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 I have never been able to imagine life without music. I just can’t fathom it; 
or perhaps I just don’t want to fathom it. Somebody asked me once for my 
definition of hell, and I responded, “It’s living in the absence of music.”  
 I love the way that our music director put it in a recent conversation. Roger 
said, “Music to me is like breathing air.” Well said, Maestro. Music is, quite simply, 
that essential, as fundamental to life as breath is.  
 My parents have everything to do with my love of music. Some of my 
earliest memories involve driving up to Bay View from Bay Village, Ohio – just to 
the west of Cleveland. We used to make that drive every year a day or two after 
school let out for the summer. We’d pile the 6 of us in the family station wagon – 
a Falcon Squire, I believe, with wood paneling on the outside. It was a 7-hour 
drive, and for the first hour or so, my dad would tune the AM radio into Paul 
Harvey’s morning news show. But once we hit Toledo, the radio would go off and 
the family singing would begin. Yes, the 6 of us would sing for the remaining 5 and 
½ hours of the trip. We’d sing camp songs, folk songs, and a great many church 
hymns. But our singing had rules. We had to sing in harmony; no one could 
duplicate anyone else’s part. My mom would sit in the front passenger seat, while 
my dad drove, and she would cock her head sideways so she could hear what we 
were singing in the back. Once in a while, she’d interject, “Toby, that’s the same 
part Jeff is singing. You’ll have to find another one.” And in this fashion, the Jones 
family would sing our way to Northern Michigan.  
 Once we got up here, the music in my life became even more pervasive. Of 
course, we would be exposed to all the concerts, recitals, and musical 
performances in Bay View. But on top of that, here we would reunite with my 
dad’s two sisters and their families and my mom’s two sisters and their families. 
And ALL of them – my entire extended family - could sing. My dad would sit at the 
piano, either in our cottage or someone else’s, and everyone would gather 
around and sing. The harmonies were incredible – somewhere between the Four 
Freshmen and the Beach Boys, perhaps like the Andrews Sisters or The King 
Family. If we were at the beach, we’d gather around a fire rather than a piano and 
the singing would be acapella – or “Acapulco” as my Uncle Steve would call it. My 
Uncle Jack, who had perfect pitch, would sing us an E or a C, whatever the 
particular song required, and off we’d go. As siblings and cousins in my generation 



started playing instruments – guitars, drums, trumpets, ukuleles – we’d bring 
them and join in as well. 
 These family gatherings are among my best childhood memories. I don’t 
think I ever loved life more or felt any happier than in those times when my family 
was all together making music. Now that my parents and most of my aunts and 
uncles of their generation are gone, my siblings and I have taken up the cause. We 
came to the realization that it was up to us to keep the tradition of family musical 
gatherings alive. I wanted to show Eloise and her cousins in the next generation 
what a gift God has given us in music. So, during this Covid summer, my family has 
gathered on my back deck every Sunday night at 7 pm for 2 and ½ hours of music 
making. Our gatherings were bolstered by the presence of Tony Patterson and 
Casey Robards – our musical guests here just 2 weeks ago. Needless to say, those 
two raised the level of our music in a BIG way! And, man, did we have a blast!  
 From the time Eloise was a tiny baby, I’ve been singing to her, and before 
she was 2, she started singing to me. What a gift! I remember taking her to see 
the Disney movie “Frozen” when she was 3. Literally, on the drive home from the 
theater, she was singing most of the songs - from that film she had seen once -
word for word. She did the same thing after viewing the Wizard of Oz for the first 
time. It was those two experiences of seeing her musical giftedness in action that 
finally made me realize why people had been making a big deal about my family’s 
and my musical gifts all these years. I never thought that our ability to sing 
harmony parts and play multiple instruments was any big deal, because everyone 
in my extended family could just naturally do it. But thanks to Eloise, I have 
become much more aware of what a gift my family was given by the Author of all 
music.  
 Speaking of being the recipient of God’s gift of music, let’s talk about this 
church. This congregation is and has been known, far and wide, for its amazing 
music. In fact, just a few nights ago, I was walking Fergie around Bay View when a 
man in his 80s stopped to congratulate me on my new position at this church. He 
said, “I owned a condo in Charlevoix over 40 years ago, and even then your 
church had an incredible music program!” He continued, “I’ve been there many 
times since over the years and always been blessed by the music of that 
congregation.” Witness what we are hearing this morning. When Roger and I 
were planning this morning’s service, he asked – quite casually – “Would you like 
me to invite David Bowen and John Warstley to play?” I said sure, solely based on 
Roger’s recommendation. Then I went and listened to some of their playing on 
YouTube and was simply blown away! These guys are incredible musicians, and 



here they are, using their gifts for the good of others – the essence of 
stewardship, by the way…Taking the gifts we’ve been given and using them for 
the good of others. Thank you, John and David. Thank you, Shelley and Roger, for 
using the gifts God has given you for benefit of others. And I haven’t even heard 
our choir sing yet! 
 So why did God give us music in the first place? The scriptures we drew 
from for the call to worship and those we read earlier are from nearly 3000 years 
ago, and in both we see God calling Her people to sing, to make music with 
various instruments, to celebrate God’s goodness and glory with song. But why? 
What’s the point? What’s the value? Why not just pray a spoken prayer of 
thanksgiving or praise God with words? 
 Well, I think I’m uniquely equipped to respond to these very logical and 
legitimate questions. I am, after all, a man of words. I am an English major. I am a 
writer who has written and published 3 books. I have spent the vast majority of 
my personal and professional life as a purveyor of the written and spoken word, 
so I have a deep love and respect for the power of words. But the older I get – and 
presumably the better I get at using words to inspire and influence others – the 
more I have come up against the limits of mere words – both spoken and written. 
There are times, situations, and events where mere words just aren’t adequate. 
The Apostle Paul talked about such moments in Romans 8:26. Paul said that 
sometimes “the Spirit intercedes for us in sighs too deep for words… sighs too 
deep for words…” It’s really important for us – especially those of us who deal in 
words – to learn to recognize when we are in one of those times or situations that 
are “too deep for words,” and then, having recognized such a moment, NOT TO 
SPEAK! 
 Being a hospital chaplain, as I was for several years, is all about the 
recognition of such moments. When someone is sick, when someone is in pain, 
when someone is dying – or dealing with a loved one dying…these are all times to 
keep silent and NOT speak. But music is another language altogether. Some of the 
most beautiful and humane deaths that I was present for involved music. One 
family made a playlist of their dying father’s favorite songs and played that 
playlist at his bedside over and over during the final days of his life. Another 
loving husband sang to his wife as she slipped further and further toward death. 
Toward the end of my time at the hospital, when I would go into an ICU room 
with an unresponsive, non-communicative patient, I would simply sing to them. 
I’d sing the Lord’s prayer. I’d sing the 23rd Psalm. I’d sing “Jesus Loves Me” or 
“Amazing Grace,” and I’d feel the power, and I know the patient did too. 



 Any of us who have spent time in nursing homes or eldercare facilities 
know how powerful music can be in such settings. Back when I was serving the 
Harbor Springs church, I used to lead a weekly chapel service at the nursing home 
up the street. The service would consist of scripture readings, prayers, and a brief 
sermon, though I never quite understood why. During pretty much all of those 
parts, the residents would slump over in their wheelchairs, nod off to sleep, or 
otherwise completely zone out. But as soon as my pianist started playing an old 
hymn, all of these folks would perk up, sit up straight, and start singing – word for 
word – Amazing Grace or How Great Thou Art. They would literally and 
figuratively come back to life because of music…the power of music. 
 Music has a deep and spiritual power. It touches us in places mere words 
never quite reach. I’ve told people that to this day, the two most profound 
spiritual experiences I’ve ever had were seeing Les Miserables on Broadway and 
seeing Bruce Springsteen live on a small stage in Akron, Ohio. I have never been 
more certain that I was in the presence of God than in those musical moments. 
 For all these reasons, I have come to refer to music as my “drug of choice.” 
I listen to music when I’m celebrating. I listen to music when I am sad, lonely, or 
depressed. I listen to music when my daughter and I are cooking or doing the 
dishes together. I listen to music when I’m taking a 20-mile road bike ride or 
participating in a grueling cross-country ski race. The only thing better than 
listening to music – for me anyway – is participating in it…singing with a friend or 
my church family, playing my guitar in a band, or clapping along to a song I don’t 
even know the words to.  
 As long as I have music, I won’t need drugs or alcohol to move me into 
some altered state or to get me high. Jerry Garcia, the late founder and guitarist 
of The Grateful Dead, once said, “Music, at its best, is all about transportation. 
We in the band think of ourselves as being in the transportation business. We 
move people from where they are to where they want to be…to a better place. 
Our music is all about transportation.”  
 Music is one of God’s greatest gifts. It is a gift that has been showered upon 
me, showered upon you and this entire church family, and showered upon a 
world that desperately needs to be moved from where it is to a much better 
place. On this music celebration Sunday, may we thank God for the gift of music. 
Amen. 


