
Typically, a biblical sermon is one 
that focuses on a specific text of 
the Old or New Testament. The 
preaching exhorts the good news 
derived from that text usually 
focusing on the circumstances of a 
story or bits of wisdom that support 
or illuminate Christian doctrine or 
more generally (and usually more 
helpfully) Christian hope itself. 
Today our focus is not a line or 
phrase of text, nor a story from our 
great story of faith, but a shadowy 
character from the bible we know 
very little about. Jeduthun the 
gatekeeper. He’s a character 
alluded to in several texts of 
scripture, 1 Chronicles 25 being 
one. And his name appears in the 
inscription of Psalm 62, among 
others. Jeduthun was the 
gatekeeper to the tabernacle, 
appointed by King David. A 
descendent of the Levite tribe, but 
not a close enough descendent of 
Aaron (Moses’ brother) to be a 
priest. The Levites who weren’t 
priests were assigned to be 
gatekeepers. The gatekeepers 
slept near the entrance to the 
tabernacle where the ark of the 
covenant was kept. Remember the 
ark— that oblong wooden box 

covered in gold that held the great 
relics of Israel— the stone tablets, 
the staff that split the sea and a jar 
of manna. This was the most 
sacred item of Israel— a reminder 
of who they are, where they had 
been, and a promise of God’s 
presence going forward. A 
sacramental item— it was an 
outward sign of an invisible grace. 
The priests guarded it in the tent of 
meeting. And Most likely the 
gatekeepers cared for all the other 
furnishings there. They were the 
bouncers to worship. And last but 
certainly not least, they were the 
musicians. The gatekeeper 
Jeduthun is a prophetic musician 
whose works become some of the 
great psalms of our faith. David is 
often credited with writing the 
psalms, but that may not be 
entirely accurate. Writing about the 
Psalms once, Bono (of U2) gave a 
particularly apt rock ’n roll analogy 
of David to the Psalms. He said, 
“David was a star, the Elvis of the 
bible.” Elvis didn’t write “You Ain’t 
Nothin’ But a Hound-dog”, but it’s 
his song.  David was said to have 1

written the psalms; he probably 
wrote some. But, most were 
probably the work of the 
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gatekeepers, the musicians of the 
tabernacle and temple. The 
psalms and liturgies of the 
gatekeepers of ancient Israel 
played a major role in shaping the 
faith of the people.

The Psalms were probably the 
main “lyric” of ancient Jewish 
worship. Jesus quotes the Psalms 
more than any other of the works 
of the Old Testament. Isn’t it 
interesting that Jesus quotes these 
earthy, honest writings? The 
psalms of the gatekeepers are 
great songs of faith and praise, but 
they also include honest struggle, 
doubt in God, curses of enemies 
and anger at God. The most 
influential writings upon Jesus and 
possibly the most read book of the  
bible is one that pushes the 
boundaries of orthodoxy and at 
times makes us blush. Perhaps, 
that’s why Jeduthun was known as 
a prophetic musician. Chronicles 
says he prophesied with the lyre in 
thanksgiving and praise to God. 
The psalms of ancient Israel, 
written by David and Jeduthun, 
were honest about the struggle of 
life with God. Modern Christian 
artists should take note.

There are some things that can’t 
be put into words. God, being first 
and foremost in that category. 

Music expresses the inexpressible. 
It suggests what words can’t 
express. Words fail us. Which is 
why we rely on psalms, hymns, 
songs, lines of melody to push us 
to a place of deeper knowing — 
where the Spirit intercedes with 
sighs too deep for words. Clayton 
Schmidt tells a story about leading 
a college choir on a tour in 
Hungary shortly after the Berlin 
Wall came down and the downfall 
of the Soviet Union. The objective 
of the tour was to share a sense of 
Christian unity with fellow 
Christians in Hungary through 
music and learn something of their 
experience with and struggle for 
the faith. As a way to share their 
own experience of faith the choir 
sang mostly American songs sung 
in English. They hoped that even 
though they didn’t share a 
common language with the 
Hungarians that the music would 
communicate beyond words. 
Throughout the tour they could see 
in the faces of their listeners that 
this was working. But, the most 
powerful moments in the concerts 
came when the choir sang in 
Hungarian. They closed each 
concert by singing the Hungarian 
national hymn. The American choir 
couldn’t understand the words they 
were singing— no one spoke 
Hungarian. But, they were told that 
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it was a prayer for peace. At the 
close of the first concert on the 
tour they began to sing their 
listener’s prayer. Slowly the 
audience began to recognize the 
hymn and join in singing along. As 
the crowd sang, the choir could 
see tears begin to form and fall 
from their eyes. In the moment, 
“One people’s prayer had become 
a bridge to another culture and…
[now despite being worlds apart] 
choir and audience were joined in 
the Spirit of Christian unity.”  Have 2

you ever had a moment like that? 
These are moments when, in the 
singing, you are taken up… and 
you see through the moment to the 
eternal. This is the sacramental 
work of singing. It’s why we sing in 
worship. Singing opens us to the 
shaping of the Spirit. 

Some researchers are beginning 
to think that music is older than 
spoken language. Before we could 
speak we could sing. Language 
may have evolved from song. Ani 
Patel of The Neurosciences 
Institute in San Diego says, "We 
feel music just taps into this kind of 
pre-cognitive archaic part of 
ourselves.” So it seems to make 
sense that music came "before we 
had this complicated articulate 
language that we use to do 
abstract thinking." And musical 

ability is similar to language in that 
you can see aspects of it in other 
species. Some monkeys can 
recognize dissonant tones, birds 
use complicated patterns of pitch 
and rhythm, and as we learn on 
youtube, a few parrots can even 
dance to a beat. Modern humans 
still combine word and music in 
ways that are instinctive. When a 
parent speaks to a baby, "It's this 
kind of lilting intonation. There is a 
lot of rhythm, a lot of exaggerated 
pitch contours, and people have 
speculated that this way of 
communicating with infants may 
have been one of the important 
roots to language in our species.”  3

Music is engrained in our brains. 
Think about it— the best way to 
memorize something is to put it to 
music. I remember back in 5th 
grade we learned a song to 
memorize all 50 states— “The 
Fifty, Nifty United States”. I’ve sung 
that song with people recently who 
can still recall states by singing 
that song from 25 years ago.  

We have a sung lexicon of faith 
meant to be engrained upon us. 
Our hymnody shapes our image of 
who God is and what is possible 
through our journey of faith. That’s 
why it’s important to consider what 
we sing— to consider the world 
portrayed in song and the God 
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articulated. This isn’t something to 
take lightly. Part of the 
responsibility of Jeduthun was to 
guard the entrance to the place of 
worship. Why? To make sure that 
those who entered did not do so in 
vain. To make sure that those who 
entered recognized the peculiarity 
of the opportunity to communion 
with God and God’s people. This 
isn’t something to be taken lightly. 
Because every time we commune 
with God we risk be changed— 
transformed. The is what the 
prophetic musicians, like Jeduthun, 
offer us— the opportunity to not 
just to turn away from what we 
have been but to turn to what God 
is creating us to be.

When we think of music that is 
prophetic, what do we think of? Do 
we think of hymns or protest 
music? Prophets help us see; they 
have one foot in this world and the 
other in the next. Pointing the way. 
Prophetic music tears back the veil 
exposing what is hidden. Here and 
there, every now and again, it 
gives us a glimpse of God’s work 
in the world. Like a moment on a 
mountain hike where the mist 
keeps you from seeing more than 
20ft around you until suddenly the 
mist is lifted for a moment and you 
see the valley below and blue sky 
and the world all around. It was 

always there, you just couldn’t see 
it. Music helps us see. It expresses 
what is inexpressible in words. 
That’s the gift God gives through 
Jeduthun and musicians 
everywhere. Like the ark of the 
covenant inside the tent Jeduthun 
and his choirs guarded which 
reminded the people of who they 
were, music too is a sacramental 
relic pointing beyond ourselves. 
Which at the same time reminds 
us who we are.

In Alex Haley's book, Roots, there 
is a memorable scene of the night 
the slave, Kunta Kinte, drove his 
master to a ball at a big plantation 
house. Kunta Kinte heard the 
music from inside the house, 
music from the white folk's dance. 
He parked the buggy and settled 
down to wait out the long night of 
his master's revelry. While he sat 
in the buggy, he heard other music 
coming from the slaves' 
quarters...the little cabins behind 
the big house. It was different 
music, music with a different 
rhythm. He felt his legs carrying 
him down the path toward those 
cabins. There he found a man 
playing African music, his music, 
which he remembered hearing in 
Africa as a child - the music he had 
almost forgotten. Kunta Kinte 
found that the man was from his 
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section of Africa. They talked 
excitedly, in his native language, of 
home and the things of home. That 
night, after returning from the 
dance, Kunta Kinte went home a 
changed man. He lay upon the dirt 
floor of his little cabin and wept, 
weeping in sadness that he had 
almost forgotten, weeping in joy 
that he had at last remembered. 
The terrifying, degrading 
experience of slavery had almost 
obliterated his memory of who he 
really was. But the music helped 
him to remember. God’s melodies 
remind us who we are. It recalls 
where we’ve been. And it instills 
courage for the uncertain path 
ahead. 

Early in his ministry, The Rev. 
George Matheson, had a parish 
church in the Scottish highlands. 
He resigned it. He had lost his 
faith. He could no longer believe in 
God as he had always conceived 
of God. He decided to leave the 
ministry. But, his church there in 
the Scottish highlands, would not 
let him go. The Presbytery told him 
that he was a young man and 
would soon solve his theological 
problems. He did. He remained in 
the church, preaching as much 
vital Christianity as he could 
believe in, until his ideas of God 
expanded, “And as the universe 

grew great, He dreamed for it a 
greater God.” Matheson was a 
great hymn writer. In fact, one of 
his hymns we still sing today, “O 
Love that Will not Let me Go”. 

When we don’t know the words to 
faith… when we aren’t sure how to 
speak or act in ways that are 
faithful. We can still learn to sing. 
And if we can’t find the voice we 
need, we can sit in a community of 
singers and soak in the word and 
music until that song around us 
becomes our own. There’s a lot 
wrong with this world. There’s 
great darkness. Disappointments 
abound. And sometimes we can’t 
see far enough ahead of us to see 
the words of the hymnal in our 
hands, but maybe we can hum 
Amazing Grace. Maybe we can 
pick out the tune to Oh How He 
Loves You and Me. These are the 
gifts of prophetic musicians caught 
up in the Spirit… like Jeduthun and 
his choir sleeping outside the 
entrance to God’s tent. Sometimes 
a song brings us there. 

Or as that great rockstar Bono 
says in giving his testimony, 
“Words and music did for me what 
solid, even rigorous, religious 
argument could never do, they 
introduced me to God, not belief in 
God, more an experiential sense of 
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GOD. [More than anything else] 
the way into my spirit was a 
combination of words and music… 
My religion could not be fiction but 
it had to transcend facts.”  4

When the journey of faith is long 
and arduous. And you don’t know 
how you got to where you are 
today. When you’re not really sure 
you can muster up enough faith to 
say the Lord’s Prayer or even 
“Now I lay Me”. Then just for today
— let the melody carry you. 
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