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One Spirit, Many Songs

This hymn festival by Mary Louise Bringle, chair of the Presbyterian Committee on Congregational Song (PCOCS), was presented on November 13, 2011, at Central Presbyterian Church in Louisville, Kentucky. Bringle was assisted in leadership by PCOCS members Adam Copeland, Charlie Frost, Karen Hastings-Flegel, Paul Huh, and Mary Beth Jones, as well as hymnal editor David Eicher. 

“When the Morning Stars Together” (GtG #689)
Albert Bayly, 1969

Weisse Flaggen, Tochter Sion, Cologne 1741


Lord, we bring our gift of music; 
touch our lips and fire our hearts, 
teach our minds and train our senses, 
fit us for these sacred arts. 

Choir and praise band, drum and organ 
each a sacred offering brings, 
while, inspired by your own Spirit, 
every living creature sings! 

In our festival this afternoon, we celebrate the Holy Spirit, the source of all creation’s song—

the One who makes old songs new again, 
as they come to life for us in uplifting and surprising ways;

the One who inspires poets and composers 
to create new songs with fresh images and fetching melodies.

We celebrate the oneness of the Spirit who spoke at Pentecost in an astonishing plurality of languages, and who continues to speak to us in a plurality of images and rhythms, tonalities and tunes.  

Recognizing our oneness with worshipers around the world, we continue our festival with an invocation from the Taizé community in France, calling upon the Holy Spirit to come and “kindle in our hearts the flame of love, that . . . it may glow and reach to all forever.” We follow with a story from the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and a hymn text by an author from New Zealand set to a tune by a composer from Singapore — fitting ways to honor the One who soars and dances in the wind, filling our hearts and refreshing our spirits. But first, we affirm our faith together:

We trust in God the Holy Spirit,

everywhere the giver and renewer of life.

Veni Sancte Spiritus
Pentecost sequence, Taizé community

“Holy Spirit, Come to Us” (GtG #281)
Taizé Veni Sancte, Jacques Berthier

The Kite Story 
Anna Kurtycz

When Grace was born everybody said that she had the most beautiful green hair and green skin. Everybody was very pleased with that, because Grace came from a green family. 

When Rod was born everybody admired his red eyes and red hands. Everybody was pleased with that, because Rod came from a red family. 

Even if they were different colors, Grace and Rod became best friends. They went to the same school and did many things together, like playing ball, reading, looking at the clouds, singing and drawing. Rod and Grace lived across the street from each other in the town of A Hundred Colors. 

But one day a red man in the town got angry with a green man. He yelled at him and decided that all green people were his enemies. His anger was so strong that it sparked other angers wherever he went, and in a few months many red people were fighting against green people in the streets and the businesses around town. The children were confused, because they still had friends of all colors. But because it was dangerous to be out in the city, they were now kept at home and apart from each other in their separate yards and houses. 

As time passed, the anger between red and green people grew so intense that they decided they couldn’t live together any longer. So they cut the town of A Hundred Colors in two and built a big wall between the parts, just down the middle of the street where Grace and Rod lived. Many people were forced to leave their homes and jobs and friends in order to move from one side of the wall to the other. Grace was very sad because now, her city was only green instead of a hundred colors. The wall was so tall and gray and forbidding, and her best friend was on the other side. 


One day when Grace was coming home from school, she saw birds flying from one side of the city to the other. If people could fly, she thought, we would be able to cross the wall and play with our friends on the other side. Then Grace had a wonderful idea. Why not build a kite to communicate with Rod on the other side of the wall? Even if she couldn’t fly like a bird, she could still send a signal to her friend to let him know she was thinking about him. 

So, Grace built a big blue kite and wrote “Hello” on it in letters bold enough to be seen from far away. Every day after school, she went outdoors to fly her kite. Three days passed, but there was still no sign from the other side of the wall. She couldn’t help but feel disappointed. But her parents told her to be patient, so she kept up her kite flying all week long. 

On Saturday morning Grace’s mother went to wake her up with a big smile, and sent her out to see what was happening. There it was! Not only one, but dozens of kites of all colors saying hello to her and to all the other green boys and girls: a multi-colored friendship, higher than any walls, dancing across the sky.

“As the Wind Song through the Trees” (GtG #292)
Shirley Erena Murray, 2008

Swee Hong Lim, 2008

“Making worlds that are new, making peace come true . . . so it is with the Spirit of God.”

When the two largest streams of Presbyterianism in the United States reunited to form the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in 1983, a committee was appointed to draft a confession to summarize our shared beliefs. After a lengthy process of writing and review, the Brief Statement of Faith was adopted by the presbyteries in 1991. Affirmations from that declaration form the outline for our festival this evening, offering the skeleton to which we add the flesh of our embodied and multilingual songs, celebrating the fact that 

We all are one in mission, 

we all are one in call,

our varied gifts united 

by Christ the Lord of all.

Yet, even though we profess and aspire to such oneness, we also acknowledge our ongoing need to call upon the Prince of Peace and God of Love to come and “reconcile all nations.” For, only by grace does it happen that beneath our varied languages and traditions, our widely divergent beliefs and practices, ultimately

todos las razas que habitan la tierra … all the races that inhabit the earth
Somos el cuerpo de Cristo … We are the body of Christ.  

So, let us affirm together:

The Spirit 

sets us free to accept ourselves and to love God and neighbor,

and binds us together with all believers

in the one body of Christ, the church.

“Come Now, O Prince of Peace” (GtG #103)
Geonyong Lee, paraphrased by Marion Pope

O so so, Geonyong Lee

Unity and Diversity in the Body
1 Corinthians 12:4–14

4There are different kinds of gifts, but the same Spirit distributes them. 5There are different kinds of service, but the same Lord. 6There are different kinds of working, but in all of them and in everyone it is the same God at work. 

7Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good. 8To one there is given through the Spirit a message of wisdom, to another a message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, 9to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healing by that one Spirit, 10to another miraculous powers, to another prophecy, to another distinguishing between spirits, to another speaking in different kinds of tongues, and to still another the interpretation of tongues. 11All these are the work of one and the same Spirit, who distributes them to each one.  12Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts form one body, so it is with Christ. 13For we were all baptized by one Spirit so as to form one body—whether Jews or Gentiles, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. 14Even so, the body is not made up of one part but of many.

“We All Are One in Mission” (GtG #733)
Rusty Edwards, 1986


Es Flog Ein Kleins Waldvögelein, harm. 1904 

Somos el Cuerpo de Cristo / 
Jaime Cortez and Bob Hurd, 1994

“We Are the Body of Christ” (GtG #768)
Somos el Cuerpo, Jaime Cortez

“All are invited to feast at the banquet.”  

Trappist monk and composer Chrysogonus Waddell once told this story:

June 12, 1980: The [leprosy hospital] on Guimaras [a small island in the Philippines]. It was St. Alice’s Day, the feast of the 13th century mystic and leper. Since this feast is, appropriately enough, the patronal feast of the leprosy hospital, much of the day's activity in the spacious compound was being directed toward the preparations for the coming feast.  

In one of the large barrack-wards, Sr Marie introduced Fr Fabian and me to some of the men who were preparing their music for the next day’s celebration. There were three of them, each with his own musical instrument. The instruments themselves had been fashioned with great love, skill and ingenuity by one of the members of the trio. A musicologist would have a bit of difficulty, I admit, in classifying each of these instruments, probably settling for something generic, like “a guitar-like string instrument.” But each of these instruments was the work of a true craftsman.  

What struck deepest, however, was the music itself, or rather, the musicians. I doubt that the three players had between them four whole fingers. Their hands ended mostly in knobs and stubs.  What kind of music can you play with one finger, a knuckle-bone and a few stubs? Not one of the three was physically able to negotiate more than a few notes and chord-sequences. And yet, by pooling their limited resources, and by each contributing his own limited efforts, these men were playing and singing music, real music, beautiful music. . . .

If the highly gifted (or even the moderately gifted) individuals can exercise their gifts at liturgy for the sake of the community, splendid! But even more important is the willingness of the rest of us, those of us with only stubs and knobs instead of fingers, to join with others like ourselves. Within such a matrix a community liturgy has every chance of flourishing.

Within such a matrix, community itself has every chance of flourishing. All are invited to use our gifts and callings, responding to the grace of God—working to make music together;

to provide forgiveness, reconciliation, healing, freedom; shelter, safety, clean water and bread;

a place at the table—for everyone born.

So, let us affirm with one voice:

The same Spirit who inspired the prophets and apostles

engages us through the Word proclaimed,

feeds us with the bread of life and the cup of salvation,

and calls women and men to all ministries of the church.

“For Everyone Born, a Place at the Table” (GtG #769)
Shirley Erena Murray, 1998

Brian Mann, 2006

The Story Behind the Song

“God will delight when we are creators of justice—justice and joy.”

Doris Akers was one such creator.  Born in Brookfield, Missouri, 1923, she was one of ten children. She learned to play the piano by ear at age six and by age ten had composed her first song. By the time she was twelve, she had organized a five-piece band. When she was only 22 years of age, she moved to Los Angeles, where she encountered a thriving gospel music community. In 1958, during a time of acute racial tensions, she launched a multiracial gospel singing group called the Sky Pilot Choir. In the 50s and 60s, people would drive for miles to hear their song arrangements.  

One Sunday morning in 1962, she was rehearsing the choir prior to a worship service.  The time for the service to begin had all but arrived.  But Akers refused to let her singers go.  “You are not ready to go in yet,” she announced.  She didn’t feel as if they had prayed enough, and she firmly believed—as she often said—that “prayer is more important than great voices.”  The pastor was waiting in the auditorium, wanting to start the service.  She sent word to tell him what was happening.  The choir began praying with renewed fervor.  Finally, Akers said, “We have to go. I hate to leave this room and I know you hate to leave, but you know we do have to go to the service. But there is such a sweet, sweet Spirit in this place.”

Akers subsequently told an interviewer: “Songwriters always have their ears open to a song. The song started ‘singing’ to me that very minute. I wanted to write it down but couldn’t. I thought the song would be gone after the service. Following the benediction, I went home. The next morning, to my surprise, I heard the song again, so I went to the piano and . . .  put it all down.” 

Every time we feel that “sweet, sweet Spirit” moving in our hearts, we will pray – and we will sing!

“There’s a Sweet, Sweet Spirit in This Place” (GtG #408)
Doris Akers, 1962

“Every Time I Feel the Spirit” (GtG #66)
African-American Spiritual

Sometimes the Holy Spirit appears from the mouth of God in fire and smoke . . . and sometimes, in gentler, more feminine imagery, as in this text from hymn poet John Bell:

She sits like a bird, brooding on the waters,

hovering on the chaos of the world’s first day.

She sighs and she sings, mothering creation,

waiting to give birth to all the Word will say.

She wings over earth, resting where she wishes,

lighting close at hand or soaring through the skies.

She nests in the womb, welcoming each wonder,

nourishing potential hidden to our eyes.

She is the Spirit, “welcoming each wonder”: calling us to honor all persons, 

regardless of ability or disability, 

regardless of nationality or ethnicity, 

regardless of orientation or age —

calling us to honor all persons and creatures, even in the face of opposition or resistance, because ultimately, oneness is God's will. “When eyes begin to see all people’s dignity; when hungry hearts find bread, and children’s dreams are fed; when creatures, once forlorn, find wilderness re-born,” then, truly, light will dawn on our weary world. Until that day, let us affirm together:

In a broken and fearful world, the Spirit gives us courage

to pray without ceasing,

to unmask idolatries in church and culture,

to hear the voices of peoples long silenced,

and to work with others for justice, freedom, and peace.

“When Hands Reach Out and Fingers Trace” (GtG #302)
Carolyn Winfrey Gillette, 2001

O Waly Waly, English Traditional

“This Is My Song” (GtG #340)
Lloyd Stone, 1934 and Georgia Harkness, d. 1974

Finlandia, Jean Sibelius

“Light Dawns on a Weary World” (GtG #79)
Mary Louise Bringle, 2001

Temple of Peace, William Rowan, 2001

Anticipating the wonder of such shalom, join me in voicing our shared thanksgiving and our shared hope:

In gratitude to God, empowered by the Spirit,

we strive to serve Christ in our daily tasks

and to live holy and joyful lives,

even as we watch for God’s new heaven and new earth,

praying with the whole creation, Come, Lord Jesus!

Benediction

St. Augustine, who inspired the formula “to sing is to pray twice,” also had these words to say about singing:

O the happiness of the heavenly alleluia, sung in security, in fear of no adversity! We shall have no enemies in heaven, we shall never lose a friend. God’s praises are sung both there and here, but here they are sung in anxiety, there, in security; here they are sung by those destined to die; there, by those destined to live forever; here they are sung in hope, there, in hope’s fulfillment; here they are sung by wayfarers, there, by those living in their own country.

So let us sing now, not in order to enjoy a life of leisure, but in order to lighten our labors. You should sing as wayfarers do—sing, but continue your journey. Do not be lazy, but sing to make your journey more enjoyable. Sing, but keep going.
 

“Sing, but keep going.” Go into all the earth . . .

“Go to the World” (GtG #295)
Sylvia Dunstan, 1991

Sine Nomine, Ralph Vaughan Williams, 1906
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