
A few weeks ago, Father Paul approached me during coffee hour;  he mentioned a wonderful sermon 

that Dennis gave, around the time that Baudelina was ordained, about what it means to be a Deacon.  

He was wondering if I might like to present something about what it means to be a musician.  I said 

I’d look at the upcoming lectionary and try to hone in on something apropos.  Today’s reading from 

The Revelation is one that lept into my imagination:   

 

 “ … and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, singing,  

 ‘Amen!  Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might  

 be to our God forever and ever!  Amen.’ ”   

 

So by this example from the angels we’re shown that we can…  and should…  and must also sing our 

praise to God.  I feel compelled to, in fact.  At the risk of sounding overly dramatic, I believe that if I 

could not sing, I would die.  For me, that expands to the making of music in every way I’m able, and in 

every place—not just in church.  To God be the glory!  Everywhere.   

 

It’s appropriate that I’m speaking about music on Mother’s Day, too.  In 1967 Mom bought the first 

piano I ever played from a neighbor for just $25.  She also played on occasion, however, as soon as I 

began to progress, she would ask me to go practice so she could listen while doing dishes (when it 

was my turn to do dishes, much to the ire of my two older sisters, who had both also studied piano 

and had abandoned it).  And I can’t fail to mention Dad—without whom this day would not have 

been possible for my sisters and me.  Besides many shared aspects of our faith, I now know that he 

gave me a deep and abiding love of music by example:  he was always playing Big Band or gospel 

quartets or “A Thousand and One Strings” on his state-of-the-art cassette tape deck in the car, at 

work, or while writing sermons at his desk in the corner of the living room that doubled as Pastor’s 

Study in our humble parsonage home.  Both parents gave all four of us kids the love of reading and 

words.  Believe it or not, I’m the “quiet one” in my family!  You might say that learning to sing made it 

possible for my voice to be heard.  I do honor my father, and I do honor my mother, by truth telling 

and also by learning from their examples, which were both positive and sometimes negative.  They 

were fully, fallibly human, just as their only son is.   

 



So, what does it mean to be a musician?  The only lens through which I presume to respond is what it 

means to ME to be a musician.  Even at that, it would take a dozen sermons to fully answer the 

question!  I’ve decided to focus on just a handful of considerations:  what it means to me personally,  

professionally, within the world of church music, and more specifically, here at St. Paul’s.   

 

Professionally, I can say is that I’m deeply grateful to have always made my full living in music.  I’ve 

worked to be successful—but never famous—and there have been many days that music has felt 

like…  “just a job”.  Thankfully, those moments have always passed quickly and without regrets.  It has 

been a tremendous privilege to practice my craft in the halls of learning, as well, and with the 

talented, eager, mostly young minds of 18+ year-olds in the community college arena.  I’ve been 

called everything from “The Benevolent Dictator” to “Mr. Analogy” to “Mayor of the Island of Misfit 

Toys”—because in my classroom it was never tolerated for obstacles to be placed in the path of those 

who wanted to learn—regardless of demographics or upbringing or ability or presumed talent.  In 

fact, several years ago, I stopped saying that I “teach” anyone, but rather “I guide their self-discovery 

in learning”.  There were many signs in my choir room encouraging anyone willing to read them.  My 

most favorite said:  “Music is the metaphor.  The lesson is LIFE.”  I’ve played or sung at weddings—

and funerals—of former students;  I’m tremendously pleased that some became teachers 

themselves;  it’s a blessing to call many of them longtime friends;  I’m godfather to the son of two 

former students—who met in my choir—and the namesake of the child of yet another.  It’s pretty 

heady stuff for one who knows he’ll never have children of his own.  And yet, I feel like I’ve helped 

raise at least a couple thousand by now.  But my greatest—and most humble—joy is that, over the 

years, several students found the space I tried to create safe enough to come out as gay to their 

friends there.  So, what does it mean to ME to be a musician?  What does it mean to ME to BE me?  

Over time, these concepts have become inseparable, for to truly serve, I must serve with my whole, 

integrated, re-membered being.  “Communion of self”.  To God be the glory!   

 

Personally, being a musician is about expression—getting out of me that which is inside of me and 

needs to get out.  Getting the positive out is never a challenge, but the negative, well…  Think of it like 

this:  if an infection is not expressed (excised and drained) it can eventually become toxic:  as sepsis,  

or in the most extreme, even gangrene and necrosis (death to surrounding tissues).  If there’s anger 

or frustration or pain that I hold in, it will also be unhealthy for me, and in turn, for those around me:  



emotion can become infectious if not expressed properly.  Most often I / we, use words to express 

such thoughts, but it may surprise you that sometimes even I don’t know how to express verbally 

what I’m feeling.  An old saying offers, “After silence, that which comes closest to expressing the 

inexpressible is music.”  Accordingly, I cannot tell you how many hours of my growing up years were 

spent “expressing” at the keyboard.  With absolute certainty I assure you that was preferable to 

fighting with my parents or my three sisters.  And I imagine it’s not difficult to recognize my often 

exuberant expressions of joy, reverence, sorrow, or introspection at the piano right behind me.  To 

God be the glory!   

 

I’ve read that at the intersection of ability and need resides Call.  Since Dad was a minister, my life 

practically began in church, so it seemed natural to find myself on the piano bench at only six years 

old.  Many times I needed to fill in for Opal or Sheryl or Donna—pianists at various churches I 

attended over the years.  For a time I thought I might be an architect, but geometry was not my 

friend;  briefly I thought perhaps I’d be a botanist, but chemistry didn’t like me either (turns out it was 

just math pretending to be science!).  By the time I started college at 17—as an “undeclared major”, 

actually, who was merely taking music lessons—the path forward began to reveal itself.  The Baptist 

church of my youth was not where I found God as a young adult, and my first paying music jobs were 

in Presbyterian and Episcopal churches.  My mother took offense that I was actually taking money for 

making music in God’s house—and in a church that wasn’t Baptist, to boot.  OH, HORRORS!!    She 

said I should offer my talents for free.  Since I’ve always asked all the wrong questions, I queried 

whether a plumber or electrician or farmer might be considered to have talent;  her answer was yes.  

She also agreed that they should be paid in order to support themselves or their families.  Then she 

did what we good Baptists were taught to do:  she quoted scripture at me!  “A workman is worthy of 

his hire!”  My response was that unless God sent daily manna to Houston, Texas, I would need to 

make my living in music—and most probably that would include church music—and almost certainly 

not a Baptist church.  I loved my mother, who passed away in 2011, and I miss her, though she could 

be quite difficult.  In the spirit of a happy Mother’s Day, let’s say we agreed to disagree on that point.  

I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a huge disappointment—but because she made her disappointment in 

me clearly known.  However, I was given the great gift of knowing that music is an integral connection 

for all believers;  I’ve said before that I consider music to be the golden thread that binds together the 

tapestry that is us—the family of God—a family of choice, by God’s choosing.  Today is a bit sad for 



me, because I still grieve that my mother was unable—or perhaps unwilling—to see a Bigger Picture.  

Perhaps her understanding of God was just too small.  Sacred music expanded mine, and continues to 

do so.  To God be the glory!   

 

Now, finally, what it means to ME to be a musician here at St. Pauls…  At a nuts-and-bolts level, using 

the lectionary and other resources as a guide, it means planning, choosing, and presenting hymns, 

anthems, and special music with the congregation and the choir;  it means learning new language and 

styles of musical expression (for example, songs used in bilingual worship, or the formidable chanted 

Exsultet during Easter Vigil);  it means forging relationships of mutual respect and trust with 

individuals and teams working toward common goals for our collective worship experience.  You may 

have noticed that during the pandemic I’ve been somewhat a Jack-of-all-Trades musical, sometimes 

doing more than one thing at once!  My belief is that all the experiences I’ve had, in several different 

denominations, over almost 40 years so far, have come together to be useful in ways never used 

before.  I feel that God has been preparing me for this position perhaps my entire life.  I don’t feel 

hired;  I feel called.  I feel appreciated and respected.  I feel loved.  I feel valued.  And I feel seen.  

These are the reasons for such exuberance while seated at the piano, or up there on the organ bench.  

Personal and professional fully intwined, I must express all those things in return:  blessing and glory 

and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might--all through my voice or through my 

fingertips.  That’s what it means to me in this place.  To God be the glory!   

 

From time to time, the aspects of experience do become conflictual:  I’m trained to be a capable 

performer;  yes, I want to be “good” at what I do, which is a minefield for a recovering perfectionist 

like myself.  But I deeply understand that I’m also required to humble myself as I make musical 

offering to God.  The good news—for all of us—is that an honest, broken, contrite, willing heart 

doesn’t have to be perfect to give the perfect offering.  I strive to maintain focus on Jesus and his 

perfect example of servant leadership.  That helps to balance out everything.   

 

On the wall in my music studio office at home, in a gilt frame, hangs a most beautiful thought by that 

famous poet Anonymous, in the hand-written calligraphy of my beloved voice teacher from 

undergraduate school, Dr. John Mizell.  He gave it to me on Graduation Day in May 1985 at The 



College of the Ozarks in Point Lookout, Missouri.  It has always hung within view of the piano in my 

primary teaching space to remind me WHY I do WHAT I do.  It reads:   

 

“How many of us ever stop to think of Music 

As a wondrous, magic link with God,  

Taking sometimes the place of Prayer 

When hearts are burdened ‘neath a load of care.  

Music – that knows no color, race, [nor] creed 

But gives to each according to [their] need.”   

 

Maybe I should have started—and immediately ended—with that, an oh-so-brief but potent 

testament to the beauty and power with which I and so many others have been entrusted.  My 

prayer is that I will always be worthy of this high calling.  And to God be all the glory, always and 

forever.  Amen.   


