Music during Lent (2022)

This week in the liturgical calendar, we move into one of the somber seasons of the church
year—a beautiful period of reflection and inner work. Lent is not a dreary season; rather, it is
an opportunity for individuals to pause their busy, noisy lives and to turn inward and outward
simultaneously. That is, Lent offers the space to take self-inventory of held beliefs and values
in remembrance of The Light of the World that the seasons of Christmas and Epiphany have
just brought. We can ask questions: Who are we, as Christians, both individually and
collectively? Who are we when we look to the exemplar Jesus who showed the Love that is
God in a human form? What do we hold dear and why?

It seems to me that each of the liturgical periods of the church carries a particular mood and
noise level. For example, the anticipatory quietness of Advent is followed by the joyous
acclamations of Christmas and Epiphany. These seasons mirror the activity levels of our
individual lives which cycle from quietness to noisiness at intervals, during which we find that
we need space for quiet reflection in order to center ourselves, as well as joyous occasions to
give us energy and light. Likewise, the liturgical seasons give opportunity for us to
collectively share and reflect upon grief and rejoicing, just as our lives are a mixture of those
emotions.

To me, the season of Lent encourages Christians to be reflectively meditative; therefore,
church musicians change the selections they play, away from the brightness of the Epiphany
season to the seriousness of the preparation for the crucifixion. The music changes with each
liturgical season, but it shifts especially during Lent. Lenten music should be loving and
generally quiet, encouraging parishioners to think about the Love that is God. Music is one
means of expressing the ineffable. As such, church music should always enhance worship: it
is a part of the experience and not a performance. Music is an offering that expands or
enriches the words of the Bible, the beauty of the prayers, and the message of the clergy,
providing a way to express that which goes beyond words. Even the hymns are appropriate to
the liturgical season. For example, during Lent, hymns containing alleluias generally are not
sung, and neither is the Gloria. However, the music will transform to the joy of Easter after
this serious Lenten time.

During Lent, | particularly like to play the compositions of J.S. Bach (31 March 1685) because
they carry metrical and melodic regularity, along with beauty, that taken together seem to
invoke the reflective side of our spiritual natures. A Protestant German, Bach, the youngest of
eight children, was born into a musical family. Orphaned at ten years of age, Bach was cared
for by other members of the Bach family who nurtured his musical talent. As an adult, he
served in several cities as their court or church musician, composing and performing both
sacred and secular music for the organ, choirs, and a variety of other instruments, but his
favorite instrument was the organ. He had a large family of his own, with most of his
children also being professional musicians. Unfortunately, he had failing eyesight and sought
help from a person who was later known to be a medical fraud. Bach died from complications
resulting from that eye surgery. While his music was much revered by other musicians of his
time, he did not achieve renown until the early nineteenth century when Felix Mendelssohn
performed Bach’s St. Matthew’s Passion, reviving interest in his compositions. Now he is
often given the title of being the world’s greatest composer.



Given the current world situation, with the invasion of Ukraine and a lingering pandemic, we
enter Lent this year with extremely heavy and troubled hearts. Perhaps as the music is
played in these upcoming weeks, we can use the time to say prayers for the Ukrainian and
Russian people and to envision peace for them and for ourselves. Or, we can just sit and be
and let Love ignite within us.

| appreciate the many kind and encouraging comments that you, the Walnut Hill congregation,
give to me on a regular basis. It is my pleasure to be your organist. Thank you.

Peace,
Angela



