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Hello, O St. Paul Area Synod Folks, and welcome to what we hope will be a robust and open discussion about sing-
ing psalms with all of our heart (a riff on Psalm 111, see Appendix 1).  We are Diane and Paul Jacobson, a biblical 
scholar and a musician,1 and members of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer.  Bishop Lull invited us to share with 
you this discussion guide. We have centered much of our life together on psalm studies and usage, dating back to 
the year we met (1970) at Union Theological Seminary in NYC. And so now, 50 years later, we are delighted to par-
ticipate in this SPAS virtual assembly focusing on Psalm 111 and singing the psalms. We welcome any feedback.

1. What do you most miss about singing in church?

Diane:  Singing and Faith
This question demands a personal rather than a professional answer. I am fairly certain that I would not be a Chris-
tian if it were not for singing. I grew up surrounded by music in a wonderful and loving Jewish home. I was one of 
a small number of Jewish students who attended an Episcopal girls’ school in St. Louis, and we had chapel every 
morning. I sang my way to the faith and have been singing ever since – choirs, colleges, congregations, camps, and 
seminaries.  Throughout my many years of singing in our church choir, I often thought on a busy or lazy Wednes-
day evening that I really wanted to skip rehearsal.  And then I would go, out of obligation, and be filled with music, 
companionship, and inspired word.  It turns out that singing is as important to me as breathing and sleep.  So many 
Sundays I have been uplifted and carried along by the congregational singing.  I miss singing because singing is at 
the heart of my experience of church and my encounter with God.

Paul:  Virtual and Actual
Quite often when I’m doing a solitary task, hiking alone, or taking a long walk with Zippy the Brittany, I’ll get a 
hymn stuck in my mind and go over it and over it repetitively, usually in the mind, sometimes aloud, occasionally 
making it through all the words of stanza one and sometimes even into stanza two or three. It’s a pleasant thing, 
time-passing, inspiring, instructive, even when I can’t get it unstuck (unless it’s a hymn I don’t like). Such solitary 
singing, expanded by singing along with Zoom church (spiritual karaoke?), sharing the computer screen with Diane, 
is satisfying, comforting, centering. But it’s not at all like singing in the midst of the choir or congregation. There, 
singing truly lifts up my soul, gives me a spiritual charge, moves me, and maybe even amuses me from time to 
time. And on some occasions and festivals, with a big, full-throated congregation and a great hymn, it truly is an 
ecstatic over-the-top joyful experience! When we reunite in the flesh as a congregation, we may need to tune our 
congregational chops and flex our vocal cords a bit, but I think it will be like joining a bunch of pilgrims walking 
up to Jerusalem and singing a song of ascents. I really need to sing with a congregation! Reading a psalm alone or 
with spouse or friend is a powerful experience. Chanting a psalm with the congregation combines that power with a 
sense of unity and common faith.

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 

1Diane taught at Luther Seminary for close to 30 years, directed the Book of Faith initiative for the ELCA for 7 years, and was the princi-
ple guide and one of three translators of the Psalms for the ELW.  Paul got his SMM from Union Theological Seminary School of Music, 
helped to found and was principle flutist of The Lyra Baroque Orchestra, and has been composing music and hymns throughout his 
career.
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2. Why do we sing psalms?

Diane:  Invitation From the Psalter
The psalms invite themselves to be sung. Instruments or singing or song are mentioned 145 times in the psalms 
(see appendix 2). Harps, lutes, lyres; tambourines, timbrals, trumpets.  We are invited to sing; all the nations are 
invited; all creation is invited to sing.  We sing to praise God, but we also sing and play music to solve riddles (49:4). 
We sing because God is our refuge (5:11; 59:17), because God is righteous and just (7:17; 101:1; 145:7), because 
God rules over all (47:7), because God has delivered us (51:14), because “God is gracious and a song of praise is 
fitting” (147:1).  We sing to give thanks (30:4; 57:9; 92:1; 138:1; 147:7) and to spread the word to all the world (18:49; 
67:4). We sing because of God’s steadfast and promised love (89:1).  We also sing out of longing (84:2), witness to 
our many laments and complaints. When we sing psalms, we declare, most beautifully, that we sing in the shadow 
of God’s wings (63:7). All of these reasons tie us to corporate worship because mostly the “I” who is singing be-
comes the “we” who together make a joyful noise (95:1; 98:4). 

Paul:  Communion of Saints
In this case, the seven last words of the church fit rather well: “We’ve always done it that way before.” But we’re 
talking “communion of the saints” here, a procession of saints that began perhaps 3,000 years ago with pilgrims 
filing up the road to Jerusalem, or a young shepherd/musician calming a mad king’s nerves. The psalms have been 
sung all the way through history and in myriad ways. We join forces not only with our congregation but also with a 
timeless procession and a heavenly host. This is ecstatic, pulling us out of ourselves and out of our temporal sit-
uations, into a timeless place, and yet seasoned with the skills, styles, voices, and instruments of our age and our 
community. Think of how our 16 psalm tones in the ELW were led up to by medieval and earlier traditions, and 
then, perhaps, visit stanza three of Lamb of God (ELW 336) to see how Twila Paris uses the language of Psalm 23 in 
a contemporary Appalachian folk-gospel style. Visit Brother James’ Air (ELW 778) to absorb how the 17th century 
Scots, following the Swiss Reformation, paraphrased Psalm 23 and personalized it for their congregations. And it 
was set by one James Bain, whose middle name is MacBeth. If only his namesake, the Thane of Cawdor, had taken 
that hymn to heart!

And then there is our own beloved Marty Haugen, whose settings, like his paraphrase of Psalm 141 (Holden Eve-
ning Prayer, ELW 232), paint the psalms in ways that have become a treasured part of our tradition. We are still 
blessed with a host of wonderful composers, and they will continue the tradition of interpreting the psalms through 
music.The examples, like life, flow on in endless song, but finally, one can only say “How Can I Keep From Singing.”

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 
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3. How do we sing psalms?

Diane:  The Poetry of the Psalms
Paul will talk about the musical how.  I want to talk about how the poetry of psalms works. This will be by far my 
longest answer, so hang with me.2 

In psalms, poetry matters.  Often folks think meaning is limited to facts.  Folks ask “what does this mean?” and what 
they want is to boil it down to some core truth.  Kind of, “don’t bother me with all of this fancy stuff, just give it to 
me straight.”  But I am here to say that art and beauty are not added-on frills; poetry is not adiaphora.  Rather, in all 
of Scripture the art is part of the message. 

I want to talk about 2 things about poetry in psalms: parallelism and imagery/metaphor (skipping internal structure, 
which is also important). 

A psalm, as all Hebrew poetry, derives its meaning first and primarily through the rhythm of the parallel line. The 
meaning of a poetic line is captured in the tension of the two parts.  My friends and colleagues Rolf and Karl Jacob-
son talk about there being two basic kinds of parallelism3: 
 1. Echoing “Where can I go from your spirit?
    Or where can I flee from your presence?” (Ps.111:7)
 2. Extending  “Even before a word is on my tongue,
    O Lord, you know it completely.”  (Ps.139:4) 

You might want to go through all of Psalm 111 and consider which lines are echoing, which are extending, and 
which are a bit of both.  Parallelism works on two levels: the line and individual words.  So one gets a lot of repeti-
tion of words and a lot of opposites (echoing) or even completion of phrases (extending).  One more thing about 
Hebrew poetry that makes it different from English poetry: the best Hebrew poetry loves repetition rather than dif-
ference. Hence, while a good English sentence might say, “The sovereign ruled majestically over the realm,” a good 
Hebrew poetic line would prefer, “The ruler ruled ruler-like in her ruling.”

A second way that psalms convey meaning is through the rich use of imagery and metaphor, particularly of God.4  
In many ways we pray psalms in order that we might know God, not directly through straightforward explanation or 
more complicated theology, but rather through engagement with images that take us places we cannot otherwise 
imagine.  The variety of images of God in the psalms is breath-taking: 
 God is our Fortress/Refuge (and thus we are those who need protection and strength); 
 God is the Transplanter of Trees/Vines (and we are the vine God has planted); 
 God is the Sun of Righteousness (and we stand in God’s warming light); 
 God is the Voice of Many Waters; 
 God is a bird (eagle/vulture, dove, owl… humans tend to be other animals); 
 God is King, Warrior, Parent, Teacher, Shepherd; 
 God is represented by personal metaphors
   (Senses, Face, Hand, Mouth and Voice, Breath); 
 God is Light, Shield, Shade, Mountain, Rock.

2 Much of what I am saying here is taken directly from an article I wrote for Word and World: Diane Jacobson, “The Inseparability of 
Beauty and Truth in Biblical Poetry,” Word and World 39:1 Winter 2019: 3-10.
3 Rolf A. Jacobson and Karl N. Jacobson, Invitation to the Psalms: A Reader’s Guide for Discovery and Engagement (Baker Academic, 2013). 
4 See William P. Brown, Seeing the Psalms: A Theology of Metaphor. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002) and Gail Ramshaw, Trea-
sures Old and New: Images in the Lectionary. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002). 
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One could go on forever.  And maybe that’s the point.  Once one begins the exploration of the beautiful and some-
times frightening psalmic images of God, one senses and is touched by the way the ordinary and the extra-ordinary 
intermingle.  There is, from the beginning, through the use of image and metaphor, an incarnational quality to God.  
In fact, I would claim that the intricate beauty of biblical poetry is one of the main ways we are introduced to an 
incarnate God. This is how we are invited to sing psalms.

Paul:  Tradition, Then and Now
As with Diane’s response to the “how” question, this will be my longest, most detailed and technical set of com-
ments – and yet will be exasperatingly incomplete. It is meant to give a broad sense to the question of how we 
sing the psalms. So much has been written about the historical, musicological, denominational, ethnic, regional, 
etc., traditions of psalm singing. The ways that psalms were sung by their first authors or communities is lost in 
the mists of time. A few decades ago musicologist Eric Werner wrote The Sacred Bridge, a huge tome extrapolating 
backwards from the early church and synagogue traditions to what the singing of psalms might have been like. We 
can guess that the ancient psalm traditions collided with Hellenistic (Greek) music traditions and ended up in the 
early church as Greek-inspired church modes and, eventually, eight Gregorian psalm tones, systematized during the 
time of Pope Gregory I (6th century), each with a formula for beginning, sustaining, and ending verses. This style of 
chanting the psalms still shapes the way we chant psalms to this day.

Fast forward to the German reformation. In 1524, the first “Lutheran” hymnal composed and assembled by Martin 
Luther and Johann Walther, the Erfurt Enchiridion, included the lament Psalm 130, Out of the Depths (ELW 600), 
which Luther had composed that year, text and tune, as an example of how to set psalms as chorales. Five years 
later he paraphrased Psalm 46 (ELW  503-505), the Lutheran “flagship hymn”, for a more complete hymnal, Spiritual 
Songs (Wittenburg 1529). This hymn, A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” has a rather militaristic ring in Luther’s para-
phrase, but Luther (as Paul Westermeyer points out5) labeled it as “a hymn of comfort.”

The Swiss reformation, later in 16th century, took a decidedly different approach to theology, worship, sacred mu-
sic, and the psalms. John Calvin, the spiritual leader of that reformation, took the step of designating the psalms as 
the only appropriate music to be used in church. He commissioned biblical scholars and musicians to paraphrase 
and set all 150 psalms. These psalms, in the first publications monophonic (melody only), were meant to be sim-
ple, different from secular dance or song, singable, and easily understood by the congregation. They don’t use the 
strong affects such as those which characterize the darkness of Luther’s Out of the Depths or the joy and triumph 
of A Mighty Fortress. None-the-less, they are a beautiful collection of melody, harmony, and poetry and quickly 
became well-known and popular, migrating to Scotland, England, and across the globe. We inherit this hymnody in 
hymns like Old 100th, All People That On Earth Do Dwell, an English paraphrase of Psalm 100. (www.youtube.com/
watch?v=X-1dQ8t03mE)

About a century later, Lutheran composer Heinrich Schütz took a similar approach to that of Calvin with Psalmen 
Davids. (www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tgl70e_Zr2E)  He only managed to set 20 psalms in 22 settings, but they are 
exquisite works. Perhaps he ran out of time?

Shall we skip forward about four centuries, for something totally different by another German composer? In the 
mid-twentieth century Heinz Werner Zimmermann wrote a collection of psalm anthems for SATB and plucked bass 
in a rather American jazz style. (www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8IU2Sy3Y8M) 

Perhaps this opened the door to the next century of imaginative psalm settings for the church. We sing Zimmer-
man’s music with Have No Fear, Little Flock, ELW 764.

And then there are the amazing concert-length settings of psalms by composers from Handel to Stravinsky, ba-
roque to atonal. Igor Stravinsky’s Symphony of Psalms is one of my personal favorites of the 20th century.  
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqWZGUO_eoc)

5 Paul Westermeyer, Hymnal Companion to Evangelical Lutheran Worship, (Augsburg-Fortress, 2010) p.333.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X-1dQ8t03mE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X-1dQ8t03mE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tgl70e_Zr2E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O8IU2Sy3Y8M
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DqWZGUO_eoc
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One could write endless volumes on how we sing psalms and how psalms have shaped our worship, but let’s not. 
The history of how psalms have been sung is vast, and the ways that we creatures of the 21st century sing them is 
overwhelmingly varied. It might be better to continue exploring our own books of worship. The ELW hymnal section 
begins with all 150 psalms together with 16 psalm tones, and beyond that are almost 250 hymns which set or in-
clude psalms. Umpteen settings of the psalms and ways to chant and accompany them are found in our additional 
worship resources, reflecting traditions from around the world. And hallelujah, many many more psalm settings and 
ways of singing the psalms will follow in the years to come.

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 

4. What are we singing when we sing psalms?

Diane:  Singing Our Laments
Most certainly we are often singing praise and thanksgiving. I addressed this aspect of our singing in the previ-
ous answer.  But just as often when we are singing psalms with all our heart, we are singing about our anger, our 
complaint, our sorrows and our laments.  Laments comprise nearly one third of the Psalter.  And perhaps this is the 
most appropriate song we have to share at a time such as this.  

We Christians often find it difficult to pray to God through lament.  We are much more comfortable with confession 
than we are with lament, thinking it more faithful because it deals with our sin.  And though many laments deal 
with sin, most laments rise out of experiences of suffering, tragedy, and evil.  These experiences are not easily taken 
up under the category of confession.  The laments are, in fact, primal cries, and they are addressed to God.  They 
are very raw.  They tend to ask the very tough questions:  Why?  How long?  How many are my foes?  When will 
you come?  O Lord, will you forget me forever?  And when we sing these questions, we take up the deep questions 
of the ages.  What may appear at first to be more like complaining, murmuring in the wilderness, can often be the 
most profound song we can sing, taking the truth of our situation and experience directly to God.  Perhaps when 
we lament, we so believe in the promises of God that we cannot help but ask “Why, O Lord?  Until when?  Will you 
desert us forever?”  And our faithful God, far from merely graciously allowing us such speech, insists that we speak 
so, because such speech is true. Look at the quotation from Romans 8:26 --

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but 
that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words.

I would claim that when we sing laments, we are taking up the theology of the cross in psalms.  The theology of 
the cross, as I understand it, involves telling the truth, particularly about suffering, and living within and out of that 
truth. It is about finding God hanging on a cross, finding God’s truth hidden under its opposite.  What looks like 
complaining turns out to be discovering God in the very questions we sing. Indeed, how can we keep from such 
singing?

Paul:  Mood and Substance
What are we singing becomes a very personal question because it poses, in a deceptively innocent way, what is 
coming out of our hearts, our minds, our throats, our ears. Our singing connects us with the mood, the affect of 
the psalm. We may be praising God in the second person (Ps.8, “O LORD our Lord, how majestic is your name in all 
the earth) or third (Ps.111, “Hallelujah! I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart”). Similarly, we may be 
lamenting to God in the first person (Ps.130, “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD”) or the third (Ps.2, “Why are 
the nations in an uproar . . . Why do the princes plot together, against the LORD and against the LORD’s anoint-
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ed?”6 We may be singing a love song to the one who guides and protects us (Ps.23), or we may be expressing a 
yearning (Ps.42). The psalms are powerful personal and communal statements with no emojis to indicate mood.
 
And that’s where singing comes in. Since Diane zeroed in on lament, let’s turn to ELW 600, Psalm 130 (De Profundis, 
Luther’s Aus Tiefer Not, Out of the Depths) referenced in the third question. In a sense, the eight medieval psalm 
tones were meant to transport us beyond human dimensions into a more ethereal one, but Luther knew that the 
Phrygian tone was very dark. It has the unusual quality, unique among the musical scales, of the half-step between 
scale degrees 1 and 2. Phrases 1, 2, and 4 of the hymn end with that downward half-step, and it becomes a deep 
sigh, a sigh too deep for words. Phrase 3 gives us a little lift, a sign of hope. But the sighing half-step has a visceral 
feeling of falling on God’s mercy for help. Imagine how the Davidic era psalm singer sang it. Did she end with a 
downward half-step? How did she tune her instrument?
 
Let’s look at something decidedly non-hymnic for a study in contrasts in the psalms. For this I will simply refer you 
to a recording of movement two of Leonard Bernstein’s extremely moody Chichester Psalms. Bernstein contrasts 
“Why do the nations rage?” to “The LORD is my shepherd,” difficult to sing in church, but intensely moving and 
religious. (www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kBsS0RVFgk)

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 

5. To whom and with whom do we sing psalms?

Diane:  Singing Psalms is Relational
First, permit me to identify the claim that stands behind this question.  Singing psalms is, at its core, a relational 
activity.  There is no singing without the other, even if we sing alone.  

The primary other is God.  We sing to God, both praise and lament.  Singing psalms begins and ends in the con-
viction that we are addressing and are addressed by God, individually and as a community.  We are never solely in 
charge.  We are never alone.  This is both reality and promise, law and gospel.
 
We do, however, also sing to ourselves.  We are being addressed by the words of our tradition through our own act 
of singing. Sometimes this compels us to speak words we do not understand and, at times, words we do not feel or 
even disagree with.   Yet we are invited into this singing no matter what our feelings. One might even consider the 
singing of psalms as a kind of spiritual discipline for the praying impaired.  Psalms provide a way for God to shape 
my religious life into something bigger than my own experience.  The psalms teach us to pray as surely as does the 
Lord’s prayer. Psalms are God’s words to me as well as my words to God.
 
In this process singing psalms calls us outside of ourselves to singing with others.  It begins with the others of the 
long tradition of sinners and saints from temple to synagogue and throughout the history of the church who have 
sung these psalms before us.  And this, in turn, brings us into the singing with others who surround us in our pres-
ent congregations.

6 Note from Diane: In our psalms translations in the ELW we often use the 2nd person when addressing God, rather than the 3rd person.  
This enables us to be far more inclusive in our language about God, but does miss the variety of grammatical persons we find in the 
Hebrew.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3kBsS0RVFgk
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Paul:  Conversation
The “choir” of many monastery or priory chapels comprises pews or stalls that face each other across the aisle, ideal 
for antiphonal singing. The psalms are ideal for antiphonal singing, sound against sound, going back and forth 
across the aisle by verse or half-verse, just as we do in our congregations when we sing responsively or antipho-
nally. This may make it easier to sing a whole psalm, giving one’s voice a chance to recuperate every other verse. 
But more importantly, antiphonal singing of the psalms is a form of conversation. We are singing these verses to 
one another as well as with one another. Of course we are singing praises to the LORD or complaining to God, but 
the effect of the singing is in the communication between individuals, among soloists, choirs and congregations, or 
back and forth from chancel to nave or transept to transept. And oh yes, we talked about the mists of time. This is 
also a communication down through the ages and forward to future generations. Perhaps that is why the tradition 
of setting the psalms to music always needs to be a living tradition, not just a repetition of the past. It is also the 
present talking to the future generations of the church.

Moreover, singing the psalms in this day and age is a communication between nations, cultures, and traditions. 
How many ethnic origins are represented in the hymns, psalms, and spiritual songs of the ELW? I’ve lost count. Our 
psalms are not only the psalms of the monastic traditions or of our German, French, Swiss, British or Scandinavian 
protestant forebears. They are psalms from many indigenous cultures and from different areas of the world: from 
Africa, Asia, Latin America, Australia, New Zealand, and even from North America. By singing psalms in different 
styles ancient or modern, contemporary or traditional, eastern or western, northern or southern, devotional or 
concert hall – we are bridging the gaps that separate us from our sisters and brothers around the world. We are 
breaking down ethnic stereotypes and xenophobia. And we are being spiritually enriched by peoples, cultures, and 
traditions that we are yearning to know and understand. The “world music” of the ELW has greatly expanded the 
richness of our psalm-singing and worship, and it’s only a beginning.

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 

6. What does it mean to sing with all our heart?

Diane:  The Heart
 If we are thinking biblically, we are perhaps pulled to that central verse of Deuteronomy 6:4-5: 
 Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God
   with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.

Now friends, I am going to talk Hebrew, in which language the meaning of the word “heart” (Hebrew: leb) is not 
what we assume.  The NET bible suggests the translation: You must love the LORD your God with your whole mind, 
your whole being, and all your strength. Translating the Hebrew leb as “mind” is equally problematic.  The trouble is 
this:  Different cultures think about body parts and what they represent in different ways.  They carry different met-
aphorical meaning, weight, and power.  In our culture. we separate what we “think” from what we “feel.”  The mind 
thinks; the heart feels.  But in Hebrew thought, these are not separated.  One both “thinks” and “feels” with one’s 
heart.  We love God with our everything, both our emotions and our intellect.  And there is more! One cannot love 
“with all your heart” without acting on it.  “With all your heart” includes attitude, intention, and action.  To love God 
with all your heart is to love God with your whole being and then to live out of this reality.  So when we sing with all 
our heart, we sing ourselves into radical discipleship.  We both believe in what we sing, and we live it.
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Paul:  No Half-Way
Perhaps “with all our heart” could instruct us to give any psalm we sing in the liturgy, at the beginning of a church 
council meeting, across the breakfast table, or perhaps around the campfire at church camp, deep mindfulness, 
fresh imagination, and great care. The psalm isn’t simply a mandatory connector between the O.T. lesson and the 
epistle, done with hohum regularity and relief at its finish. It’s a moment of great opportunity to experience the joys 
and sorrows of the psalm, probe its mysteries, experience its beauty, wrestle with occasional brutality and rage, or 
to be comforted in time of stress. Psalm 148, Omnia Opera, which we sing during the readings of the Easter Vigil, 
insists that we praise the LORD with all of creation.  Psalm 150 puts us in the “holy temple,” praising God with every 
instrument available.  And Psalm 111: “Hallelujah! I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart.” There is no 
half-way here. No half-heartedness. This requires total commitment! And it requires a musical setting which com-
municates the psalm and doesn’t merely decorate it. Not just cymbals, but “resounding cymbals.” The music, in a 
way, resonates the psalm and comes from the heart – our whole being.

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections? 

7. How can we sing a new song during a pandemic?

Paul:  New Skills
Church musicians, and musicians in general, have been on a steep learning curve since the early months of 2020. 
We have learned how to prepare recordings for zoom and streamed worship, striving to make the experience as 
rich and inviting as possible, all while remaining socially distanced. Some clever musicians have even been able to 
synthesize amazing online choral performances by combining many individual audio and video recordings. This 
takes ingenuity, time, and the combination of musical and technical skills and will continue, post pandemic, to be a 
resource for church musicians.

Online worship isn’t just an online performance. Zoom worship, at its best, invites the congregation to participate 
as individuals and small groups from wherever they are – even in post worship coffee hours. At the same time that 
congregations have been kept apart, this has held them together sometimes across great distances, to maintain 
a sense of community and communion, and virtually to participate in worship. If one turns up the volume of the 
online cantor, mini-choir, and instrumentalists, singing at home can sound pretty good.

Granted, this is not at all the same as being physically united, worshiping and singing together. But the skills that 
musicians and congregations are honing during the pandemic will have an ongoing effect on the notion and tech-
niques for creating and sharing in our sacred music.

How has your congregation dealt with worship and music during the last few months? Do you think this experience 
will enrich your congregation’s worship and spiritual life post-pandemic? What elements of your virtual worship 
experience might be a blessing to your congregation’s future experience?

Diane:  The Old and the New
As Paul has pointed out, there are some technical responses to this question, such as learning the mechanics of 
Zoom and the like.  These can be important learnings.  But I hear this question resonating with another ques-
tion from the psalms themselves: “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?”  Think about the historical 
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setting of this remarkable question from Psalm 137.  The faithful found themselves to be captives in Babylon. The 
temple had been destroyed, and they were removed from the promised land.  And their captors, their tormentors, 
taunted them.  Just listen:

1By the rivers of Babylon - there we sat down 
 and there we wept when we remembered Zion.
2On the willows there we hung up our harps.
3For there our captors asked us for songs,
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying,
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”

Of course they ask: “4How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land?” There was a kind of a pandemic going 
on!  But amazingly, they learned how.  They learned how to sing in ways they had not learned when things were 
going well in sacred space.  They didn’t always learn well (witness the end of this otherwise inspiring psalm).  But 
they learned, over time and in conversation with others.  They learned how to sing a new song they had never sung 
before, and sometimes they learned how to sing an old song in a new way. 

 When we sing psalms, we are always singing old songs in new circumstances.  The new circumstances make them 
always and forever new.  Which is to say, the meaning of Scripture, though rooted in the past, is never statically set-
tled there.  What is heard and received in the present opens us up to the future. The meaning of Scripture is found 
in how it is both heard and proclaimed.  Ours is a living Word.  We sing a new song whenever we sing the tradition, 
sing the truth, sing to the Lord, sing with others, and sing in such a way that it delivers to the world the ever old 
and ever new promise.  So let us continue to sing psalms with all our heart. Thanks be to God.

How would you respond to this question in the light of these reflections?
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Appendix 1
Psalm 111 (ELW)
1 Hallelujah! I will give thanks to the Lord with | my whole heart,* 
 in the assembly of the upright, in the | congregation. 
2 Great are your | works,O Lord,* 
 pondered by all who de- | light in them. 
3 Majesty and splendor | mark your deeds,* 
 and your righteousness en- | dures forever. 
4 You cause your wonders to | be remembered;* 
 you are gracious and full | of compassion. 
5 You give food to | those who fear you,*
 remembering forev- | er your covenant.
6 You have shown your people the power | of your works* 
 in giving them the lands | of the nations. 
7 The works of your hands are faithful- | ness and justice;* 
 all of your pre- | cepts are sure.
8 They stand fast forev- | er and ever,* 
 Because they are done in | truth and equity. 
9 You sent redemption to your people 
 and commanded your cove- | nant forever;* 
 holy and awesome | is your name. 
10 The fear of the Lord is the begin- | ning of wisdom;* 
 all who practice this have a good understanding. 
 God’s praise en- | dures forever.

Psalm 111 (NRSV)
1 Praise the Lord!
 I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart,
 in the company of the upright, in the congregation.
2 Great are the works of the Lord,
 studied by all who delight in them.
3 Full of honor and majesty is his work,
 and his righteousness endures forever.
4 He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds;
 the Lord is gracious and merciful.
5 He provides food for those who fear him;
 he is ever mindful of his covenant.
6 He has shown his people the power of his works,
 in giving them the heritage of the nations.
7 The works of his hands are faithful and just;
 all his precepts are trustworthy.
8 They are established forever and ever,
 to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness.
9 He sent redemption to his people; he has commanded his covenant forever.
 Holy and awesome is his name.
10 The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;
 all those who practice it have a good understanding.
  His praise endures forever.
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Appendix #2 Instruments and Voices in Psalms (145 citations)
Harp
33:2  Praise the LORD with the lyre; make melody to him with the harp of ten strings.
43:4  Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy; 
 and I will praise you with the harp, O God, my God.
49:4  I will incline my ear to a proverb; I will solve my riddle to the music of the harp.
57:8  Awake, my soul! Awake, O harp and lyre! I will awake the dawn.
71:22  I will also praise you with the harp for your faithfulness, O my God; 
 I will sing praises to you with the lyre, O Holy One of Israel.
81:2  Raise a song, sound the tambourine, the sweet lyre with the harp.
92:3  to the music of the lute and the harp, to the melody of the lyre.
108:2  Awake, O harp and lyre! I will awake the dawn.
144:9  I will sing a new song to you, O God; upon a ten-stringed harp I will play to you,
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Lute
92:3  to the music of the lute and the harp, to the melody of the lyre.
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Lyre
33:2  Praise the LORD with the lyre; make melody to him with the harp of ten strings.
43:4  Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy; 
 and I will praise you with the harp, O God, my God.
49:4  I will incline my ear to a proverb; I will solve my riddle to the music of the harp.
57:8  Awake, my soul! Awake, O harp and lyre! I will awake the dawn.
71:22  I will also praise you with the harp for your faithfulness, O my God; 
 I will sing praises to you with the lyre, O Holy One of Israel.
81:2  Raise a song, sound the tambourine, the sweet lyre with the harp.
92:3  to the music of the lute and the harp, to the melody of the lyre.
108:2  Awake, O harp and lyre! I will awake the dawn.
144:9  I will sing a new song to you, O God; upon a ten-stringed harp I will play to you,
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Tambourine
47:5  God has gone up with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a trumpet.
81:3  Blow the trumpet at the new moon, at the full moon, on our festal day.
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Timbral
92:3  to the music of the lute and the harp, to the melody of the lyre.
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Trumpet
47:5  God has gone up with a shout, the LORD with the sound of a trumpet.
81:3  Blow the trumpet at the new moon, at the full moon, on our festal day.
150:3  Praise him with trumpet sound; praise him with lute and harp!

Sing
5:11  But let all who take refuge in you rejoice; let them ever sing for joy. 
 Spread your protection over them, so that those who love your name may exult in you.
7:17  I will give to the LORD the thanks due to his righteousness, 
 and sing praise to the name of the LORD, the Most High.
9:2  I will be glad and exult in you; I will sing praise to your name, O Most High.
9:11  Sing praises to the LORD, who dwells in Zion. Declare his deeds among the peoples.
13:6  I will sing to the LORD, because he has dealt bountifully with me.
18:49  For this I will extol you, O LORD, among the nations, and sing praises to your name.
21:13  Be exalted, O LORD, in your strength! We will sing and praise your power.
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27:6  Now my head is lifted up above my enemies all around me, 
 and I will offer in his tent sacrifices with shouts of joy; I will sing and make melody to the LORD.
30:4  Sing praises to the LORD, O you his faithful ones, and give thanks to his holy name.
33:3  Sing to him a new song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts.
47:6  Sing praises to God, sing praises; sing praises to our King, sing praises.
47:7  For God is the king of all the earth; sing praises with a psalm.
51:14  Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, O God of my salvation, 
 and my tongue will sing aloud of your deliverance.
57:7  My heart is steadfast, O God, my heart is steadfast. I will sing and make melody.
57:9  I will give thanks to you, O Lord, among the peoples; I will sing praises to you among the nations.
59:16  But I will sing of your might; I will sing aloud of your steadfast love in the morning. 
 For you have been a fortress for me and a refuge in the day of my distress.
59:17  O my strength, I will sing praises to you, 
 for you, O God, are my fortress, the God who shows me steadfast love.
61:8  So I will always sing praises to your name, as I pay my vows day after day.
63:7  for you have been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy.
65:13  the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, 
 they shout and sing together for joy.
66:2  sing the glory of his name; give to him glorious praise.
66:4  All the earth worships you; they sing praises to you, sing praises to your name.” 
67:4  Let the nations be glad and sing for joy, 
 for you judge the peoples with equity and guide the nations upon earth. 
68:4  Sing to God, sing praises to his name; lift up a song to him who rides upon the clouds—
 his name is the LORD-- be exultant before him.
68:32  Sing to God, O kingdoms of the earth; sing praises to the Lord.
71:22  I will also praise you with the harp for your faithfulness, O my God; 
 I will sing praises to you with the lyre, O Holy One of Israel.
71:23  My lips will shout for joy when I sing praises to you; my soul also, which you have rescued.
75:9  But I will rejoice forever; I will sing praises to the God of Jacob.
81:1  <To the leader: according to The Gittith. Of Asaph.> 
 Sing aloud to God our strength; shout for joy to the God of Jacob.
84:2  My soul longs, indeed it faints for the courts of the LORD; 
 my heart and my flesh sing for joy to the living God.
89:1  <A Maskil of Ethan the Ezrahite.> I will sing of your steadfast love, O LORD, forever; 
 with my mouth I will proclaim your faithfulness to all generations.
92:1  <A Psalm. A Song for the Sabbath Day.> 
 It is good to give thanks to the LORD, to sing praises to your name, O Most High;
92:4  For you, O LORD, have made me glad by your work; at the works of your hands I sing for joy.
95:1  O come, let us sing to the LORD; let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!
96:1  O sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth.
96:2  Sing to the LORD, bless his name; tell of his salvation from day to day.
96:12  let the field exult, and everything in it. Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy
98:1  <A Psalm.> O sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things.
  His right hand and his holy arm have gotten him victory.
98:4  Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and sing praises.
98:5  Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, with the lyre and the sound of melody.
98:8  Let the floods clap their hands; let the hills sing together for joy
101:1  <Of David. A Psalm.> I will sing of loyalty and of justice; to you, O LORD, I will sing.
104:12  By the streams the birds of the air have their habitation; they sing among the branches.
104:33  I will sing to the LORD as long as I live; I will sing praise to my God while I have being.
105:2  Sing to him, sing praises to him; tell of all his wonderful works.
108:1  <A Song. A Psalm of David.> My heart is steadfast, O God, my heart is steadfast; 
 I will sing and make melody. Awake, my soul!
108:3  I will give thanks to you, O LORD, among the peoples, 
 and I will sing praises to you among the nations.



14

119:172  My tongue will sing of your promise, for all your commandments are right.
135:3  Praise the LORD, for the LORD is good; sing to his name, for he is gracious.
137:3  For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, 
 saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
137:4  How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?
138:1  <Of David.> I give you thanks, O LORD, with my whole heart; before the gods I sing your praise;
138:5  They shall sing of the ways of the LORD, for great is the glory of the LORD.
144:9  I will sing a new song to you, O God; upon a ten-stringed harp I will play to you,
145:7  They shall celebrate the fame of your abundant goodness, 
 and shall sing aloud of your righteousness.
146:2  I will praise the LORD as long as I live; I will sing praises to my God all my life long.
147:1  Praise the LORD! How good it is to sing praises to our God; 
 for he is gracious, and a song of praise is fitting.
147:7  Sing to the LORD with thanksgiving; make melody to our God on the lyre.
149:1  Praise the LORD! Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful.
149:5  Let the faithful exult in glory; let them sing for joy on their couches.

Song
18:1  <To the leader. A Psalm of David the servant of the LORD, who addressed the words of this song to 
 the LORD on the day when the LORD delivered him from the hand of all his enemies, 
 and from the hand of Saul. He said:> I love you, O LORD, my strength.
26:7  singing aloud a song of thanksgiving, and telling all your wondrous deeds.
28:7  The LORD is my strength and my shield; in him my heart trusts; so I am helped, 
 and my heart exults, and with my song I give thanks to him.
30:1  <A Psalm. A Song at the dedication of the temple. Of David.> 
 I will extol you, O LORD, for you have drawn me up, and did not let my foes rejoice over me.
33:3  Sing to him a new song; play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts.
40:3  He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to our God. Many will see and fear, 
 and put their trust in the LORD.
42:4  These things I remember, as I pour out my soul: how I went with the throng, 
 and led them in procession to the house of God, with glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, 
 a multitude keeping festival.
42:8  By day the LORD commands his steadfast love, 
 and at night his song is with me, a prayer to the God of my life.
45:1  <To the leader: according to Lilies. Of the Korahites. A Maskil. A love song.> 
 My heart overflows with a goodly theme; I address my verses to the king; 
 my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.
46:1  <To the leader. Of the Korahites. According to Alamoth. A Song.> 
 God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.
47:1  <To the leader. Of the Korahites. A Psalm.> 
 Clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with loud songs of joy.
48:1  <A Song. A Psalm of the Korahites.> 
 Great is the LORD and greatly to be praised in the city of our God. His holy mountain,
65:1  <To the leader. A Psalm of David. A Song.> 
 Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion; and to you shall vows be performed,
66:1  <To the leader. A Song. A Psalm.> Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth;
67:1  <To the leader: with stringed instruments. A Psalm. A Song.> 
 May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, 
68:1  <To the leader. Of David. A Psalm. A Song.> 
 Let God rise up, let his enemies be scattered; let those who hate him flee before him.
68:4  Sing to God, sing praises to his name; lift up a song to him who rides upon the clouds—
 his name is the LORD-- be exultant before him.
69:12  I am the subject of gossip for those who sit in the gate, and the drunkards make songs about me.
69:30  I will praise the name of God with a song; I will magnify him with thanksgiving.
75:1  <To the leader: Do Not Destroy. A Psalm of Asaph. A Song.> We give thanks to you, O God; 
 we give thanks; your name is near. People tell of your wondrous deeds.
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76:1  <To the leader: with stringed instruments. A Psalm of Asaph. A Song.> 
 In Judah God is known, his name is great in Israel.
78:63  Fire devoured their young men, and their girls had no marriage song.
81:2  Raise a song, sound the tambourine, the sweet lyre with the harp.
83:1  <A Song. A Psalm of Asaph.> 
 O God, do not keep silence; do not hold your peace or be still, O God!
87:1  <Of the Korahites. A Psalm. A Song.> On the holy mount stands the city he founded;
88:1  <A Song. A Psalm of the Korahites…..> 
 O LORD, God of my salvation, when, at night, I cry out in your presence,
92:1  <A Psalm. A Song for the Sabbath Day.> 
 It is good to give thanks to the LORD, to sing praises to your name, O Most High;
95:2  Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving; 
 let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise!
96:1  O sing to the LORD a new song; sing to the LORD, all the earth.
98:1  <A Psalm.> O sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done marvelous things. 
 His right hand and his holy arm have gotten him victory.
98:4  Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth; break forth into joyous song and sing praises.
107:22  And let them offer thanksgiving sacrifices, and tell of his deeds with songs of joy.
108:1  <A Song. A Psalm of David.> My heart is steadfast, O God, my heart is steadfast; 
 I will sing and make melody. Awake, my soul!
118:15  There are glad songs of victory in the tents of the righteous: 
 “The right hand of the LORD does valiantly;
119:54  Your statutes have been my songs wherever I make my home.
120:1  <A Song of Ascents.> In my distress I cry to the LORD, that he may answer me:
121:1  <A Song of Ascents.> I lift up my eyes to the hills-- from where will my help come?
122:1  <A Song of Ascents. Of David.> 
 I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the LORD!”
123:1  <A Song of Ascents.> To you I lift up my eyes, O you who are enthroned in the heavens!
124:1  <A Song of Ascents. Of David.> 
 If it had not been the LORD who was on our side-- let Israel now say--
125:1  <A Song of Ascents.> 
 Those who trust in the LORD are like Mount Zion, which cannot be moved, but abides forever.
126:1  <A Song of Ascents.> 
 When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream.
127:1  <A Song of Ascents. Of Solomon.> Unless the LORD builds the house, 
 those who build it labor in vain. Unless the LORD guards the city, the guard keeps watch in vain.
128:1  <A Song of Ascents.> Happy is everyone who fears the LORD, who walks in his ways.
129:1  <A Song of Ascents.> “Often have they attacked me from my youth”-- let Israel now say--
130:1  <A Song of Ascents.> Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD.
131:1  <A Song of Ascents. Of David.> O LORD, my heart is not lifted up, my eyes 
 are not raised too high; I do not occupy myself with things too great and too marvelous for me.
132:1  <A Song of Ascents.> O LORD, remember in David’s favor all the hardships he endured;
133:1  <A Song of Ascents.> How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity!
134:1  <A Song of Ascents.> Come, bless the LORD, all you servants of the LORD, 
 who stand by night in the house of the LORD!
137:3  For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, 
 saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
137:4  How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?
144:9  I will sing a new song to you, O God; upon a ten-stringed harp I will play to you,
147:1  Praise the LORD! How good it is to sing praises to our God; 
 for he is gracious, and a song of praise is fitting.
149:1  Praise the LORD! Sing to the LORD a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful.
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