus.) Perhaps Hannah viewed 
God’s work in her life through the perspective of God’s work in Israel’s life at the Exodus. 
 
Hannah, like Mary, focuses on the character of God, not on her own sorrow and suffering. She 
paints her image of God as being holy, faithful, all knowing, gracious, all-powerful and sovereign. 
Hannah believes that God helps us through the most difficult sorrow and suffering, through His gift 
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of grace. Both Hannah and Mary prayed to God, in fact Hannah has been described as a prayer 
warrior due to the extent that she poured out her heart to God. They both expressed their pain in 
deep honesty, trusting in God’s ever-present faithfulness to respond. No wonder their joy and 
thanksgiving was complete! It’s what the Bible calls ‘the abundance of heart’…. from Luke 6:45 ‘it 
is out of the abundance of heart that the mouth speaks.’  
 
Holding an Evensong today, with the richness of poetry in the form of psalms, has also reminded 
me of the importance that psalms still hold in Christian worship today, despite their age. The psalms 
of the Bible were written over a period of 1,000 years during the time of Moses to Ezra…say from 
the first millennium BC to after the exile to Babylon, sixth century BC. Authorship is uncertain, 
despite many being attributed to David, and some suggest that the psalms were the work of several 
different authors (probably priests) from differing dates. They were written in the form of poetry 
and were designed to be sung, as a song…the word psalm most likely means ‘music of the lyre’ or 
‘songs sung to a harp.’  They were also prayers. The ‘psalm’ or Song of Mary, which appears in the 
New Testament, was modeled on an Old Testament psalm, as we have seen this afternoon and was 
written about 70-80AD. 
 
In Jewish tradition, the psalms were sung in front of the tabernacle and then later, on the steps of the 
temple in Jerusalem. Singers came from the tribe of Levi and played musical instruments as 
accompaniment. Psalms were used in worship and prayer with the original intent being to teach, 
explain, encourage and communicate with the individual listener and with groups of people in a 
public performance. 
 
The attractiveness of psalms is the language they use…it’s the language of the human spirit. They 
reflect the feelings of a person at a particular time and are deeply emotional. Psalms are full of 
dramatic exaggeration, images and figures of speech and heart-rending words. They record in an 
intense way a person’s response to God, from a heavy heart’s cry for help to an ecstatic cry of joy. 
The way in which psalms were written stimulates meditation and encourages the reader to probe the 
meaning of the passage. In particular they focus on glorifying and praising God, while the 
psalmist’s life details recede into the background.  
 
With this history to our faith tradition it is little wonder that music plays an important role in our 
spiritual lives and particularly in our worship. Martin Luther had a strong opinion on this. He’s 
quoted as saying: 

He who despises music…does not please me. Music is a gift of God, not a gift of 
men…. After theology I accord to music the highest place and the greatest honour.  

In our faith tradition, the purpose of music is to give glory and praise to God or put in another way, 
to express our enjoyment of God. Our worship then is a melding together of beautiful, simple 
liturgy and music where we can experience Christ’s joyful, peaceful presence and at the same time 
listen deeply for God. According to David Galbraith, our worship must satisfy our spiritual needs, 
our sense of who we are together, our anxieties for the world we live in and our compassion for 
those in need (Galbraith: p.7) Music and liturgy is something that is performed just as much by the 
congregation as the choir, involving both skill and soul, and in the performing we can find ourselves 
in a place where we can be transformed. (Galbraith: p.8) In other words, for each of us, music is a 
companion on what St Paul calls growth to maturity in Christ…a journey that encompasses spiritual 
insight, intellectual understanding, openness to others and a deepening ability to love.  
 
Music has the ability to communicate on a deep level, and trigger powerful emotions and convey 
significant messages. I guess that’s why music can be such an emotive topic in Church life and 
worship. We can feel deeply about the kind of musical style on offer because it says something 
about who we are, our churchmanship, our cultural background and values.  
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Looking at our worship in another way, music is performed by people in relationship. It is also in a 
tradition of performance being developed over centuries and it can be unfamiliar to visitors we 
welcome to our Church for weddings and funerals. Even today our experience of Evensong service 
is interesting but it is also dated. Did we really do this every Sunday night? Replacing the traditional 
with different music isn’t always the answer either. In fact for St Mark’s one of the things that 
attracts people in this Diocese is our Anglican liturgy and quality of music, particularly our choir.  
 
So it is a challenge as to how we use music to help others and to reach out into the society we live 
in. And for the Church to survive into the future, reach out we must. The Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Rowan Williams is of the view that we need both traditional models and fresh expressions of 
worship. To be outward looking we don’t need to abandon the best of our traditions, but we might 
need to offer a wider diet of music and worship styles to our communities. (Maries: p.8) In a recent 
article in Church Music Quarterly, Andrew Maries considers that we must become much more 
aware of what our use of music is communicating. In his view, it is inevitably saying something 
about the authenticity of our experience of God, our sense of being bound together as a community, 
the particular values we hold and whether we have any concern for those outside the Church at all. 
(Maries: p.9) Another writer (Peter Moger) calls it a ‘mixed economy’ Church where many more 
Churches are discovering the joys of a greater breadth of style, on top of their clearly defined 
worshipping traditions. For St Mark’s it will mean honouring and employing the gifts that God has 
given our congregation, aiming for a style that is our own. It will mean using a variety of musical 
styles, a mix that is particular to St Mark’s and one that will change as our Church changes and 
grows. 
 
For St Mark’s, we will need to become even more imaginative in our use of music, not only in our 
worship, but in taking it out to the wider community and using it to help others. Whether it be 
concerts in nursing homes or creating singing or instrumental groups with young children or 
inviting choirs to sing at our Church or joining with other choirs and singers for concerts, such as 
the Harmonyville project, being organised by Hurstville Council.  
 
The challenge is very real for Church to be relevant to the communities in which we live and the 
way in which we use our music is part of that challenge. Let us pray that, like Hannah and Mary, we 
can journey together with Christ God and that our enjoyment of God will create such abundance of 
heart that we may find new ways of using music to create deeper relationship with God, with each 
other and with the communities in which we live.  
 
In the name of God, Amen. 
 

__________________________________ 
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