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Growing up, we had an old pump organ in the living room. Of course, we were living in grandma’s 
house at the time, so I guess it was grandma’s pump organ. And the living room it sat in, grandma’s living 
room, was where the fancier furniture lived, too, so we didn’t spend a whole lot of time in there. That room 
looked and smelled nicer than any other part of the house, so we weren’t supposed to do much living in it. 
Never understood that name, living room. No, we did most of our living in the kitchen, the shared bedrooms, 
the long hall with wooden floors you could slide down in socks or tucked into a sleeping bag. We lived in the 
den, with a TV and an Atari and an overturned bucket of off-brand legos. The living room was sterile and 
uncomfortable, and the warmth of the wood paneling in the rest of the house was hidden away by outdated 
wallpaper. A fella couldn’t relax in a room like that. Your back’d be as ramrod straight as a shaker chair, and 
your soul better be just as solid.  

Now, the family did gather in that room once in a blue moon, but often enough that I remember those 
times. We’d sit around the pump organ, trying to figure out how in the world you were supposed to pull the 
knobs, push the keys, and stomp the pedals all at the same time. It was an ordeal, and while the sounds I 
produced on that machine were never quite melodic, the breath of the bellows filling with each rock of my feet 
seemed to fit the stately spirit of the space. Sometimes, I’d just sit there and rock my feet back and forth, 
listening to the old organ breathe. At least then, something was living in that room. 

But I remember once or twice, someone that knew what they were doing with the pumps and the stops 
and the keys came by, and the breathing wooden box suddenly sang, and it led us in choruses of songs I’d only 
heard on Sundays. Most of us didn’t have trained voices, but between the neighborhood virtuoso on the bench 
and my uncle’s polished baritone standing behind her and turning pages, we managed just fine. You’d know the 
songs we sang, and if you’d been in the room, you’d’ve probably sung ‘em, too. Even now, these songs hold a 
dear place in my heart, and a few months ago, when I saw the same pump organ in our own organist’s house, I 
felt at ease. For one thing, her’s isn’t in a sterile no-one’s-allowed-in-here kind of room. But for another, it was 
a comfort to know that that old time religion, or at least the box it breathed from, was here, too. Just A Closer 
Walk With Thee, How Great Thou Art, old gospel standards that nearly every country singer has contributed a 
cover of to the world. Even Elvis took a break from swinging his hips to sing this stuff. Patsy Cline and Johnny 
Cash and Willie Nelson and Carrie Underwood and BB King. They all added their voices to this never-ending 
chorus. And so did we. But my favorite of all those, at least back then, was the raucous treat Gimme That Old 
Time Religion. I loved seeing everyone bounce to the music, and I swear that organ player used every key in 
front of her, and, little did I know it, Christ was praised. 

See, I had fun, you know, but I also got to where I was a little nervous to go in that room anymore. I 
pumped the lungs of the organ less and less, and those hymn sings got to be less and less fun. I think, instead of 
livening up the room, the deadness of the room seeped into the singing. That Old Time Religion turned into a 
thing that happened in a room I wasn’t supposed to go in with muddy shoes, or unwashed hands, or a bowl of 
cereal. Something changed, and the joy of gathering became a chore. I’d get in trouble for not bouncing enough 
or letting my attention latch on to an old stain on the wall or a depression in the carpet. I didn’t care so much 
anymore for all that. But still, the family gathered, and still we sang. And when the singing got real good, I 
couldn’t help but enjoy myself. Suddenly, there was life where there wasn’t much living before. 

We’d eat together, too. Not in that room, God no. No, we’d gather at the table, and spread out to a 
folding card table that was never used for card playing, and cram in on the couch, anywhere, really, where there 
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was a place to sit with a paper plate on your lap and a cup tucked between your knees. And then somebody’d 
start talking about how things were going, and before you knew it, somebody’d be yelling at somebody else 
about something that was wrong in the world, at least according to their sensibilities. I remember being 
surprised by how often the Devil came up, or at least the specter of that old goat. And I remember seeing eyes 
roll when somebody’d bring up the Bible to explain what some politician was doing or to condemn another one. 
It’s funny, you know. For a few years, one half of the room rolled their eyes while the other half deployed 
scripture to support their side. And then, a few years later, they’d switch roles. The other half of the room would 
start deploying scripture and the other side would roll their eyes. That old time religion breathed a little different 
once we got away from the singing. 

Now, Paul talks about imitating the faith of our leaders, but during those meals, even after singing and 
smiling and playing together, it was like we couldn’t even agree on who the leaders were. Either they thought 
the person in office was the leader and everyone that criticized them or what they did was wrong OR the person 
in office had gotten there as some kind of a cheat and everyone that criticized them were the true leaders. This 
was thirty years ago, mind you. So, if you were gonna listen to Paul and imitate the faith of your leaders, you 
got to pick and choose which leaders to imitate. But I don’t think that’s what Paul had in mind. He says, 
“Remember your leaders, those who spoke the word of God to you; consider the outcome of their way of life, 
and imitate their faith.” See, I don’t think he’s saying “when your leaders talk about God, do whatever they 
say.” The Bible has too much to say elsewhere about unfaithful leaders leading the people astray. I think what 
matters here is that bit about “those who spoke the word of God.” See, quoting scripture as a means to an end, 
that’s not the word of God, that’s politicking. But if we don’t know our story, it’s easy to be swayed by a 
cherry-picked quote here and there. Meanwhile, Jeremiah warns of a nation turning to gods that are no gods. 
Loving money, turning away strangers, forgetting those in prison.  

I’ve got some family that, right about now, would roll their eyes at this kind of preaching, but folks, if 
we want to talk about that old time religion, we’ve gotta go back further than a pump organ in the Eighties. 
We’ve gotta go back further than a song written in the 1800s. We’ve gotta go way back, back to a God that 
wonders where things went so wrong that people’d turn away. Back to a God that urges us to sing with joy 
when we remember what that God has done. Back to a God that urges us to love and to welcome and to give. 
And back to a God that holds humility and generosity as virtue and expects us to put whoever the putdown in 
society are, to put them in a place of honor. That’s that real old time religion. I don’t know if that’s the kind we 
were singing about with my grandma’s old pump organ, but it’s a religion that brings life back into places that 
don’t feel much like living.  

Gimme that old time religion. Gimme that word pumped in with the breath of song. Gimme that old time 
religion. Gimme that life that comes with God. Gimme that old time religion. And gimme that life where there 
wasn’t much living before. Gimme that old time religion. 
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