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A New Song 

There are 150 psalms in the Bible, many of which, perhaps even most of which you’ve 
probably never read.  In fact, like many other parts of the Bible, there are really only a dozen or 
so of the psalms that we keep coming back to over and over again, often enough that we know 
them, or at least parts of them, by heart.  For example, the 23rd Psalm, the 100th Psalm, Psalm 
121, Psalm 46 and a handful of others, all psalms that if you’re my age you may well have 
memorized as a child in Sunday School. 

Our psalm today, Psalm 98, is one of those familiar psalms, a psalm we all know very well, 
though we’re more likely to know this particular psalm in its “metrical” version rather than the 
text that’s actually found in the Bible.  Metrical psalms are simply versions of the psalms that 
have been arranged and set to familiar tunes in order to be sung as hymns, hymns that have come 
down in our tradition from the famous Geneva and Scottish psalters, hymns many of which we 
still sing today, very much including Isaac Watts’ famous arrangement of Psalm 98.  We know it 
primarily as a Christmas carol, in fact as one the most loved Christmas carols, at least in the 
English-speaking world, though if you stop and actually read the words (which are printed on 
the front of your bulletin), you’ll see that there’s really nothing particularly Christmas-y about it.  
Of course, it’s the song we know as “Joy to the World.” 

Psalm 98 is one of several psalms known as coronation psalms, that is, psalms that were 
originally composed to be sung at the Temple on the occasion of the enthronement of a new king 
of Israel.  Of course, you didn’t have a new king every day, or even every year.  Some kings like 
David and Solomon reigned for as long as forty years, and at least one of the kings of Judah 
occupied the throne for over fifty years.  So the coronation of a new king was a big deal, a very 
special occasion, something that might only occur once in someone’s lifetime.  The psalm 
composed for such an occasion was very much a new song for a new day in the life of the nation, 
a reminder that God had not only done great things for Israel in the past, but was still doing great 
things in their midst that very day.  A reminder that faith, then, was not just a matter of 
remembering the past, but having hope for the future. 

In a way, that’s what dawned on Peter in our scripture lesson today from the book of Acts, a 
realization that struck him with the force of a bolt of lightning.  Here, Peter had traveled to 
Caesarea, a town along the coast of Palestine, to visit a Roman centurion there named Cornelius, 
a man who had heard about Peter and asked to see him.  So Peter and several other followers of 
Jesus had come to Caesarea to see Cornelius, and while there at his home, had shared with him 
and others of his household the story of God’s mighty acts in Jesus Christ, most of all, the story 
of his resurrection.  Luke tells us that while Peter was still talking to them, still sharing the story 
of the great things that God had done, the Holy Spirit fell upon those in the room who were 
listening to him.  When Peter realized what was happening right there before his very eyes, he 
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and those who had come with him were astonished to see the powerful spirit of God clearly at 
work in their very midst right then and there, at work in ways they’d never dreamed possible. 

For Peter, it was at that very moment, that the faith that up till then had been all about simply 
keeping alive the memory of Jesus, suddenly became a commitment to following the Risen Lord 
out into the world, wherever the Spirit led them.  That, in fact, faith in the resurrection was not 
just about something that God had done years before, but about what God was doing at that very 
moment.  That the Risen Lord was not just a part of their past, but of their present and even their 
future.  So faith in the Risen Lord meant a new song for each new day in the life of the church. 

In just a few months now, this congregation is going to be calling and installing a new minister 
to be the 17th pastor of this historic church.  We’ve been preparing for that day for a long time 
now, perhaps longer even than we realize.  Of course, our Pastor Nominating Committee has 
been hard at work for the past year under the leadership of Dave Huting, meeting pretty close to 
every single week since their election just over a year ago, listening to hundreds of sermons, going 
over dozens upon dozens of resumes, all looking for the right person for the church right now. 

But we’ve been getting ready for a lot longer than just the past year.  As we stressed during 
last year’s stewardship campaign, our capital planning team under, the leadership of Phil 
McMunigal and Heather Coyne, has been hard at work for a long time now carefully assessing 
the condition of our facilities and putting together a plan for their long-term upkeep and 
maintenance, so that this building will not be a burden on future generations here at 21st & 
Walnut.  That’s been a critical part of our preparations for calling a new pastor. 

Another big part of those preparations, going back a couple of years now, was the preparation 
of our Mission Study under the leadership of Paula Gross, a process which enlisted us all in taking 
a long hard look at where we are right now as a congregation, where we want to be in the future, 
and what it will take to get us there, a critical step in preparing us to call a new pastor who will 
be, after all, the one to lead us there.  And certainly don’t forget our Preserving First renovations 
now almost six years ago, an enormous effort which allowed us to put this building back in good 
condition and addressed its most pressing needs. 

All those things have helped us get ready for this new day, but we’ve been preparing for this 
day even longer than that, because almost everything we’ve done here for the past 17 years, since 
the day I became your pastor, has been preparing us for the day when your next pastor arrives.  
In a sense, of course, that’s always true, since in this life, we’re all interims.  But it’s been true here 
in a deeper sense as well, because over the past generation or so, the world out there has changed, 
changed more and in more important ways than any of us probably realize.  As a result, what it 
means to be a church in the world today, what it means to be in but not always of the world, all 
that has changed, and changed dramatically, and honestly, for the past seventeen years we’ve 
been scrambling to catch up.  Scrambling to know both what needed to change, and what 
absolutely should not change.  Rarely has it been clear what we should do, and as a result we’ve 
tried a lot of things.  Some of the things we tried frankly didn’t work so well, and we quietly 
scrapped them.  Some worked OK, and we tried to find ways to make them better.  Some worked 
pretty well, and a couple of them, one in particular, worked gang-busters. 



 

3	

But the important thing is that all that time we kept trying, and we were able to do that 
because you were willing to let us keep trying, and to put up with less than successful efforts.  
But because we did keep trying, and found enough things that worked, now we’re in pretty good 
shape.  We’re ready for a new day in the life of this congregation.  We’re ready to sing a new 
song! 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, 
to whom be all glory and honor, now and forever…  


