WHY | NEED OUR CHURCH MUSICIAN

Msgr. James T. Telthorst

This is the sixth in a series of articles
following the conference, “Common,
Uncommon, and Holy Ground,” spon-
sored by the AGO Commiltee on De-
nominational Relations. You are invit-
ed to participate in a workshop on the
topic of the conference at the National
Convention in Denver.

In his book, Living the Message, Eu-
gene Petersen writes: “A poet uses
words not to explain something, and
not to describe something, but to make
something. Poet (poetess) means ‘mak-
er.’ Poetry is not the language of objec-
tive explanation but the language of
imagination. It makes an image of reali-
ty in such a way as to invite our partic-
ipation in it. We do not have more in-
formation after we read the poem, we
have more experience. It is not ‘an ex-
amination of what happens but an im-
mersion in what happens.’”

Early in my educational preparation
for the ministry, one of my classmates
asked an interesting question of our
scripture professor. “You have made of
this Bible a most interesting texthook
for us. Who will not make of it a prayer
book for us?” That question comes often
to mind as I reflect on the years | spent
learning theology, knowing well, 1
hope, the proper dogmas and creeds,
laws, and proper ritual. And indeed, I
value such training and knowledge as
important. After all, it was Saint Teresa
of Avila who said that if one had a
choice between a holy spiritual director
and an educated one, choose the edu-
cated one!

Yet, I know, too, that as much as
learning is necessary, we are often di-
vided within churches and among
churches by the manner of our theology
and the litmus tests we often apply for
proper membership, tests that focus on
the proper understanding of the truths
we hold dear. We speak of how our
churches differ in teachings or prac-
tices, yet we often say little about the ex-
perience of Emmanuel, “God among
us,” discovered as we gather for wor-
ship week after week.

The challenge of worship is a strange
paradox. It is the work of so many, in-
cluding the assembly of believers, in
singing, praying, listening . . . yet all to
reveal the One truly at work among us.
It is experience, not knowledge, as Pe-
terson reminds us, that the poet pro-
vides, reminding me of another class-
mate who many years ago said rather
innocently, “I think we need more poets
and fewer theologians.” Today, I re-
member one of our tradition’s greatest
theologians, Saint Thomas Aquinas,
who provided what many still consider
the clearest theological explanations of
many of our most profound mysteries.

Yet in spite or because of all that he
wrote, he still found it necessary to write
hymns to give full expression to and ex-
perience of these profound mysteries.

I need our church musician because
worship is not simply about teaching
the community or preaching or singing
about a God who seems strangely “else-
where” during such moments, but rather
worship seeks to “realize” the presence
among us, a presence that sometimes, as
Peter discovered on the mountain, de-
mands that the teacher be still and lis-
ten. It is the power of ritual to realize
such presence, whether of high or low
church, and like any poetry or art it
makes use of color and rhythm, words
and music, movement and stillness.

The role of the musician is no easy
task. Although we know the power of
music to manipulate others, to send
armies into battle, to sell unwanted
products to the masses, to create proper
mood in movies, or to provide excite-
ment to crowds of young admiring au-
diences, such is not the role of the
church musician. It is to reveal as only
beauty reveals. And therein the chal-
lenge continues. For is not beauty often
in the eye of the beholder? And so the
debate continues. It is a debate I know I
cannot resolve.

I only know that while music can
move the emotions, create a frenzy in a
gospel church, elicit applause in a
charismatic gathering, and bring tears
in a wedding, these emotions, like wor-

ship itself, need to be in the service of
conversion not simply comfort. Music
faces the same challenges as preaching
and poetry. It can, of course, seek a com-
mon denominator and appeal to the
masses in a popular way and, at best,
truly comfort the afflicted. To draw near
to the gospel, however, is to know not
only the comfort of the Shepherd but
the challenge of the one who spoke in
parable, the one who invited us to fol-
low. The music needs, then, to sexrve the
call and the conversion.

I need the church musician to pro-
vide music that calls us together, unites
us, creates a sense of prayer, and be-
comes prayer itself. How often after a
wedding have 1 overheard someone
compliment the cantor, not the preach-
er, for creating a spirit of prayer. Texts
and tone chosen and employed by the
musician, therefore, demand the same
critical judgment as those chosen by the
preacher. Viewing the movie Amistad,
it was apparent how easy it is to gather
in a church and sing well-established
hymns of generic praise and be so un-
aware of the slavery in which one par-
ticipates. What a challenge: to seek fa-
miliar tunes but texts that participate in
the very challenge of the gospel itself!

I need our church musician because
we do not gather as talking heads, to de-
bate intellectual ideas or theological
differences. We gather as human beings
filled with God’s breath, human beings
whose lives are filled with melody,
rhythm, and movement. The Psalms ex-
press well the combination of rhythm
and texts as they continue today to give
voice to every possible human emo-
tion—the joy and doubt of walking in
faith. How often, too, they sing of so
many varied instruments, as well as cre-
ation itself giving voice to the praise of
God. Without overlooking the added
rhythm of silence so easily neglected in
our rush to be busy about our worship,
I would think that to eliminate the mu-
sician would be to eliminate part of the
human soul, the human spirit, and to
leave so important a part of us outside
the church door.

I need our church musician for, again
to quote Eugene Petersen, “It is particu-
larly appropriate that a poet has the last
word in the Bible. . . . Saint John takes
the familiar words and, by arranging
them in unexpected rhythms, wakes us
up so that we see ‘the revelation of
Jesus Christ’ entire, as if for the first
time.”

Sadly, this “revelation” seems too eas-
ily cast in words debated, discussed, ar-
gued, and offered as a prooftext for one’s
particular rightful stance, as though
both Moses and Jesus’ only testament
was one of words rather than an ongoing

promise of faithful presence. I need our
church musician to reawaken us to an-
other dimension of those timeless words
and stories, a dimension too easily over-
looked in our obsession with words in
our information age. Again, Eugene Pe-
tersen reminds us of the value of song in
his meditation for March 9 in his book,
Living the Message:

“There are songs everywhere in scrip-
ture. The people of God sing. They ex-
press exuberance in realizing the
majesty of God and the mercy of Christ,
the wholeness of reality and their new-
found ability to participate in it. Songs
proliferate. Hymns gather the voices of
men, women, and children into centu-
ry-tiered choirs. Moses sings. Miriam
sings. Deborah sings. David sings. Mary
sings. Angels sing. Jesus and his disci-
ples sing. Paul and Silas sing. When
persons of faith become aware of who
God is and what He does, they sing. The
songs are irrepressible.”

Msgr. James Telthorst is the rector of the
Cathedral Basilica of St. Louis, St. Louis Mo.
A frequent workshop speaker and preacher,
he most recently was awarded the “Great
Preacher Award” from the Aquinas Institute
of Theology, St. Louis, and last year was hon-
ored for “his outstanding contribution as a
Religious Leader in the cause of Sacred Mu-
sic” by the St. Louis AGO Chapter.



