May 1, 2016

On Palm Sunday, our choir sang the “Sanctus” movement from the Fauré Reqiem.  I thought it would be particularly appropriate, given that the text included “Hosanna.”  After the worship service, Kathy Peters and Lorene Nickel suggested that we should sing the whole Requiem.  It didn’t leave a lot of time, but a number of the choir members had sung the Fauré Requiem before with Ruth Neufeldt and/or Keith Brenneman.  A quick poll indicated interest on the choir’s part, so we moved ahead with plans.
Why did we want to sing the Fauré Requiem?  For me, a main reason is that it is so beautiful.  As humans, we hunger for beauty.  We find beauty in nature, in art, in literature, in history, in architecture, in music.  This music, in a French romantic style, conveys a wide variety of expression, from calm serenity (In paradisum) to passionate pleading (Exaudi orationem meam), from fearful uncertainty (Tremens factus sum ego et timeo) to joyful assurance (Sanctus; Hosanna in excelsis).  Beyond that, the text embodies longings, affirmations, fears and hopes that are very human, and also deeply religious.
But why a requiem?  For me, singing music from the liturgy of the Roman Catholic Church acknowledges that I am a part of the holy catholic church, past, present, and future.  Do I agree theologically with every bit of text?  No.  Do I agree theologically with every other believer in Nutana Park Mennonite Church, let alone the wider church?  Not likely.  But as Marva Dawn says, in the Christian church we can, and ought to, love each other enough to sing each others’ songs.  I believe that this can apply to various styles as well as various musical theological settings.
And why at this time?  Would it not be more suitable, say, on Memorial Sunday, or during Lent?  Or perhaps at a funeral or memorial service?  Perhaps.  But I suggest that singing a Requiem is appropriate at any time of the church year, for the following reason:  From the moment that we take our first breath until the moment that we take our last breath, we are living.  At the same time, perhaps paradoxically, from the moment that we take our first breath until the moment that we take our last breath, we are dying.  In the Book of Common Prayer of 1662, in the service for the Burial of the Dead, it says, “In the midst of life we are in death.”  In our Book of Prayer, also known as Hymnal: A Worship Book, Brian Wren writes in a powerful hymn on the theme of grief (#637), “Sing and be glad!  The Lamb prepares his wedding feast and in the midst of death we are in life.”  We know that our physical life ends in physical death.  In a season of planting, when we plant seeds that we have harvested from plants that have matured and died, we know that new life emerges.  Life is a mystery; death is a mystery.  In the midst of life we are in death; in the midst of death we are in life.  In life, in death, in life beyond death, we are in God’s loving hands.  Thanks be to God.
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