
MUSIC 

When I was a child my father belonged to a concert party known as ‘The Philomels’. He was 

a baritone and they performed in church halls and public halls around our area in London 

and I clearly remember two of his songs: The first from Gilbert and Sullivan’s ‘Patience’. 

Prithee, pretty maiden – prithee, tell me true, 
(Hey, but I'm doleful, willow willow waly!) 
Have you e'er a lover a-dangling after you? 
Hey, willow waly O! 
I would fain discover 
If you have a lover! 
Hey, willow waly O! 
 
Prithee, pretty maiden, will you marry me? 

(Hey, but I'm hopeful, willow, willow waly!) 

etc 

This he sang to my mother, which even when I was quite small, made me feel 

uncomfortable. 

The second was from Handel’s "Rodelinda" (1725), except the English words date from 1910 

and are by W. G. Rothery. It was made famous by the Lancashire contralto Kathleen Ferrier.  

Art thou troubled? Music will calm thee, 
Art thou weary? Rest shall be thine, 
Music, source of all gladness, 
Heals thy sadness at her shrine, 
Music ever divine, 
Music calleth with voice divine. 
 

And that’s the idea I want to begin to explore: music ever divine. Because at the Moot this 

week we heard a proposition along the lines that music, especially of the sacred kind, like 

Byrd, Palestrina and Bach, particularly when performed well, is theological; it is a medium 

through which to see God, the spiritual, the transcendent, the uplifting, the transformative. 

It touches the Spirit…whatever that means. It conveys something of value that is far beyond 

and above the humdrum, the ordinary, and the commercial. And yet music is a traded 

commodity: the pop industry or the opera industry - Covent Garden, Glyndebourne, or our 

local Garsington Opera, where seats are about £150 each. I’ve been a few times, usually as 

someone else’s guest, and on no occasion has it been a religious experience for me. On the 

other hand I’ve often passed through the church here - like many tourists - and been 

transported by the sound of a rehearsal. Sometimes, there are as many people sitting in 

those pews listening to a rehearsal as there are at a performance. You could probably see 

this for yourself at 4pm this afternoon when the choir starts rehearsing for Choral Evensong. 

It’s a real puzzle to understand exactly what’s going on; or to put your finger on the secret 

ingredient, the moment of epiphany, the exhalation of breath that says, ‘Ah, that’s it.’ Not 

least because those theologians who are proposing this theory also tell us that music is 



culturally relative and can’t explain why going to a rock festival is rarely described in terms 

of religious revelation. Although when you feel a wave of patriotism, hearing the beating of 

the drums and bugles at the trooping of the Colour for example, I suspect the psychological 

analysis would show a similar emotion. And there is a further religious factor in a live 

performance – the personal. We are very used to hearing music as an electronically 

reproduced sound, edited to perfection by sophisticated recording equipment, but devoid 

of the context of the people who play and sing it. It can be a bit like an air brushed 

photograph in a glossy magazine – inhuman and virtual. But a rehearsal often allows you to 

get much closer to the musicians than in a performance – unless you can afford the very 

best seats - and when you get close enough you can see the nerves, the effort, the physical 

and mental challenge. A couple of nights ago I was lucky enough to meet the internationally 

famous violinist Nicola Benedetti, who brings a mixture of technical brilliance, interpretative 

skill and personal beauty to her art. On her collar bone is a permanent red callous of the skin 

where the violin rubs during the hours of practice that that a virtuoso must put in.   

And I say this is religious because Christianity majors on the personal and on relationship. It 

all derives from the notion that God is love and that godliness is intricately connected with 

self-giving relationship.  

The silly thing is that whenever someone talks of an experience touching the spirit, or giving 

a theological insight, there is, nine times out of ten, an unspoken assumption that this is 

somehow supernatural. And at that point the sceptic coughs politely and thinks that if that’s 

how you think, then you’re entitled to your opinion. But of course, God is not supernatural. 

If God is the creative energy that enabled life to happen, then God is natural by definition. 

God is not defying the laws of nature, but right there in the laws of nature. And we know 

that music obeys the laws of physics and the vibrations that make sound are fundamentally 

natural, so that the emotional or spiritual elevation that we experience on occasions with 

music is simply revelational about the meaning of things. And what makes it even more 

attractive is that that revelation is often achieved without words. 

Now I have to say that when I reached this point at 9.43am last Friday, when thinking what 

to say this morning, I suddenly felt myself asking whether this discussion is just too twee. Is 

it the theological equivalent of fiddling while Rome burns?  

What about the ethics of Greece. Is a dominant North European economy exploiting the 

poor Greeks and should we baulk at that in much the same way as we would to see a banker 

kicking a homeless beggar?  

Or terrorism. Is terrorism a phenomenon for which we should take moral responsibility 

because it is driven by political injustice? Another example of the haves and have nots. Is 

the violent uprising of the less prosperous in some sense acceptable? Or is Islam still 

basically a violent religion just as it is a sexist one. Is Christian ethics always so counter 

cultural that we should justify the underdog in all circumstances without ever seeing the 

underdogs’ faults? If Greeks had paid their taxes over the past 30 years there wouldn’t be 

this crisis. 

Are we in danger of not being edgy enough? Wasn’t Jesus edgy? 



Well, some people come to church to find a spiritual shelter from the barrage of frightening 

and worrying news. And it occurs to me that Jesus didn’t speak out against the Roman 

political system, for example. He didn’t engage in organised politics, although the zealots 

would have liked him to. His ethics were personal and demanding. As if to say: start from 

the individual and that witness might spread to the body politic. He was concerned with 

what it was like to be up close to a person, at the rehearsal perhaps, rather than buying the 

sound recording.  

Jesus told the missioners he was sending out: “Wherever you enter a house, stay there until 

you leave the place. If any place will not welcome you and they refuse to hear you, as you 

leave, shake off the dust that is on your feet as a testimony against them.” So they went out 

and proclaimed that all should repent. They cast out many demons, and anointed with oil 

many who were sick and cured them. 

 


