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To my children, Katie, Will, Nate,

and Maggie, and to my wife, Susan,

FOR FORTY YEARS OF OUR

OWN LYRICAL LIFE.


PREFACE

BIBLICAL LYRICS:
Where Do They Come From?


PEOPLE SOMETIMES ASK, “What makes you want to write all those lyrics about the life of Jesus?” Depending on my frame of mind I answer that question different ways; people write songs about Jesus because they sense a burden to sing something meaningful to their own generation. They write because they’ve discovered some new facet of Jesus’ life they have never heard anyone sing about. Sometimes I want to respond to that question with a question (which, by the way, is what Jesus often did!).

How can you not sing about him?

Like grief or joy, his lyrical life doesn’t make complete sense until you set it to music, make the words rhyme, and fit the exacting structure of melody, meter, and poetry. From the very beginning that’s what his followers did. His mother sang about it, as did Simeon, because for them the only way to adequately express it was to involve all of their being in resonating to the good news that he had come into the world. Paul borrowed a hymn in Philippians 2 in trying to come to grips with the mystery of the incarnation. The only way to make sense of the mystery was to sing; theologizing wasn’t enough, is never enough.

Often, they come as a result of the desire the writer has for others to hear the message of Scripture, for truth is almost always sung before it’s written down. (One of the best examples is the hymn to the incarnation in Philippians 2:6-11.) Lyrics come concentrated and condensed into three- or four-minute blocks, wrapped in a package of notes and carried along on a melody that should match the mood of the words like a hand in a glove. They should fit the story, the character. We should see a face when we hear the notes; we should be able to feel the emotions of the central subject. They should place the biblical character before our eyes, as if on a stage.

For me, personally, the final and conclusive answer to the question of where true biblical lyrics come from is this: they come from his life, the luminous life of the Light of the world, because in him all things have been created, even songs. The best of biblical songs come from engaging with the texts that present his life. As a result of listening to that life, to the sometimes scandalous things he would say, and even sometimes listening to the things he neglected to say, we find our hearts resonating with words and music. Listening to the responses of those who were immeasurably blessed to see him in the flesh, those who were drawn to, fascinated by, scandalized and repelled by him. Listening to his fragmented world, to the tiny pockets of quiet that seem to have been all too rare in his experience.

From all these layers of listening and more come truly biblical lyrics. They should be convicting but not coercive. They do not simply seek to superimpose the ideas of the writer onto the minds of the hearer but rather empower the hearer to think their own new thoughts and come to their own fresh conclusions, to make possible for the listener their own unique imaginative experience with the subject of the song.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book, and the recordings associated with it, are designed to be used in a number of different ways as determined by you. If you happen to be an auditory learner, perhaps you will find it helpful to listen to the songs first and then proceed to the essays in this book. If you are more verbal in your learning style, you might want to forgo listening to the songs and simply meditate on the lyrics before reading the essays. The devotions are deliberately brief to allow time to listen and read through the lyrics. The three parts are best experienced together in whatever order you choose.

Of the utmost importance is that you understand these lyrics are nothing more than an entrée to the biblical text they come from. No matter how you choose to engage with the lyrics, essays, and recorded material, the goal is that in the end you put them away and open your Bible.
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The LYRICAL LIFE of the NAZARENE



The Nazarene had come to live

The life of everyman

And He felt the fascination

Of the stars

And as He wandered through this weary world

He wondered and He wept

For there were so few

Who’d listen to His call?

He came, He saw, He surrendered all

So that we might be born again

And the fact of His humanity

Was there for all to see

For He was unlike any other man

And yet so much like me

The Nazarene could hunger

And the Nazarene could cry

And He could laugh with all

The fullness of His heart

And those who hardly knew Him

And those who knew Him well

Could feel the contradiction

From the start




THE LYRICAL LIFE OF THE NAZARENE

If you listen, really listen, to the life of Jesus, you will hear a subtle resonance. Yes, it “rings true,” but there is infinitely more to it than that. His life pulsates with an unspoken poetry; it vibrates in time with his life situation and those who found themselves within his reach. You might say his life was even a song in itself, or at least you could make a strong case for it being lyrical. It often rhymed beautifully. Sometimes it reverberated with a discord that in the end was still a meaningful resonance.

The lyricism and tone and color of the life of Jesus is one reason why so many of us write songs to him or paint pictures of him or seek to portray his remarkable life in any of a thousand other ways. In one sense, if you really listen, it is easy. There is so much depth. So many endlessly interesting scenes that no one could ever hope to squeeze dry. And in quite another sense, it is impossibly difficult because words fall so short and notes can only ring for a certain length of time. They are all clumsy bricks. Words can only resonate within their range of meaning. And melodies, even the vast soaring ones, are finite, limited to a key signature and a single time frame.

Nonetheless, easy or hard, we are left with his life. His beautiful, mysterious, frustrating, scandalous life. We are left with his words—comforting, challenging, enigmatic, dazzlingly, inescapably clear. His words resonate across time, through centuries. They fall on our listening ears and something pretuned in our hearts resonates with fresh melodies and lyrics, words and notes in honor of that lyrical life of his.

What follows is the result of a lifetime of fragmented attempts to listen to the lyrical life of the Nazarene. They are resonances I heard in my own heart and mind and shared along with the many cowriters whose names I will, with great gratitude, indicate. They were a result of trying to see Jesus’ life from a different perspective, from a fresh point of view. Sometimes I almost got it right, more often I missed something vital. But even the songs that don’t hit dead center are invitations for you to listen, maybe to listen better and more clearly, more biblically, than I listened at first. Even the poorer ones are opportunities for you to pull his image into a sharper focus in your own heart and mind.

After all, isn’t Jesus’ life so worth listening to? Millions, even billions, of us have given ear to it, charged by his Spirit who allows us to listen to his Word in a way we listen to nothing else in this world. Could it be that it also makes us, invites us, to resonate in a way in which we resonate to nothing else in this world? The Spirit strikes or hammers or plucks an interior place, and we resonate, we harmonize, something sings the way the morning stars first sang ( Job 38:7).

There are still a million questions that have yet to be asked of Jesus’ life. Many, most, are unanswerable, but that does not mean they are not worth asking. Even the unanswerable ones leave us with a sense of wonder, and that wonder just might enable us to keep asking better questions still. There are perhaps as many songs left to be written about his luminous life as have been written. If this book provides the encouragement for just one new song to even find the beginning it will have served its purpose.








PART I

MATTHEW

The Penultimate Question


HE SITS IN THE BACK CORNER of a black basalt synagogue somewhere in ancient Galilee. Since no one is looking, he steals a few moments in the “seat of Moses,” but finds it so uncomfortable he moves to one of the back benches to work on his manuscript. His friends keep coming to him with the same sad story. Upon having realized that Jesus of Nazareth was the true Messiah, their Jewish friends and family have cast them out, banned them from Jewish life, and now, outside of the Jewish community, they simply don’t know who they are anymore.

So here he sits, Levi, the cherished nickname Jesus himself had given Matthew. He struggles and strains and prays to remember everything Jesus said that might help his confused and wounded parishioners.

“You are the light of the world,” he gasps. “Yes, that will help them understand who they are.”

And after a few moments, “Oh yes and, ‘you are the salt of the earth . . .’ That will encourage them as well.”

And so Matthew Levi weaves together his inspired narrative of the life of his friend Jesus with the needs of his fellow Galilean Jews fresh in his mind. Though he himself is present in the story from chapter 9, he never opens his mouth. (Indeed, in none of the Gospels does he speak.) We know he walked away from his lucrative tax-gathering business in order to throw an extravagant party for Jesus. In light of his silence, perhaps that’s all we need to know about Matthew.

Later, Papias will tell us Matthew collected the sayings (logia) of Jesus. That makes sense, a tax collector collecting sayings. When we open his Gospel, we see five large blocks of the sayings of Jesus. Just flip through a red-letter Bible and the structure becomes obvious: five blocks, like the five books of Moses. His confused and excluded followers would have appreciated that structure. It was so much a part of the world they were now excluded from.

On that luminous day at the banquet in his spacious Capernaum home, Levi remembered sitting in a corner amid the festivities and asking himself, “Who am I now?” His little band of ostracized Jewish followers of Jesus are now asking themselves the selfsame question. They simply don’t know who they are anymore without their Jewish homes and families and synagogues.

“Who am I?” In time Matthew realized, though it was a good question, it still was not the best. In fact, he would say it was the next to the best one; it was the penultimate question. The first, ultimate question, in fact the only question that really matters in the end, is, Who is Jesus?

The sound echoes in the empty stone room as Matthew claps his hands and exclaims, “That’s what they need!” And so, in his perfect account of the life of Christ, whenever the question “Who am I?” is implied between the lines of the text, Matthew provides the answer to the better question we should have asked in the first place. He tells us who Jesus is.
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THIS IS WHO YOU ARE

Matthew 5:10; 19:14



Misunderstood and undefined, a stranger to myself

Incarnate contradiction, I am poverty and wealth

I can believe and disbelieve

I can bless and I can damn

I’m dying in the darkness

Of not knowing who I am

Then rising like the morning sun, the light begins to speak

In a voice that’s vastly strong yet still so infinitely weak

It’s roaring like a lion

It whispers like a lamb

It’s thundering that who you are

Is wrapped in who I am

You possess the kingdom

You are the sorrowful, the meek

The gentle starving ones

Who are the strongest when you’re weak

You’re always making peace each time

You suffer for what’s right

You freely offer mercy

From a heart I filled with light

To everyone who’s lost he gives a new identity

That’s grounded in the kingdom and a new reality

It’s found in lovingkindness

And a mercy that is free

You can become the child

That you were always meant to me

The flavor of my world comes through

The seasoning of your life

Remember when the darkness looms

You were meant to be the light

A light that can’t be hidden

All will see it from afar

This is who you are




THIS IS WHO YOU ARE

Imagine you are a young Jew who has heard the message of the gospel, and it has exploded in your heart and life. You continue to attend synagogue. Scattered within the congregation are others like yourself who have come to believe in Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah. There are even synagogues built by the Nazarenes—Christian synagogues! As perplexing as this sounds, it aligns with what we see in the New Testament, not a monolithic Judaism but what Jewish scholar Isaiah Gafni calls “Judaisms.” A synagogue contingent led by Pharisees, a temple group led by Sadducees, and Essenes who don’t want to have anything to do with any of them, a large group of the followers of John the Baptist, and finally a small but dedicated group of the followers of the Way, a sect also referred to as the Nazarenes.

In AD 70, with the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple by Titus, all that changed. The temple was gone and so were the priests and the Sadducees. The Essenes were slaughtered. What survived was the synagogue, with scattered communities all over the country led by the Pharisees. The task now was to unite Judaism. Part of the unifying process necessitated expelling the followers of Jesus from the community. But how best to accomplish this when they are so firmly entrenched in the synagogue? In fact, the deepest belief of many of the early Christians is that in order to become a follower of Jesus one must first be a Jew; that is, Gentiles are generally disqualified unless they become full converts. That will change later with Peter and Paul.

The Romans realized that the Pharisees posed no threat and permitted them to retreat to the city of Javneh and piece together what was left of their decimated faith. There they hit upon the solution of how to exclude the Nazarenes. As they formulated the basic elements of the synagogue service, they developed what has come to be known as the Eighteen Benedictions or the Amidoth. They are, for the most part, the most beautiful collection of blessings you will ever hear. Just listen to the first benediction:

O L-rd open my lips, and my mouth shall declare your praise. Blessed art thou, O L-rd our G-d and G-d of our fathers, G-d of Abraham, G-d of Isaac, and G-d of Jacob, the great and mighty, the revered G-d, the most high G-d, who bestows lovingkindness, and the Master of all things; who remembers the pious deeds of the patriarchs, and in love will bring a Redeemer to their children’s children for your Name’s sake.


Or the fifth:

Cause us to return, our Father, unto Your Torah; draw us near, our King, unto Your service, and bring us back in perfect repentance unto Your presence, Blessed art Thou, O L-rd, who delights in repentance.


But now listen to the twelfth, which was added at Javneh:

And for the slanderers let there be no hope, and let all wickedness perish as in a moment; let all Your enemies be speedily cut off, and the dominion of arrogance uproot and crush, cast down and humble speedily in our days. Blessed art Thou, O L-rd, who breaks the enemies and humbles the arrogant.


This twelfth benediction was a litmus test for the followers of Jesus who tried to remain. It was thought that no one would knowingly curse themselves and so as the congregation pronounced the Eighteen Benedictions (now there were nineteen), suspected followers were closely watched when they came to the twelfth benediction. This is the life situation of Matthew’s first readers. They are under suspicion. They are being expelled from Jewish life, and consequently they don’t know who they are anymore.

In a world that had branded them heretics, minim, Matthew recognized the need to tell his troubled congregation just who Jesus had said they were. Only Matthew recalls Jesus telling his followers that they were the “light of the world,” “the salt of the earth.” The kingdom (his major theme) was theirs, and most importantly, Jesus was their King!



[image: ] LYRIC NOTE [image: ]


This is who you are



The title is the key lyric to this song, which is often the case. It pulls together all the different descriptions in the previous lyrics that describe who we are meant to become in Christ. The placement of this line at the very end of the song, as well as at the end of a second, different chorus, is meant to give it added power and emphasis.
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GALILEE


THE BEAUTY OF GALILEE is beyond words. So it was necessary to make this an instrumental. In contrast to the desert surrounding Jerusalem to the south in Judea, Galilee is green and fertile. I like to think of it as Jesus’ world.

Galilee is the major flyway between Africa and Europe. Flocks of every imaginable species of bird are funneled over the verdant countryside. Storks and cranes pass through the country twice a year on their way to winter in Africa or to escape the heat and nest in Europe. There are also the indigenous birds that stay for the most part—beautiful green long-tailed parakeets, iridescent kingfishers and larks, Egyptian vultures and cormorants. My favorite is the wagtail, which is and does exactly what its name implies. It makes me wonder if Jesus had a favorite. If he laughed quietly to himself as the wagtails made their comical way across an open field, wagging their tails as they went.

Then there are the orchards, the vineyards, the figs, and the olives, for Galilee is an amazingly fertile land. The fields are a marvelous mixture of impossible rockiness and fertility. The contours of those green hillsides—they were his world, a beauty his eyes took in every morning. And the sunsets . . . Galilee is a place of almost daily magnificent sunsets.

Three and sometimes four times a year, Jesus would leave this beautiful green place and wander down through the desolate wilderness that surrounded Jerusalem, a city that was in and of itself a sort of wilderness in Jesus’ day. How much did he miss the cool lake breezes as he and the Twelve bedded down in the Judean desert? Or did his calling and purpose completely override any homesickness for the beautiful lush land they had left in the north?

And finally, there is the lake, Kinnereth or Galilee or Tiberius. It is almost as if it is so beautiful no one could decide on what to call it. The shoals of fish, the glistening reflections of sunrises and sunsets, even the comfortable, comprehensible size of it. Some see the outline of the shoreline in the shape of the human heart, and that makes sense. The lake is the beating heart of Galilee and the heart of Jesus’ world.
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A SIMPLE HOUSE

Matthew 2:1-12



It seemed an endless journey

Looking for the Holy Child

So many times, we thought the signs had lied

Till in Nazareth we found the boy

Just as He had started walking

A Child so fair we hardly could believe

The prophets told us He’d be coming

But we never did believe

Till we saw the star of Jacob in the east

Casting light upon our way

Shining brighter than the moon

Above a simple house in Galilee

Like any other boy

He was always on the move

And into everything that He could find

But the look upon His face

As we offered Him our gifts

Made us know for certain

Jesus was a King

All along the lonely miles

We were wondering all the while

Is this little boy, a king

Our final answer?




A SIMPLE HOUSE

When it comes to the nativity of Jesus, very little is as it seems. In the first place we have lumped together Matthew’s and Luke’s accounts, making them one story when in fact they might have been separated by a year or more. In Luke the baby Jesus is impoverished, sleeping in a stone trough, being worshiped by humble shepherds. Most importantly, he is a newborn. When Joseph and Mary have completed all of the Jewish rituals associated with the birth of Jesus, Luke 2:39 tells us they returned to Nazareth. That is, they went home.

In Matthew he is a young King, being worshiped by wise men from Persia, the kingmakers of their country. And they are giving him kingly gifts: gold and costly incense. Significantly, he is not a newborn but a “young child.” I believe the house they are living in, which Matthew refers to, is in Nazareth. But following the golden rule of interpreting the Bible, “Never be dogmatic about what the Bible is not dogmatic about!” I would never argue this point. It just makes the most sense to me given the language of both Gospels.

No matter where it was, nor even exactly how old Jesus was, the point is his kingship is recognized by those whose role it was to recognize kings. They have come to acknowledge him as such and honor him with the kinds of gifts you give to kings, gifts which will probably provide resources for the holy family’s escape and sojourn in Egypt.

The wise men have seen an unusual star. It seems to have appeared the moment Jesus was born and guided them on the long journey from Persia. This is another part of the story we tend to confuse. Planetariums all over the country run their “Star of Bethlehem” programs, explaining that what probably led the wise men on their journey was a complex conjunction of two or more planets in the constellation Pegasus, known in Judaism as the “House of the Hebrews.” But it should be blatantly obvious that a stellar object, that is, one in the celestial sphere, could not be followed in such a way.

Like the sun and the moon, stars rise in the east and set in the west, impossible to follow. Also, if you go outside at night and simply look up at the stars you will realize that it would be impossible for something so far away to indicate a single, individual house, the way the Star of Bethlehem did. Once more, I would never dogmatically argue the point, but it seems to me that what led the wise men was in fact an angel. Angels are sometimes referred to as stars in Scripture ( Judg 5:20; Job 38:7; Is 14:12; Rev 1:20; 8:10; 12:4).

We could analyze and debate the details endlessly, but what we need to extract from the nativity of Matthew is the essence of what’s being said to us, what the Spirit is saying to us. Clearly what interests Matthew most is the fact that Jesus is a king, and so the kingdom becomes his major theme. He emphasizes the fact of the kingdom to his early readers because they are being excluded from Jewish life and feel as if they have no place to go.

Matthew’s point, made again and again throughout his Gospel, is that though they may have been excluded from the Jewish community, they indeed have a kingdom. And the central point of Matthew’s nativity is that Jesus is the King of that kingdom.



[image: ] LYRIC NOTE [image: ]


Made us know for certain, Jesus was a king.



This might not be my favorite line of the song, the most poetic or compelling, but it contains the idea that pulls the whole lyric, as well as the story of the wise men, together. They journeyed for months, some say years, following the star and looking for the new king. What was their level of anticipation? How long could they hold on to the hope that they would finally find the king? And when they finally did find him, in such unlikely circumstances, what was the attitude of their hearts?
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