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So, I’ve been out for the last couple weeks and man, it was good to get away from 
y’all!  One of the Sundays we were actually in town but since I wasn’t officially 
working I decided to go visit a neighboring church rather than coming here.  Since 
I’m usually otherwise engaged on Sundays it was a rare and great opportunity for 
me to go and visit another church.  It’s always a fascinating thing for me to go visit a 
church, especially one nearby, and to see how they “do things”.  One of the things it 
always reminds me of is that you only get one chance to make a first impression.  
And so I went to this church seeing what that impression would be, what message I 
would receive. 
 
How did they welcome me?  Did anyone talk to me?  What kind of donuts do they 
have?  What was the music like?  How did the preacher tackle the scripture text at 
hand?  Did they notice that I just took four donuts and am headed for the doors?  
Those kinds of questions.  I even had a chance to covertly put some ZPC materials 
here and there in the church.  It was great!   
 
My point is that it’s an interesting thing to visit a church for the first time.  And as I 
thought about that I was reminded of an article I saved from a few years ago when I 
was visiting Seattle.  It was written in The Stranger, which is a Seattle independent 
newspaper and, like with most independent newspapers, it takes great pride in 
being edgy.  It’s a newspaper that takes great pride in being a bit on the edge.  
They’re rarely fans of anything bureaucratic or institutional, and as you might 
imagine, they do not shy away from speaking their mind about things like 
Christianity.  I thought I’d read from the beginning of this article. 
 
“Seattle is godless. We are, rather famously, one of the least churched cities in North 
America. It seems that most of us have better things to do on a Sunday morning than 
go to church. Seattleites would rather take a hike. Or nurse a hangover. Or fire up 
the bong. 

We're just not that into Him.  But look around. There are churches near everywhere 
in this town—old churches, new churches, mega churches, mini churches. And just 
what, we wondered, is going on in all those churches? What are they saying? What 
are they doing? What are they plotting? 

Last weekend, we sent 30 writers into 30 houses of worship to find out. We packed 
a month's worth of worship into a single day so that we could report back to you, 
our readers, about just what the Seventh-day Adventists, the Presbyterians, the 
Methodists, the Catholics, and the Jesus freaks at Mars Hill are up to. We also snuck 



into a mosque, a synagogue, and Sea-Tac's meditation room. We took a look inside 
their sanctuaries, we took in their sermons, we took Communion, and we took notes. 

The Stranger gets religion.  It's a miracle.” 

As I thought about that and about my own visit to a neighboring church I was 
reminded again of an important question that we have to continually ask ourselves: 
“What is it like to come in here at ZPC for the first time.”  There are, of course, 
questions like, “Are visitors welcomed” and “Are we talking to those we don’t know” 
and “What’s the music like” and “What kind of donuts are we serving.”  But perhaps 
even more importantly, we need to be asking what kind of message are we 
conveying to people when they come here?  And not even just what kind of message 
are they receiving about ZPC, but what message are we conveying about God?  If a 
neighboring pastor was to walk in here or an independent newspaper journalist was 
to snoop around our building and worship, what would he or she say is the main 
message they received about ZPC, about God? 

In many ways, the thing I would want them to know about God is directly what this 
103rd psalm is talking about.  This passage, as Todd so well understood it, speaks 
emphatically about who God is.  The Lord, we are told, is one who forgives, who 
heals, who satisfies, who renews, who brings righteousness and justice, who is 
compassionate, slow to anger and abounding in love.  Who is like a father to a child.  
He doesn’t treat us as we deserve, but removes our sins as far as the east is from the 
west.  His love, like him, is eternal.   

What a powerful, direct, and all-encompassing message this is about the character of 
God.  As one scholar has put it, and as Todd alluded to, this is the “Amazing Grace” of 
the Old Testament.  Sometimes people try and say the Old Testament is about a 
wrathful God and the New Testament is about a loving God, but this psalm is a direct 
rebuke to that understanding.  This psalm is a great reminder to us of the kind of 
God whom we serve and in those times when we feel that the God we serve is a 
gotcha’ kind of God who is trying to catch us doing something wrong or one who is 
merely demanding things from us, this is the psalm to cling to, to read, to meditate 
upon. 

And, of course, it’s the kind of message about God that we, as ZPCers, want to convey 
to those who come in on Sunday mornings, to those with whom we work and to 
those in our neighborhoods.  It is a simple message, really and one which we are 
called to help others understand.  Why?  Because we want them to join in in seeing 
just how incredible God is.  It’s why there is this declaration at the end of the 103rd 
psalm that everyone, including the angels, the heavens and all of God’s work which 
means, of course, all of us, all of everybody, give praise to God.  Our hope is that 
people will understand how incredible God is and that this will result in their 
praising God.  And yet, we also have to be aware that while this may be an easy 
message, it is not always a message that is easily conveyed.  In other words, typically 
you can’t just go up and say to somebody, “Hey God is forgiving, loving, eternal… and 
then expect them to say, “Great, let’s praise God!”  So, the question is how do we 



convey this 103rd psalm message in such a way that people really hear it so that they 
can praise God for who he is? 

As I thought about that, I was drawn back to the article in The Stranger.  You might 
have noticed that included in the churches that The Stranger was to visit was a 
Presbyterian church.  As I said, knowing this was not exactly the most “Christian-
friendly” of newspapers I was a bit nervous as to what they might say.  I didn’t begin 
with the Presbyterian church though, I began at the top of the list and my nerves got 
increasingly frayed as the Stranger gave their reviews.  Let’s just say it wasn’t the 
reviews weren’t exactly raving!  Then, finally, I got to the Presbyterian church and I 
was especially intrigued because it was one that I was familiar with, had 
worshipped at, and had really liked.  I was curious as to how they were going to rip 
apart this congregation.  And here’s what the reviewer said. 

Two things worried me: how to dress, and the dread of singing. Dress is not 
normally a dilemma. Nor is singing. But in this instance both were concerns. I craved 
anonymity. I felt sneaky about attending a church service as a detached observer. I 
wanted, to paraphrase King Lear, to take upon myself the mystery of things, as if I 
were one of God's spies. This would require a modicum of invisibility. And no 
singing. 

I checked the Bethany website. There was a picture of some people sitting in pews. 
They appeared to be casually dressed. Good. I could wear my jeans and running 
shoes. 

As for singing, yes, there would be singing. Lots of singing. As soon as I arrived and 
selected a pew toward the rear of the chapel, strategically situating myself close to 
the aisle in case my morning coffee caught up with me a little sooner than expected, 
a kind woman with a welcoming smile handed me a circular with the morning's 
program neatly printed on it. And there they were: hymns. "Open the Eyes of My 
Heart." "You Are My All in All." "In Christ Alone." 

The magnitude of devotion in the hymns was daunting. But when the time came to 
get up and sing, I stood. My voice emerged from its lair and blended with the other 
voices. Everyone was singing—I mean everyone. The Presbyterians were emphatic 
about participation. The prompting was warm and welcoming but impossible to 
ignore. Earlier in the program, everyone was urged to get up and greet the people 
sitting nearby. The sense of community was acute. The detachment I had brought 
with me, and was so carefully trying to preserve, detached, and hung around my 
ankles as I arose to sing "Open the eyes of my heart."  

The article went on, but overall it was quite favorable and I was amazed.  Now the 
important thing is not, of course, that it happened to be a Presbyterian church 
(though I did say, “take that, Lutherans and Methodists!), but one of the things that 
intrigued me is how similar this description is to the 103rd psalm.  That there they 
are praising God, singing “You are my all in all,” in other words singing, “Praise or 
Bless the Lord oh my soul.”  And then, the reviewer tells us, everyone, and he 



emphasizes everyone, was singing.  Not only that, but that they were emphatic that 
about participation.  Just like the psalmist at the end of the psalm, there was an 
encouragement for everyone to sing praises to God.  This was not a “sit back and 
listen to one person lead the singing” or “let’s allow folks around us to sing”, but it 
was a sense that all of us have been touched by God, all of us serve an incredible, 
loving, forgiving and compassionate God, so let all of us give praise.   

And because of that this outsider, this visitor, this stranger, could not help but begin 
singing.  Even if he didn’t completely understand what was going on and even 
though he was clearly uncomfortable at first, when he heard everyone singing 
praise, when he felt the passion and commitment of those gathered, he joined the 
choir, so to speak, praising God.  I’m not suggesting that in that moment he became a 
follower of God, but I am suggesting that in that moment he was listening to the 
psalmist’s declaration, he was open to joining in with a community that believed in 
something more than itself.  A community that believed in, and gave praise to, the 
eternal God.   In other words, The Stranger (or at least this particular stranger) got 
the message. 

And it is a remarkable lesson, it seems to me, of the importance of our being a 
community that gives praise to God for who he is, for the difference he has made in 
our lives.  Make no mistake about it, it is important that when strangers come in 
here that they are welcomed and that you engage with them.  Make no mistake 
about it, it is important that when strangers come in here, that they feel comfortable 
to wear what they want, whether it be a suit-and-tie, or jeans and tennis shoes.  
Make no mistake about it is important that when strangers come in here, that they 
feel our hospitality and that they have good donuts to eat (amen!).  But, make no 
mistake about it, what is most important when strangers come in here, is that they 
can see that this is a community that praises God.  Not a community that comes in 
and merely shakes the obligatory hand or lip-syncs to the songs or listens to a 
sermon, but a community that cannot help but give praise to God because of what 
God has done in their lives.  Because a community that does that is a community that 
help others to understand and experience the God in who has created them, the God 
in whom we believe and trust.   

Let me close this morning by encouraging you to not simply wait until you’re in the 
mood to give praise to God.  The beginning of this psalm is really the psalmist 
commanding himself to praise God.  The reality is that we don’t always feel like 
praising God and while we certainly don’t need to fake praise, there is also 
something about being intentional about realizing that we need to praise God.  And 
so if you struggle with this, then do what the psalmist has done in this psalm and 
remind yourself of who God is and what God has done for you.  Keep remembering 
his forgiveness, his compassion and his eternal love until you can’t help but give 
praise to God.  And come in next week full of thanksgiving, full of praise, ready to 
give God praise in such a way that not only will you and the brother and sister in 
Christ next to you be giving praise to God but even the stranger in our midst might 



not be able to help but shout out, “Bless the Lord oh my soul and all that is within 
me, bless his holy name!” May it be so.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 


