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a bird doesn’t sing because


it has an answer, it sings


because it has a song.


 


From “A Cup of Sun”


by Joan Walsh Anglund


a favorite quote of the


late Maya Angelou




Foreword


When my children were small we lived in New York City, and a regular feature of those beautiful summer evenings was a subway ride away at Yankee Stadium. We would grab some cheap seats and not-so-cheap eats and delight in watching our Yankees, win or lose. We would watch our left-handed sluggers put home run after home run in the seats of the short porch in right field. We would come out of our seats when our boys of summer pulled off a suicide squeeze. The infielders in those days were so good that one could easily forget you were at a ballgame and not the ballet. My children knew every player, the number on every jersey, and could follow baseball statistics before they understood basic math. Those were memorable summer nights brimming with the sort of stuff from which a good life is made. 


Eddie Layton, the only man in history to play for the Yankees, the Knicks, and the Rangers, was the stadium organist. He would work up the crowd with his prowess at the keyboard, get us singing and clapping, and offer a constant running commentary on the game from the console of his Hammond B-3. No matter what was happening on the field, opening day or game seven of the world series, the experience would not have been all that it was without the deep, intuitive understanding of baseball, and New York fans, that flowed from Eddie Layton’s fingers. 


But there is more. At every single game—at the last crack of the bat, the final pop of a fielder’s glove—someone in the sound booth would hit the switch and crank up the volume and everyone in the stadium, and well beyond it, could hear Ol’ Blue Eyes begin the closing hymn of every game: Start spreading the news! Win or lose, victory or defeat, we had some news and we were going to tell it. You always left Yankee Stadium singing along with the Chairman of the Board. 


When you think of Bishop Michael Curry, I don’t suspect baseball is the first thing that comes to mind. I suspect it is his preaching. But there is a deep connection here. Bishop Michael is a renowned preacher in The Episcopal Church and well beyond. The power of the Word of God to instruct and inform, the transformational energy at the heart of the Gospel of Jesus, and the sheer power of the Holy Spirit to change lives and alter the status quo, are the dangerous, potentially explosive assets in his arsenal. When Bishop Michael preaches you expect to be instructed, inspired, propelled, and sent. Bishop Michael is blessed with the gifts to deliver strong word on Word. Listening to Bishop Michael preach the gospel is a lot like hearing Eddie Layton weave a summer night’s baseball game into an unforgettable, formative, glimpse of something beyond ourselves. This is important. Important because in what follows, Bishop Michael lets us in on a secret: no one ever went home from church whistling the sermon! 


Christians sing. And the songs of the church, like the Psalms for Israel, are the most penetrating source of the church’s prayer and the most accurate indication of what is close to the hearts of God’s people. 


As a pastor I am secretly delighted when I visit with a family at the death of a loved one. I will sometimes ask, “What was your moma’s favorite scripture or psalm? Perhaps that will give us a place to start in thinking about her burial service.” And one of the children would pipe up with, “Moma’s favorite psalm was I want to walk as a child of the light.” Or, “Moma’s favorite story from the Bible was the part where they Crown Him with Many Crowns.” Or, “When Moma was unhappy or depressed, she would always read that part in the Bible about the Amazing Grace that saved a wretch like her.” Why is this so? Because when the chips are down we turn to those texts and tunes that have bored their way into our souls, that live in the deep recesses of our consciousness, and that provide healing balm like nothing else. 


For me, when life is challenging and full of trouble, the words of Holy Scripture and the prayers of the church are great gifts, but nothing wells up with salvation’s healing salve quite like the hymns and spiritual songs that are way down deep. The book you are about to read is Michael Curry’s personal witness to the truth that Christians sing, and what Christians sing may tell you more about what is really important to them than anything they could tell you. 


I doubt it was Bishop Michael’s first concern when he penned these pages, but this book should also be read as a provocative reminder of how important it is to teach our children and young people the songs and hymns, the spiritual food of the faith. And here I am not talking about junk food. I’m not talking about the little choruses that might well have their place around the campfire at summer camp. I am talking about the rich deposit of the church’s faith that is stored in the church’s hymnals and songbooks, the songs we sing in the wilderness, the hymns that guide our journeys, the texts that travel with us all our days. God’s people are a singing people and if our children are going to have faith, they are going to have to learn to sing their great grandmother’s songs of faith. 


J. Neil Alexander


Lent 2015


Sewanee




CHAPTER 1
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The Songs of Many Grandmothers


Tom Brokaw’s 1998 book The Greatest Generation told the story of a generation of people in the United States who were raised in the hard times of the Great Depression only to go off to fight the Second World War, essentially saving human civilization from the dark nightmare of fascism, racism, and nationalized hatred. After the war they came home and rebuilt the country. He was right to speak of them as “the greatest generation.”


But there was another, just before the greatest one. They were the people who gave birth to and raised “the greatest generation” through the breadlines and in the dust bowl that was the Great Depression. It was from them that “the greatest generation” learned the faith and the values that made them who they became.


This was the world of my grandparents on both sides of my family. They were all the grandchildren of former slaves in Alabama and North Carolina. Like the stories told in Isabel Wilkerson’s The Warmth of Other Suns, they, along with many others significantly defined by sharecropping and segregation, migrated from the rural south to the urban north in hope of finding new possibilities of freedom for themselves and their progeny. From their grandparents, who were themselves once in bondage, they learned the spirituals created by fellow slaves. They gleaned stories and sayings whose wisdom had been tried in the fire of this hard life. As they grew up, they learned songs descended from the spirituals, later called gospel. When they weren’t in church sometimes they sang the blues and rocked to jazz, which came into being in their world and time.


Their songs and sayings reflected a deep faith and profound wisdom that taught them how to shout “glory” while cooking in “sorrow’s kitchen,” as they used to say. In this there was a hidden treasure that saw many of them through, and that is now a spiritual inheritance for those of us who have come after them. That treasure was a sung faith expressing a way of being in relationship with the living God of Jesus that was real, energizing, sustaining, loving, liberating, and life-giving.


In September of 1930 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a brilliant young German theologian, came to America to study at Union Seminary in New York. Today he is rightly seen as one of the greatest theologians of the twentieth century and one of the holy martyrs of the church for his sacrifice in radical obedience to Jesus and his Gospel way. His following the way of Jesus led him to participate in the opposition to the tyranny of Adolf Hitler and his Nazi ideology and state. For that Bonhoeffer was executed on April 9, 1945. But in September of 1930 Bonhoeffer was a student coming to New York’s Union Seminary to study. Alongside his reading and writing he would become friends and spend time with an African American seminarian named Franklin Fisher from Birmingham, Alabama. 


Fisher would take his young German friend with him to Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem. There Bonhoeffer encountered an expression of Christianity he had never known. There he encountered the generation of my grandparents. There he heard preaching that lifted souls wearied by work weeks devoid of much to “Mount Pisgah’s lofty heights” to behold, as Moses did, a promised land. He came to know people who strangely commingled joy and laughter while cooking “in sorrow’s kitchen.” There he heard and saw Dr. Adam Clayton Powell, Sr. preach powerfully and witness fervently to a Gospel of Jesus that was at once deeply personal, pervasively communal, and pointedly political. He encountered the evangelical and social Gospel incarnated in the nitty-gritty of life, in lived faith. 


But it was the songs—the singing—that captured it all for him. Charles Marsh in his incredible book on Bonhoeffer, Strange Glory, observes that while we know how profoundly Bonhoeffer was affected by this experience, the usually reflective and analytical Bonhoeffer “never wrote an account of Sunday mornings at Abyssinian.”1 Professor Marsh points to one explanation offered by another scholar, Ruth Zellar, who said, “that black worship, particularly in song, was so overwhelming and personal for [Bonhoeffer] that he found it difficult to analyze in writing.”2


He heard singing of spirituals, the sorrow songs and the glory songs, created in Nebuchadnezzar’s fiery furnace of chattel slavery and yet yielding not dross but precious metal, to feed the soul. He heard the songs of gospel, the musical descendants of the spirituals and the blues. He heard them sing songs with words like these:




Sometimes I feel discouraged,


And think my life in vain,


But then the Holy Spirit


Revives my soul again.


There is a balm in Gilead


To make the wounded whole,


There is a balm in Gilead,


To heal the sin sick soul.3


I want Jesus to walk with me,


In my joys and in my sorrow,


I want Jesus to walk with me.4


What a friend we have in Jesus


All our sins and griefs to bear.5


Precious Lord, take my hand


lead me on, let me stand


I am tired, I am weak I am worn


Through the storm, through the night


Lead me on, through the night


Take my hand, precious Lord


And lead me home.6


Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine.


O what a foretaste of glory divine.


Heir of salvation, purchased of God


Born of his Spirit,


washed in his blood.


This is my story, this is my song,


Praising my Savior all the day long.


This is my story, this is my song,


Praising my Savior all the day long.7





Through these songs and the worship of Almighty God that they inspired and were a part of, he beheld the vision of a kingdom not made or controlled by this world or any of its purported powers. He heard of a justice not compromised by any culture, of the love of Jesus that is a “balm in Gilead,” and of a freedom worth fighting for. Through these songs he felt what Doris Ackers’s gospel song called a “sweet, sweet Spirit,” that clearly was “the Spirit of the Lord.”8 The experience of the living God of Jesus that these songs reflected would feed him in a prison cell when, like the Israelites exiled in Babylon or Paul and Silas singing in a Roman jail or Martin King writing “A Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” he would have to sing “the Lord’s song in a strange land.”9 There is spiritual power and wisdom in these songs. These songs, reflecting and facilitating an intimate and yet communal experience of God, that so deeply affected Dietrich Bonhoeffer were the songs of my grandmother.

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
dongs My
Grandma Sang

MICHAEL B. CURRY

The it of Baith Sivou tiic





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SONGS MY
GRANDMA SANG

The gift of faith through music






OEBPS/images/line1.jpg





