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“Surround Sound” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Psalm 104:1-33 

O C T O B E R  2 1 ,  2 0 1 8  

 

We are surrounded.  Surrounded by 
the love of God that searches and keeps us.  
As we just sang.  The God who walks behind 
us, goes ahead of us to light our way, can 
be found beneath us and above us, and in 
all ways.i 

 We are surrounded by opportunities, 
distractions, and challenges.  And the things 
that surround us and envelop us help to 
define who we are.  At times, our 
surroundings can make us forget who we 
are.  We can go about life with so much to 
stimulate us – noises and sights, phones at 
our finger tips and scooters in the sidewalks 
that we can forget where we were going or 
what we were doing.  Speaking 
theologically, our surroundings can make us 
forget whose we are.   

At other times our surroundings can 
help to define us in a positive way and serve 
to remind us of exactly who we are meant to 
be and remind us that we are surrounded by 
the love of God.  But as the hymn we just 
sang suggests, we can use those who see us 
to help us come to know and see and hear 
Christ. 

 This Psalm is a wonderful hymn to 
God the creator.  It is like the Psalmist has 
taken one of those panoramic photos or a 
360 degree video, looking in all 
directions:  toward the ocean, toward the 
fields and forests and deserts, up to the sky 
to learn about God.  And everywhere this 
writer looks, in all directions, there are notes 
of praise emanating. 

 Some parts of the Psalm translate 
easily into our time.  “You cause the grass to 
grow for the cattle, and plants for people to 
use” (Psalm 104:13) and “by the streams the 
birds of the air have their habitation” (Psalm 
104:12).  We could say the same thing. 

 Other things surrounding the 
Psalmist all those years ago in a far off place 
made Mel and me scratch our heads.  Like 
the sentence that begins, “the high 
mountains are for the wild goats” (Psalm 
104:18).  I am good with that – we saw wild 
goats at the top of a mountain ridge in 
Glacier National Park this summer, but what 
about the next phrase in this verse?  “The 
rocks are a refuge for the coneys.” 
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 Anyone?  Coneys? 

 It’s an old English name for the 
rabbit.  But in this case, according to Smith’s 
Bible Dictionary, it is a gregarious animal of 
the class Pachydermata, which is found in 
Palestine, living in the caves and clefts of the 
rocks, and has been erroneously identified 
with the rabbit or coney. Its scientific name 
as Hyrax syriacus . The hyrax satisfies exactly 
the expressions in Psalms 104:18 and 
Proverbs 30:26.  Its color is gray or brown 
on the back, white on the belly; it is like the 
alpine marmot, scarcely of the size of the 
domestic cat, having long hair, a very short 
tail and round ears. It is found on Lebanon 
and in the Jordan and Dead Sea valleys.ii 

I love that the Psalmist looked 
around and saw this animal and saw God at 
work.  It might be like us looking out our 
window, seeing a squirrel, and 
understanding something about God. 

 And then the Psalmist goes on to 
mention Leviathan – the mythical sea 
monster in this Psalm becomes a playful 
sporting creative in the Mediterranean. 

 The point for us today is not a lesson 
about a common animal or a mythical 
creature but to realize that by looking in all 
directions, by studying our surroundings, the 
Psalmist could see signs of the creative 
power of God and all these years later offer 
direction for our lives. 

 And so it is for us.  To be a good 
church we need to look in all directions.  We 
need to learn from what is around us if we 
want to be “in the city for good.”  We are in 
the middle of a worship series we are calling 
"Central 360" – thinking to our past and to 
our future.  Striding out of this building and 
looking in all directions - to the river to our 
south.  And to the capital to our north.  

Thinking about the housing to our east and 
west (and other directions).  Thinking 
outward even as we seek inward peace and 
grounding.   

  

 We have looked to our past and our 
first pastor arriving on a river boat, and how 
when this church was built, and how our 
transportation patterns have changed how 
we are located and how people can and do 
arrive.  How a town that was once based 
solely on river traffic adapted to roads and 
then a highway and now light rail. 

 

 We looked at this as a neighborhood 
filled with artists and known for art.  And 
how we as a church both reflect that interest 
and can amplify an artistic sensibility. 

 

 We have looked in all directions with 
food and hunger as an organizing angle.  At 
small restaurants and fancy restaurants and 
also at the issue of hunger that confronts us 
and our neighbors.  And we are working to 
have a bigger and better impact to help  

  

 Central 360 – looking at who we are 
by what we are surrounded by.  To wonder if 
and how God is at work in front of, behind 
and beneath, at work in our past and 
guiding us toward a bright future. 

 Several things prompted this Central 
360 series.  We are expanding our staff and 
have begun a search for an Associate 
Pastor.  As we zeroed in what we wanted this 
new staff person to do, we decided that a 
major focus of their work will be right here in 
the downtown and lowertown 
neighborhoods.  As we tried to describe 
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these neighborhoods and the opportunities, 
it became clear once again how unique and 
cool this city is. 

 At the same time, we were doing 
some work to refresh our website and our 
communications – rebranding – that tries to 
articulate who we are and how we relate to 
what is around us. 

We are surrounded by opportunities, 
distractions, challenges.  And these help 
define who we are.  Today, as you can see 
represented on the bulletin cover, we will be 
thinking about how the cultural opportunities 
that surround us shape our identity.  There 
are so many different and wonderful cultural 
opportunities. 

Outside our heavy historic doors we 
can see the Fitzgerald Theater, and look up 
toward the History Theater.  Two great 
theaters within a matter of steps. 

There is a jazz concert at the Ordway 
today.   

Professional hockey at the Excel – the 
Minnesota Wild that draw sellout crowds.  
And to that direction, during the summer, we 
are but a short walk to one of the prettiest 
baseball ballparks in the minor leagues . . . 
with a trained pig who delivered balls to the 
umpire 

 To be in a setting where there is 
more going on than one person could 
possibly attend is a good thing. 

 People are constantly asking me if I 
have seen such and such, or if I am 
planning to go to that great event.  Someone 
wrote me saying since I was downtown, I 
had to see a play called The Agitators at the 
Park Square Theater just five blocks or so 
from here that is running through next 
weekend.  Here’s the brief description. 

Nothing changes if people are not 
talking about it. Young abolitionists 
when they met in the 1840s, Susan B. 
Anthony and Frederick Douglass were full 
of hopes, dreams and a common purpose. A 
fascinating story of a seemingly unlikely, yet 
true friendship – lasting 45 years from its 
beginning in Rochester, New York, through 
a Civil War and on to the highest halls of 
government. Great allies? Yes. And at 
times, great adversaries. They agitated the 
nation, they agitated each other and, in 
doing so, they helped shape the Constitution 
and the course of American history.iii 

Within their publicity was a great 
quote from the Director.  “Stories help 
provide context and meaning for our lives 
and can inspire us to think more critically 
about how we fit into the world and what 
responsibilities we have to each other.”iv  
What a great quote.  And isn’t that what we 
are trying to do here?  Looking at stories 
that provide context and meaning for our 
lives?  Thinking critically about how we fit 
into the world?  Wondering what 
responsibilities we have to each other.  The 
work of the church can be supported and 
enhanced by the cultural opportunities 
around us. 

The point of this fall’s sermon series 
is to think about who we are as a church by 
looking in all directions.  So today, as we 
think about how the cultural opportunities 
around us shape who we are, here are a few 
things that come to me.  If people go 
downtown or choose to live downtown 
because of these opportunities this impacts 
the neighbors we have and the ways we can 
serve our neighbors as Jesus commands. 

If people go downtown to have fun – 
like at a concert or at a Saints game, well, 
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going downtown to church should be fun as 
well. 

 Last month we had a retreat for 
Families with children – 41 of us gathered.  
And one of the highlights is playing games 
together.  There was a lot of laughter, and 
when you play together you can learn how 
other people think.  It turns out that we have 
some wonderfully conniving and competitive 
folks! 

 Church should be fun – I’m involved 
in a lot of meetings here at Central.  We get 
business done, we move projects forward, 
but we also get to know one another and 
there is frequent laughter.  The fun is both a 
byproduct and should be nurtured. 

 And so next Sunday, the Cabaret.  
We are about some really important serious 
things here at Central, but we don’t need to 
take ourselves too seriously.  What is the line 
from Mary Poppins?  “In every job that must 
be done, there is an element of fun.”  Next 
Sunday will be fun. 

If people go downtown for cultural 
opportunities, well, we should be right on 
that same map of cultural events.  Mary 
Poppins.  A guest saxophonist.  A choir that 
tackles tough music and rehearses it until it 
is ready.  There is an expectation for quality 
in a downtown setting, and well, we are 

intentional in what we do and we try to bring 
our best.  

 At least one more thing comes to my 
mind.  Change – changing opportunities at 
concert halls and galleries.  The History 
Theater knows that Glensheen the Musical 
was a huge hit, a moneymaker, a reliable 
way to fill their seats.  But they don’t just put 
that on over and over.  New shows must run.  
Change is a good thing.  And that is what is 
always happening in this pretty mobile 
neighborhood.  New apartments and 
condos are being built.  The population is 
both ever-changing and at the same time 
increasing.  So we should take a page from 
our cultural neighbors and keep changing 
and expanding our offerings.  And with our 
surroundings, we are poised to grow and we 
should be actively planning for that 
possibility. 

 Like it was for the Psalmist, who 
looked in all directions and saw 
opportunities to reflect upon and give praise 
to God, so it is for us.   

We are surrounded by opportunities to grow 
and serve and create meaning and beauty.   

  May it be so.  Amen.   

 

 

i From the hymn, God, Be the Love to Search and Keep Me by Richard Bruxvoort Colligan, 2004, which has the refrain 
“O Christ, surround me; O Christ, surround me.” 
ii https://biblehub.com/topical/c/coney.htm 
iii The Agitators, written by Mat Smart and directed by Signe V. Harriday; https://parksquaretheatre.org/box-
office/shows/2018-19/the-agitators/ 
iv Signe V. Harriday 

                                                            


