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The title for my talk is “The Year of Jubilee.” This might surprise you as a title for a talk on 
music ministry, so let me give you a little expositional back story.  
I began to prepare for this conference with this question:  
How does our Music Ministry practice justice and mercy? 
 
When I thought about this question of how to put into practice Justice and Mercy in a 
music ministry, there were a few obvious answers: 
•recordings or performances for fundraising,  
•music therapy,  
•music education for empowerment and building self worth, etc.  
 
These are all cool ideas and I have at times thought,  
“Yes, I should start a choir like they did in Sandtown!”  
but those thoughts usually get crushed under the weight of my actual job 
responsibilities. Because planning and preparing worship every Sunday is in fact a full-
time vocation for me.  
 
So now the question becomes how does justice and mercy become practically 
expressed in the week to week activity of the local church music ministry? What I need 
is an ethical framework from which I can lead - equip my team - and shepherd the 
worshiping community in our church in a way that is JUST and MERCIFUL.  
 
That’s where “The Year of Jubilee” comes in. It reveals an ethical framework for the 
practical expression of Justice and Mercy.  
 
Harvey Conn’s Old Testament and the Poor and New Testament and the Poor.  
Christopher J Wright “The Mission of God”.  
Charles Wesley’s “Blow Ye the trumpet, Blow” - “The Year of Jubilee” on ncfmusic.com,  
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Moses received the law that we have in Leviticus, after the people of God had just been 
redeemed from slavery in Egypt. The Exodus was a one time event in their history that 
defined their whole identity and their relationship to YHWH - Once Slaves; now Sons & 
Daughters. Out of that relationship, the law is given as the on-going process of 
Restoration – through the law they were becoming the shalom that was once a reality in 
the garden. The Year of Jubilee is one of the climactic moments of this Restoration being 
enacted in the law.   
 
Leviticus 25: 8-12 
“‘Count off seven sabbath years—seven times seven years—so that the seven sabbath 
years amount to a period of forty-nine years. 9 Then have the trumpet sounded 
everywhere on the tenth day of the seventh month; on the Day of Atonement sound the 
trumpet throughout your land. 10 Consecrate the fiftieth year and proclaim 
liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you; each of you 
is to return to your family property and to your own clan. 11 The fiftieth year shall be a 
jubilee for you; do not sow and do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the untended 
vines. 12 For it is a jubilee and is to be holy for you; eat only what is taken directly from 
the fields. 
 
So here’s gist of the Year of Jubilee: 
• Every 7 years, there was a Sabbath year in which the land was to lay fallow – no 
planting or harvesting for a year. 
• Jubilee was announced on the Day of Atonement of the 7th Sabbath year with the 
sound of the yobel 
• When the trumpet would sound, then all debts were cancelled. There were two effects 
of this forgiveness:  
• anyone who had sold their ancestral property to cover their debts would receive that 
property back and  
•anyone who had sold themselves (and their family) into service to cover their debts 
would return to being free members of society.  
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More Jubilee examples in scripture: 
 
In Isaiah 61, Jubilee takes on a more broad and rich meaning. It becomes the promise of 
an Eschatological Hope that YHWH will free the whole nation that was captive in exile 
and restore the all the promised land - bringing an end to injustice.  
 
The Lord Jesus chose to use this passage from Isaiah as his source material for a sermon 
in Luke 4. The “Nazareth Manifesto” was the stump speech for the new Kingdom of God 
that Jesus was establishing.  Isaiah’s jubilee was being fulfilled! Everyone liked that idea 
until Jesus mentioned that it would also include the Gentiles.  
 
Eventually in Acts 4, the church, filled with the Holy Spirit, begins to set people free from 
idolatry, to share their resources, and to forgive each others debts.  
 
the Jubilee model was established in the Law,  
broadened in the Prophets,  
fulfilled in the Messiah  
And implemented by the Spirit -led church.  
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How does our Music Ministry practice justice and mercy? 
 
Get out your pencils, here are the 3 points  
The land belongs to God 
The fruit belongs to God 
The people belong to God 
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Leviticus 25:1-2   
The Lord said to Moses at Mount Sinai, 2 “Speak to the Israelites and say to them: ‘When 
you enter the land I am going to give you, the land itself must observe a Sabbath to 
the Lord. 
23 “‘The land must not be sold permanently, because the land is mine and you reside in 
my land as foreigners and strangers. 
 
The whole process of Sabbath years and Jubilee was laid on the foundation that this land 
is a gift from God – you didn’t earn it, you didn’t buy it. Woody Guthrie was wrong when 
he sang, “this land is your land, this land is my land.” Actually, its GOD’S LAND 
Psalm 24:1 – “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in 
it” 
 
The Land was the source of power –access to resources, the rights of citizenship. 
Acknowledging that the Land belongs to God was an exercise in humility and submission.  
 
Question:  When the trumpet would sound, was everyone cool with the idea of letting go 
of the resources that their family had acquired in the past 50 years?  
Do you think it was any easier for the powerful men of Israel to give up their new land 
than it is today for Americans to give up their power - their will to control institutions?  
 
Jubilee forces us to acknowledge our institutions, in particular our music ministries, are 
the sole property of the Sovereign Lord.  
 
When we get down to the business of creating our set-lists, designing our worship 
experiences, or equipping a team of musicians, we have to assume a posture of 
humility and submission to the Lord, and consequently to each other, in order to 
practice justice and mercy. 
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Let’s talk about power: 
Historically, whichever tribe or class has the most power determines what songs or 
styles are “appropriate” for worship. Currently, the most powerful group in American 
churches, [I’m guessing] loves Chris Tomlin, Matt Redman and Hillsongs because that’s 
what is riding high on the CCLI charts. I’m not attacking this music but I want to be real 
about the dynamics of power, of money, and what we sing on Sunday morning.  
 
Unfortunately, a few years ago, one of my singers, Suzanne, had a bad experience with 
power at an event that she was invited to sing for. This was an event that was organized 
by a Reformed, and [let’s be honest] white-dominated organization. They had good 
intentions to invite Suzanne, a black woman, to share her gifts in the worship time. 
However, when she arrived at the rehearsal, the music was exclusively coming from the 
white mainstream with a few original songs and one old gospel hymn. As the rehearsal 
commenced, the leader kept asking her to change things about her performance. One 
tweak he asked for was less vibrato and a more “straight tone”, you singers might 
recognize that he was basically asking her to sing in the more white, “modern worship” 
sound. They intended to be “diverse” by including a black woman on the stage, but then 
they failed to empower her to BE a black woman and instead were asking her to sound 
like a white singer. When I heard this story, I felt sad for my friend, but I also felt sad that 
this band leader had missed out on the blessing of hearing Suzanne sing and being led by 
her. For many of you, this story is tragically familiar.   
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So what should we be doing with power? GIVE IT AWAY! We mutually submit to each 
other as an act of submission to the Father.  What does giving away power look like? 
 
1. I need help with RECRUITING because I can’t know everybody. I need people who are 
part of these communities (particularly, our more isolated immigrant communities) to 
help me find and empower other musicians.  
 
2. I also need help finding SONGS because otherwise, I’m going to go to the usual 
sources: “Worship Together” or “CCLI” or what’s charting on iTunes. The Congolese have 
their own traditional songs as well as their own “hot new stuff”. The best way to find out 
what those are is to actually ask for help and then empower people to share their heart 
songs in their own voice.  
 
“Cultural Emphasis Sundays”.  
Our typical Sunday includes a buffet of music styles and languages that reflect our 
demographics so that the “New City” sound becomes a hybrid of styles But a “Cultural 
Emphasis Sunday” will be a time to give the control over to one cultural group for that 
week. We might sing all Spanish songs or all French and Lingala. Liturgical elements 
might get tweaked to make them more familiar to that culture. I hope to have these in 3 
month cycles going Spanish, Congolese, African American. Will it work? Is it 
paternalistic? Is it exploitation? I hope not, but what ever it is, we’re going to get messy 
and we’re going to get into that mess together.  
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So How can our music ministries practice justice and mercy 
First   
Give away power  
Because 
the land belongs to God  
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Leviticus 25:5-7 [This is speaking about the Sabbath Year]  
Do not reap what grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines. The land is 
to have a year of rest. Whatever the land yields during the Sabbath year will be food for 
you—for yourself, your male and female servants, and the hired worker and temporary 
resident who live among you, as well as for your livestock and the wild animals in your 
land. Whatever the land produces may be eaten. 
 
The fruit of the land was to be for the strongest and most intelligent foragers-- NO!  
the fruit of the land was for the whole community – even the wild animals – to be 
sustained. As the people walked in the ways of the Lord, they would be expected to care 
for each other to the point that the poverty of an individual was a burden shared by 
the whole community.  In order to pull this off, sharing the burden was accompanied by 
a blessing of abundance from the Lord: 
 
Leviticus 25:18-22 
“‘Follow my decrees and be careful to obey my laws, and you will live safely in the land. 
Then the land will yield its fruit, and you will eat your fill and live there in safety.  You may 
ask, “What will we eat in the seventh year if we do not plant or harvest our crops?”  I will 
send you such a blessing in the sixth year that the land will yield enough for three 
years. While you plant during the eighth year, you will eat from the old crop and will 
continue to eat from it until the harvest of the ninth year comes in. 
 
The Lord promised to provide abundance in the 6th year to cover 3 years worth of 
nourishment.   
 
Abundant blessing meant that there was enough to sustain the community – sharing the 
burden of poverty - through a year of Sabbath. 
 
Think of this like the feeding of the 5000: the burden is  shared (the hunger of the 5000) 
through the power of miraculous abundance (the multiplied 5 loaves and 2 fish)  
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What can musicians do to share the burden and the abundance?  
 
One way that we share the burden at our church is that we have to set up and then take 
down our instruments every weekend. Our facilities are a recycled school, and so our 
sanctuary is a gymnasium – It’s a SANCTU-NASIUM! So we share that space in order to 
accommodate our school “The Freedom School.” I’ll admit that this is not a big deal, but 
it is a practical way that we share in the burden of the poor.  
 
Abundance example: 
Last year, we grew out of our choir risers. It was a little uncomfortable up there. I didn’t 
have the money for new risers in the budget. One choir member offered $300 toward 
new risers, and then a week later I got a second donation for $500 from a choir member 
and the combined checks covered the expansion. The Lord provided abundance and 
these choir members shared it with my broke ministry budget.  
 
How many of you have a similar testimony of the Lord providing for your ministry? 
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So how do we handle the abundance that we have? – and if you don’t believe you have 
abundance, then ask for the Lord to give you eyes of faith to see it.  
 
First we need to ask ourselves if we are sharing the burden. Are there actual areas where 
your ministry is making due with less in order to share the resources of the church with 
the poor? What sacrifices are you embracing as a ministry? OR  
Do you find yourself always grasping for more of the pie? 
 
Second, I think we can all be encouraged that the grief that we go through with shoddy 
equipment or with limited resources is actually a sign that we are entering into sharing 
the burden of the poor. Ain’t nobody getting rich off of doing justice and mercy – right? 
If we’re really doing it, sharing the burden and sharing the abundance, you will start to 
enter in to the same humble circumstances that our Lord Jesus experienced on this 
earth.  
 
Thirdly, ask your Father for daily bread. Ask in the name of Jesus and he will provide 
everything we need for life and godliness. Amen? Trust in the promises that God has 
made us in scripture that he will provide abundance to those who walk in his ways – the 
ways of justice and mercy – in order that there would be no poor among you.  
 
Do you have a need for your music ministry? Before you go off and complain about the 
budget and get angry with the pastor and start despising your volunteers and spiral into 
depression – ASK YOUR FATHER FOR WHAT YOU NEED 
 
Psalm 37:3-4 
Trust in the Lord and do good; dwell in the land and enjoy safe pasture. 
Take delight in the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart. 



So How can our music ministries practice justice and mercy? 
First  -Give away power  
Because - the land belongs to God  
Second - Share the burden & the abundance 
Because - The fruit belongs to God 
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Over and over in the Jubilee legislation, YHWH reminds the Israelites that they were brought out 
of Egypt and they are now his possession. As his children, they would no longer be slaves to 
anyone.   
 
Leviticus 25:10  
Consecrate the fiftieth year and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It 
shall be a jubilee for you; each of you is to return to your family property and to your own clan.  
 
Leviticus 25:39-42  
If any of your fellow Israelites become poor and sell themselves to you, do not make them work 
as slaves. They are to be treated as hired workers or temporary residents among you; they are to 
work for you until the Year of Jubilee. Then they and their children are to be released, and they 
will go back to their own clans and to the property of their ancestors. 42 Because the Israelites 
are my servants, whom I brought out of Egypt, they must not be sold as slaves.  
 
Clearly, Jesus knew the law of Jubilee when he told the parable of the prodigal son: 
The younger son, suffering the effects of his own sin in destitute poverty, decides to return to his 
Father and become a servant. He says to his Father,  “I am no longer worthy to be called your 
son”. This was how it would have been done in the law – a debtor could become a hired servant 
in order to survive – then when the Year of Jubilee came, he would be release from his debt. 
However, the Father in Jesus’ story runs to his son and restores him into the family – in this case, 
Jubilee comes the moment he lays eyes on his son.  
Of course, the older brother, a representative of the Pharisaical approach to the law, sees 
himself as a slave even in the presence of his Father’s love: “All these years I’ve been slaving for 
you”. He was missing out on the freedom of Jubilee that he had experienced himself and that he 
was observing in his brother.  
 
Another parable with Jubilee principles is in Matthew 18, “Unforgiving Servant:” 
When asked how many times we aught to forgive our brother, Jesus tells the story of servant 
who is forgiven of a debt that would take decades to pay back, then the same guy goes out and 
meets someone who owes him a debt that would take a few months to pay back and he begins 
to choke him, demanding repayment. The Jubilee comes to this Unforgiving  Servant, but he fails 
to embrace the full implications of Jubilee for his neighbor.  



FREEDOM: 
Nate Harvey was a trumpet player some of you may have met at the last Conference in St Louis. 
Nate actually went home to be with the Lord last year when he suddenly succumbed to cancer 
and we all miss Nate very much. Nate was a member of New City from the earliest days, but he 
didn’t always play in the band. When he joined with team, he told me that he had set aside the 
trumpet for several years, I think it was something like 15 years. I asked him why and he told me 
that he was burned by the music business, specifically the injustice of band leaders and club 
owners who were always failing to pay the musicians. Nate was like a musician who had hung 
his harp on the willow branches by the Babylon river. But by God’s grace, he got that trumpet 
back out, got his chops back and offered his gifts in service to the Lord.  Jubilee had come for 
Nate.  
 
FORGIVENESS 
We are called to forgive debts. You might not think that this applies to you because you’re too 
broke to even have money to lend anybody. But, I’ve come to understand in myself that I have a 
lot of debts that I hold over people. These might be a debt of vengeance for a way that they hurt 
me. Or it might be the debts of our cultural expectations – how we have been taught that people 
aught to behave toward each other. A quick example is the debt that we hold over people in 
regards to punctuality. If we make an appointment, we enter into a kind of contract that has a 
debt attached to it: I will arrive on time at the location we determined and you will arrive on 
time at the same location. If either party fails to fulfill that contract, we have a problem, right? 
So next time someone shows up late to rehearsal, you can ask yourself: will I hold this debt over 
them or will I forgive them? 
 
Now, perhaps you have something even deeper. If we’re honest there are a lot of expectations 
placed on each other when we enter into a cross-cultural relationship –  
You owe me respect.  
You owe it to me to refrain from prejudice, paternalism, or racial bigotry.  
You owe me sensitivity to the needs of my community.  
You owe me dignity as an individual, and to not be objectified as a token or stereotype.  
Many of us have experienced brokenness in these areas even in our ministries. Many of us have 
been hurt. But, by the power of the Holy Spirit many of us have been able to forgive these debts! 
Praise the Lord! That doesn’t mean that these issues don’t remain, but as we pursue justice and 
mercy in our music ministries, we have to be able to forgive our debtors.  
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As we apply freedom and forgiveness to our music ministries, we have a few 
responsibilities:  
 
First, we need to practice spiritual warfare in order to not be yoked again by a burden of 
slavery.  It is for freedom that we have been set free, but we have to resist the powers 
and principalities with steadfast faith. Confess your sins to each other. Hold each other 
accountable. Pray for one another – and leaders, we have to pray for our volunteers.   
 
Here’s a practical tip: I have a stack of 3x5 cards in my office with every one of my 
volunteer’s names that are divided into vocal parts and instruments. Every morning 
when I get to the office, I pray for all the people on one of those cards.   
 
Second, we need to practice church discipline. That means we have to invite our 
musicians to join the church and submit their lives to the elders. Then when sin happens, 
we have to do that hard work of dealing with it according to scripture. And then we have 
to trust the Lord to bring our friends back into fellowship. How many of you have a 
testimony of church discipline that actually resulted in repentance? 
 
Thirdly, who do you need to forgive? What debts are you holding onto that you won’t 
let go of? This brings up an issue that I am a little disturbed by and that’s the “Don’t 
schedule me with So-and-so” statement that we often hear as leaders. Are we really 
committed to justice and mercy when we can’t even stand to sing with someone who is 
maybe a little annoying? Or who’s chops are considered unworthy of our time? Or who 
might not meet our standards of hip-ness? 
May the Lord convict us in this and bring repentance!  
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So how can our music ministries practice justice and mercy? 
First  -Give away power  
 Because - the land belongs to God  
Second - Share the burden & the abundance 
 Because - The fruit belongs to God 
Third – Practice Freedom and Forgiveness 
 Because – the people belong to God 
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I want to end by saying that probably our most powerful work of Jubilee through music 
ministry is by sounding the trumpet’s blast of freedom in the hearts of sinners who 
come to worship every week.  
Because of the Year of Jubilee, the impoverished and downtrodden in the community of 
God’s people could always have a real, tangible HOPE that the Lord would make a way 
SOMEHOW.  
 
What does that hope look like in our worship and our ministries of music? 
 
I want to read a portion of a story called “Out of the Third Row”–  written by my friend, 
Kim Rankin, about an experience she had in our worship shortly after she had started 
attending our church and had begun serving  in “The Daughter’s House”, a ministry of 
Restore St Louis that exists to bring reconciliation and justice to women who are trapped 
in sexual exploitation.  Kim’s blog is: catchingfoxes.com 
 
I noticed her directly in front of me and since I knew some of her story, I leaned forward 
and politely asked of her recent hospital stay.  As she updated me on the progression of 
the cancer into her lungs I pulled back slightly, her suffering too raw. She represented a 
world I could not comprehend: black, inner city, sexual exploitation, and addiction.  And 
now, a diagnosis of cancer just as she had begun to seek out a new life.  I patted her 
shoulder.  A worship song started.  I was rescued. 
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After a few songs, I sensed that she was crying.  During previous songs, she had been 
clapping, singing, raising her hands in praise. When I realized she was upset, I reached a 
hand of comfort to her shoulder.  It was meant as a sign of love, but it also kept me an 
arm's distance from her pain.   
 
My eyes glanced down the row. A fellow worshipper caught my eye and motioned with 
his hand for me to go around to stand next to the weeping soul.  As I did, and she sensed 
my nearness, she almost collapsed into my arms. I had never had an adult woman cling 
to me and sob so hard.  The words in the song seemed to give her permission to feel the 
pain, suffering and brokenness of her life.  I was not comfortable.  I didn't know what to 
do to "fix" this for her.   
 
Worship continued, "If your heart is broken..... just lift your hands and say....I know that I 
can make it...."  I realized she didn't need me to fix anything, but just to help her 
worship.  I had never raised my hand in worship. Her delicate black hand in mine, raised 
in the air, is something I will never forget.  Without words, with our simple gesture, she 
testified her faith in Jesus would carry her through.   
 
Brothers and Sisters, 
The Year of Jubilee has come – return you ransomed sinners home.  
Thank you 


