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Matthew 9:9-26; Psalm 33:1-11 

  

I. West End Blues by Louis Armstrong 

            With that trumpet fanfare, he heralded the arrival of new music, a new song. He took 

everything he heard—the popular songs, ragtime, Creole, the blues, gospel, everything, and put it 

into a musical gumbo that no one had ever tasted or heard before.  

            Louis Armstrong grew up in Storyville, one of the roughest neighborhoods of New 

Orleans.  His life was surrounded by hustlers, pimps,gamblers, drunks—in short, 

sinners. Matthew the tax-collector would have been right at home in Armstrong’s 

neighborhood.  Maybe Matthew is sitting at that booth, hearing Armstrong play. In that music, 

he hears everything in his life: the sweet and the sour,the taste of a summer strawberry and the 

sting of a shiv scratching his ribs ina bar brawl.  You can hear Louis singing a scat lullaby, then 

soaring with his trumpet like a jet pilot.  Jazz doesn’t pull any punches.  It doesn’t take you out 

of the real world, it puts you right in the middle of the world and says, “This is.”  Jazz is 

existence music.  It’s got all the laughter and all the moaning of real life.  

            Jesus' ministry was existence ministry.  He looked at all the tax-collectors and sinners 

and even the Pharisees, and he reclined with all of them, shared a table, shared food. Matthew 

heard that clarion call, the trumpet of Jesus’ ministry, and followed him to that rag-tag bunch of 

disciples eating at a table together,smelling the ministry gumbo that Jesus was cooking. 

            By bringing all these things together, Louis Armstrong created something completely 

new.  There’s no musical notation for it, no sound-wave analysis to define it—it just 

swings.  Jesus was swinging, too—swinging with the sinners.  The sinners swung with 

Jesus’new song and they turned the tables on the self-righteous.  The sinners have become the 

new saints. 

II.It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It Ain’t GotThat Swing) by Duke Ellington 

            The scene is a wedding banquet.  The sun is going down, spilling deep colors over the 

Judean landscape.  Torches burn.  Flames jump and tumble frenetically.  The people are 

dancing.  They’re drinking cup after cup of sweet wine.  Feet stomp and slide across the dusty 

dance floor.  

            This was Duke Ellington’s scene—the sensuous night, caressing your partner, quaffing 

spirits and savoring pleasure.How can you listen to this music and not move?—at least tap your 

toes or bob your head.  Jesus is this irresistible new song.  How can you fast while the Living 

Christ is in your midst?  You can’t, because … [“It don’t mean a thing…] 

            Duke Ellington didn’t just write new songs, he founded a whole new musical 

structure.  He invented keys and modes and scales that musicologists still haven’t completely 



figured out.  His music is a new wine.  You can’t just put it in old wine-skins and expect it to 

hold. 

            Jesus made the fast totally new.  Fasting wasn’t about penance anymore.  The Son of 

Man came eating and drinking.  If there’s any fast, it’s fasting from injustice, refusing to 

force-feed the bitter pill of iniquity to the poor.  Ellington was keenly aware of the complex 

intertwining of racial injustice and jazz music in America.  He said: “We [Negroes] stirred in our 

shackles, and our unrest awakened justice in the hearts of a courageous few,and we re-created in 

America the desire for true democracy, freedom for all,the brotherhood of man, principles on 

which the country had been founded.” 

The true fast is preparing for the future when those principles will be realized.  It’s preparing for 

Christ’s return, which happens every moment because he lives and breathes, singing a new song 

in creation.  The new fast is a wedding banquet.  You can’t put Jesus’ new fast into the old 

wine-skin of the traditional fast and expect it to hold.  Feast is the new fast.  In Jesus Christ, the 

Kingdom swings. 

III. Ko-Ko by Charlie “Bird” Parker 

            Revolution.  Charlie Parker started a musical revolution with a simple 

word—“harmony.”  He broke the first rule of music; he threw out the melody 

altogether.  Instead of following the flow of single notes in a tune, he said, “Let’s look at the 

harmonies, the chord changes, the depths.”  He broke through the surface and dived down into 

dark, fast-moving waters of musical expression.  Likewise, Jesus’ ministry tore through the skin 

of dogmatic tradition and dived down into the flesh of faith.  He ministered not in simplistic 

melodies, but in the harmonic chords that bind human and divine. 

            Parker’s life was all about contradiction.  At fifteen he was already hooked on drugs, and 

married at sixteen. His life was a negotiation of opposites. He had moments of pure ecstasy and 

times when despair loomed too large for light to sneak around.  Charlie Parker always rushed, in 

a hurry, but would often sleep on the bandstand,asking the guy next to him to jab him with a pin 

when it was his turn to solo.  He pioneered a music of unsurpassed freedom, yet was himself 

chained in prisons of addiction.  Jazz is all about the negotiation of contradiction—of man and 

woman, of the haves and the have-nots, of melody and harmony, of the human and the Holy. 

            Listening to Bird play, you might think he’s just showing off his music theory and his 

fancy technical skills on the saxophone.  But Charlie Parker wasn’t interested in concert 

halls.  He played in dives and juke joints.  There was even one time when Parker was driving 

through the country, that he saw a cow in afield.  He stopped the car, got out his saxophone, and 

trekked into the field. Parker played eight choruses for that cow because he’d heard that animals 

like music.  Parker’s music, one fellow musician described, “had the velocity of 

celebration.”  He didn’t take this music to the artistically righteous, but to the sinners, the ones 

who needed the healing freedom of harmonic improvisation.  Harmony became the new melody. 

IV. Epistrophy by Thelonius Monk 

            Thelonius Monk wouldn’t speak for days at a time.  He was an enigma.  He sat at the 

piano and played this weird music with its starts and stops, its jagged rhythms, and its unusual 



flatted fifths.  The silent spaces, carefully crafted between dissonance and angular rhythms, was 

as much a part of the music as the notes.  Silence is music’s way of peering into the abyss.  For 

his strange genius, Monk was often ridiculed by jazz audiences.  Even his performances were 

mysterious.  Sometimes he seemed as if he were asleep or in a trance, the only evidence of life 

coming from his splayed fingers practically attacking the piano keys. Then he would suddenly 

awake from his trance, stand up on the band-stand, and start dancing. 

            People mocked Jesus.  He was a strange guy.  He spoke in mysterious parables and 

some of his most profound moments were when he was silent (as he was before Pilate).  He did 

strange things—he touched a woman with a flow of blood, breaking a serious taboo. When he 

told the crowds that the little girl was only sleeping, they mocked him, laughing derisively at the 

misunderstood genius.  But the woman with the flow of blood was healed.  The little girl woke 

up. 

            Jesus was never afraid to peer into the abyss—the abyss of human darkness and 

death.  The silence of music, the death of the body—these are not things to fear.  Monk made us 

listen to silence in a new way. Jesus gave us a new take on death itself.  People will jeer the one 

who deals in taboos—the taboo of silence, the taboo of blood, the taboo of death.  It is often the 

very thing we avoid that is essential for the new to burst through the old. Monk taught us that the 

taboo of silence is at the heart of music.  Jesus taught us that the girl was only sleeping; the 

taboo of death is only an illusion.  Silence is the new music. Life is the new death. 

 

  V. Cantina Band by John Williams 

            This jazz form is so new, it’s not even human.  It’s alien, outer-space alien.  Creatures 

with 9-inch snouts and four arms play musical instruments designed for THEIR bodies.  This is 

music not yet heard.  Jazz is newness incarnate, the future made present. 

            It’s also fun.  In this dive on the far-away planet of Tatooine, there are bounty hunters, 

drug smugglers, and scoundrels listening to jazz.  It gets toes tapping, snouts wiggling, tails 

swishing.  It’s about the velocity of celebration in the mysterious abyss of silent space.  No 

matter where it’s played—in New Orleans,Chicago, Kansas City, or outer space—the thing 

about jazz is that it is the new bursting through the old.  The drummer Art Blakey liked to say, 

“Jazz washes away the dust of everyday life.” 

            The same is true for the Reign of God.  “Sing a new song to the Lord; play skillfully on 

the strings, with loud shouts.” Jesus inaugurates a new heaven and a new earth where 

            Sinners are the new saints 

            Feast is the new fast 

            Harmony is the new melody 

            Life is the new death. 

            Above all, the Kingdom swings. 

            Amen. 


