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Tradition, Quality,
Innovation, Style.

We offer four brands of organ each with their own identity, sounds, 
appearance, technology and style. All our brands share valuable 

characteristics such as technological innovation and the best sound 
quality, which is never a compromise. All provide the player with a 
unique playing experience. A great heritage and tradition are our 

starting points; innovation creates the organ of your dreams.

Makin | Copeman Hart | Johannus | Rodgers

For more details and brochures please telephone 01706 888100 
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S T E V E N  B E N S O N  was a staff 
producer and director of BBC religious 
programmes, working on Choral Evensong, 
the Daily Service, Songs of Praise and Carols 
from King’s. He is now a freelance producer 
and director, and a non-stipendiary priest 
in the Diocese of Chester. 

G O R D O N  G I L E S  is canon chancellor 
of Rochester Cathedral. He has written 
various books on church music and 
hymnody published by BRF and SPCK 
and was on the editorial team of the 
new Ancient & Modern and the  
Revised English Hymnal.

A L E D  J O N E S  is a singer and radio  
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professional debut as a boy soprano aged 
12, recording 16 albums by age 16. He 
studied at the Royal Academy of Music 
and the Bristol Old Vic Theatre School. 
Aside from his work as a performer and 

recording artist, he is the presenter of the BBC’s Songs  
of Praise programme and a radio host for Classic FM. 

M.J. K R A M E R  is the precentor  
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founder and organizer of Sacred Space 
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meets for worship, discussion and 
fellowship. Before moving to Canterbury, 
he ministered in Cambridge and  

taught classical and biblical languages and literature  
at the university. 

D A V I D  S T A N C L I F F E  was provost 
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completed and re-ordered. As Bishop 
of Salisbury, he chaired the Liturgical 
Commission during the creation of 
Common Worship (2000). He is a 
fellow of St Chad’s College, Durham, 

and directs The Bishop’s Consort, which performs 
Monteverdi to Bach on period instruments. His books 
include God’s Pattern (SPCK, 2003), and The Gospels 
in Art, Music and Literature (SPCK, 2013–2015). 

S U E  W A L L A C E  is a creative 
liturgist. After studying in Canterbury, 
she worked for a community in  
York that began Transcendence, a 
multimedia Eucharist in York Minster 
blending choral music, creative prayer 
and images. After ordination and 

curacy, she became precentor at Leeds, later becoming 
precentor at Winchester Cathedral. Sue now works for 
the Transcendence Trust and sings in Romsey Abbey. 

R S C M  S T A F F  C O N T R I B U T O R S 
John Hall, Chair of Council 
John Halsey, incoming RSCM Council Member
Anne Heather, Head of Accounts
Adrian Lucas, Head of Choral Studies
Sal McDougall, Deputy Director of Education  
and Mission Delivery
Hugh Morris, Director
Jonathan Robinson, Education Officer 

At the time of writing (November 2020), we have just re-entered lockdown. With most 
traditional carol concerts cancelled and familiar Christmas services unlikely, it is easy to feel 
dispirited, even disoriented. Yet, if you find yourself feeling adrift, remember, as David Stancliffe 
reminds us in this issue of CMQ, that the church’s liturgical year provides us with useful points 
of orientation. In these darkest months, we have Advent, Christmas, Epiphany and Candlemas. 

In ‘Candlemas during lockdown’, Stancliffe contemplates the sanctification of the day, but also 
considers how William Byrd and J.S. Bach explored the meanings of Candlemas through their 
music. He explains to us that Bryd was, in his own way, ‘locked-down’ by his political and 
religious views (composing as he did for clandestine Catholic services at a time of 
establishment-enforced Protestantism). It is a timely reminder that music is a valuable way  
of exploring and expressing aspects of our faith even amid restrictions and hardships.  

Before we reach Christmas and Candlemas, we must, of course, pass through the Sundays  
of Advent. In his article ‘What are we waiting for?’ M.J. Kramer invites us to reconsider the 
meaning of the season. Have our musical and liturgical approaches to Advent contributed to  
its absorption in a ‘long’ Christmas? And where might we search for more profound liturgical 
messages in music that is so often absorbed into carol services? Kramer provides some answers. 

In this issue you will also find an interview with singer and TV and radio presenter Aled 
Jones. So, turn to page 18 if you want to know what Aled’s favourite Christmas carols are,  
how he’s been spending his time during lockdown, and his advice for young choristers. 

If you are looking for some familiar music of the season, then you may wish to turn to page 41 
and read Gordon Giles’s meditation upon Three Kings of Orient. Were they kings? And were 
there three of them? Be prepared for some of your perceptions about this carol-concert staple  
to be challenged. 

There is a lot in this issue for those who are involved with RSCM voluntary activities and  
with our Voice for Life programme. The ways in which our voluntary Areas are structured  
is changing, and details are on page 24. The sharp-eyed will notice that our regular What’s  
On pages do not appear in this issue. This is due to the restructuring process and the ongoing 
pandemic. In other news, 2021 will see significant changes in our chorister awards. A new 
syllabus has been put together, as Adrian Lucas explains on page 36.  

Finally, if you’ve not already heard, the RSCM is holding a Big Christmas Carol Service  
on 12 December. It will be broadcast live on our YouTube channel and will feature some very 
special guests. We hope you can join us. But whatever your own services and holidays look like 
this year, we wish you the joys of the season and leave you with the thought that ‘a merry heart 
does good like medicine’ (Proverbs 17.22). 
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IN ACTION

ONLINE SUMMER 
COURSE 2020

The focus for the week was rehearsing Parry’s 
anthem Hear my words, ye people in preparation 
for each singer making a recording of themselves 

at the end of the course. All the individual submissions 
were combined and edited into a fi nal video which, 
if you haven’t seen it already, can be found on the 
RSCM Centre YouTube channel. 

As well as group and full rehearsals, singers 
took part in a session that looked at the piece in 
its historical context, including a rather fi endish 
quiz (created by course director, Adrian Lucas) 

about other music written at around the same 
time. Singers were also encouraged to make use 
of resources available on Showbie, including 
rehearsal tracks, worksheets and quizzes, all 
of which tested their musical skills. 

One of the singers said: ‘I’ve really missed 
rehearsals and concerts, and the knowledge that 
I’m collaboratively singing is very refreshing.’ 
In these diffi  cult times for singers, we hope that 
the course was an opportunity to come together 
and feel part of something bigger.

As one singer said: 
‘I’ve really missed rehearsals and concerts, and the knowledge 

that I’m collaboratively singing is very refreshing.’

In August, 65 young singers from across four continents came 
together virtually for the fi rst RSCM Online Summer Course. 
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The video can be found on the RSCM Centre YouTube channel 
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CANDLEMAS  
DURING  

LOCKDOWN
DAV I D  S TA N C L I F F E
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CANDLEMAS  
DURING  

LOCKDOWN
DAV I D  S TA N C L I F F E

One of the things for which I have been most 
grateful in the lockdown has been the shape 
or pattern given to each passing day and 

season of the liturgical year by the Christian calendar. 
This gives each year, each week and indeed each day a 
distinctive feel that helps us know where we are and 
to manage our time. Many people have felt adrift 
without this anchor, experiencing the days as drearily 
the same.

Coming to a head in the depths of our winter,  
the church celebrates an interlinked cycle of events 
that mark the Incarnation. The Annunciation on  
25 March, nine months before the Nativity, is part  
of it, though for most people it is Advent Sunday  
that marks the start, with pre-Christmas chocolates 
taking the place of prophetic images in the so-called 
Advent calendars: even the most secular observers 
are aware of the countdown to Christmas. Twelfth 
Night too – the last of the 12 days – has a place in the 
secular calendar as the end of the Christmas holiday, 
even if few mark the feast of the Epiphany on 6 
January. But what about Candlemas on 2 February, 
40 days on from the birth and the end of the cycle?  
Do you keep your decorations up till then?

THE PRESENTATION
The long title of the feast – The Presentation of Christ 
in the Temple – is what the Gospel of the day (Luke 
2.22–40) recounts. Every first-born male belonged to 
the Lord, and if you wanted to enjoy him as your son 
and heir you needed to redeem or buy him back by  
a prescribed sacrifice as you presented him. Nativity, 
circumcision, presentation and then baptism are  
the events from the infant’s perspective, and the 

conception of the BVM, annunciation, visitation, 
birth, epiphany and purification of the BVM (the 
other name for the feast of the Presentation) are  
how the cycle looks from the woman’s point of view. 
Interlinked, they provide the framework for the 
celebration of the incarnation that balances the 
Paschal cycle that celebrates the Redemption  
and runs from Ash Wednesday to Pentecost.

These two great cycles do not just shape our year: 
they also shape each week and each day. Each week 
focuses on the first day: the Sunday celebration is  
a mini-Easter. Every Thursday we recall the 
formational Last Supper, and the Friday fast alerts us 
weekly to Good Friday, the day of the Cross. Saturday, 
the Jewish sabbath, is a non-day, the day of rest in  
the tomb and our ‘day off ’. 

Each day has its shape, drawn not from the weekly 
Redemption cycle but from the dawn to dusk that 
rehearses the Incarnation. Four Lukan canticles –  
the Benedictus (Luke 1.68–79), the Angelus  
(Luke 1.28, 38, 42, John 1.14), the Magnificat (Luke 
1.46–55) and the Nunc dimittis (Luke 2.29–32) –  
are the focus of the four points of prayer that from 
early times shaped each day as a celebration of the 
presence of the God who in Christ shares our life. At 
morning prayer, God’s praises are rehearsed with the 
Benedictus, as the speechless Zechariah bursts into 
song and we too look forward to the dayspring from 
on high; celebrating the advent of each day helps 

Opposite: ‘Guided by the Spirit, Simeon came into the temple’, 
where he took the child Jesus in his arms and said: ‘for my eyes  
have seen your salvation’ (Luke 2.27, 30). Presentation in the Temple 
by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, 1342. Alamy Stock Photo.
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prepare us to look out for the signs of God’s coming 
kingdom for which we long. At midday, portrayed  
in French art by workers in the field resting on  
their hoes and mattocks as they hear the bells of  
the Angelus, the church recalls the annunciation, 
visitation and their fruition in the Word made flesh: 
here is the moment when God in Christ asks if he may 
share our human life, and the girl says ‘yes’. Do we?

At evening prayer, as work stops and the lamps  
are lit, we recognize that in Christ the kingdom has 
come among us and are challenged to follow Mary’s 
Magnificat and turn the whole world upside down: 
did I put down the mighty from their seat and fill the 
hungry with good things so as to make the Epiphany 
of God real for everyone today? 

And finally, as we slip into bed and lay down  
the burdens of the day, we pray for the Almighty  
to grant us a quiet night and a perfect end. As we  
sink into the darkness of the night’s sleep, we  
rejoice that Christ is indeed the light of the world, 
surrendering our day’s toil for the kingdom in  
the sure knowledge that:

As o’er each continent and island
    the dawn leads on another day,
the voice of prayer is never silent,
     nor dies the strain of praise away.

So, we end our day in night prayer, singing with  
old Simeon the words of the Nunc dimittis: ‘Now, 
Lord, you let your servant go in peace … my own eyes 
have seen your salvation … a light to reveal you to the 
nations.’ In the ceaseless round of daily prayer, each 
day rehearses Advent, Christmas, Epiphany and 
Candlemas; and the Lukan canticles that accompany 
these four points get into our system and shape our 
response as heralds and agents of that kingdom for 
which we long and pray. This is how we become 
Incarnation-shaped Christ-bearers.

The passing of time in lockdown also gives us the 
opportunity to catch up on how earlier generations 
reflected on it. What did they make of the changes  
and chances of this fleeting life? And in particular, 
what did Candlemas – the compline moment – 
suggest to them and what has that to teach us in  
our new-found opportunity to stop and reflect?

BYRD’S MINIATURE GEM
Let me offer you two musical moments, both 
masterpieces in their way.

The first is a short motet from William Byrd’s 
Gradualia of 1610, setting the antiphon to the 
Magnificat for first vespers of the Presentation:  
Senex puerum portabat. Byrd set it twice, and it  
is the four-part one I am referring to, an edition  
of which is available from RSCM Press and is  
printed at the end of this article in full.

The first thing to notice is that it is pitched quite 
low, for the combination of superius, medius, tenor 
and bassus. The clefs and the ranges of the voice  
parts mean that it is best sung not by the classic  
SATB of today’s standard line-up, but by a low  
treble, an ‘haut-contre’, a tenor and a bass –  
an all-male voice group.

From the very beginning we hear the old man 
staggering. The opening phrase on ‘Senex’ (the  
old man), descending through the voices from top  
to bottom, is shaped irregularly – a group of two 
followed by three, then two, then three notes, so 
wherever the canonic entries come in, the cross 
rhythms fall unevenly. Second, ‘portabat’ (carries) 
sways alarmingly before recovering its balance  
as the phrase wanders and then regains its opening 
pitch. Within a few bars, Byrd manages to convey  

Here is the ageing composer, living in 
recusant lockdown and deprived of the 
glories of the old, but now proscribed, 
religion of his heart

J.S. Bach’s cantata Ich habe genug (I have enough), 1727. 
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CANDLEMAS DURING LOCKDOWN

Byrd’s Senex puerum portabat is available to buy 
from RSCM Press, priced £2.25, order code CP59. 
It has been recorded by The Cardinall’s Musick. If 
you have a Spotify account, you can listen to it here: 
open.spotify.com/track/4jXnASxrtv0nvMAKG8KH3f

CHURCH MUSIC QUARTERLY DECEMBER 2020

11

the tired old man staggering under the burden of  
the wriggling child. But then, as the text says, though  
the old man carries the child, it is the child who  
rules the man, and the music firms up and leads us  
to a major cadence: out of the incipient shambles  
comes a return to order – the boy is in charge. 

The second part of the setting begins with this 
orderly and divine gift. First upper, then lower voices, 
paired in thirds and sixths with no jolting rhythms, 
express the cradled sweetness of the new-born babe: 
‘he whom the virgin bore’. But, reversing the pattern 
of the first section which took us from the human to 
the divine, the second half of this perfect miniature 
returns to the virgin mother as the phrases lengthen 
to express her adoration. ‘Ipsum’ (the very same) 
returns to the thirds but then blossoms in a falling 
phrase reminiscent of the opening (but this time 
without the halting rhythms) on ‘genuit’ (whom she 
bore) before the ecstatic melisma on ‘adoravit’ (she 
adored), which leads from the lower voices upwards 
and takes us to the cadence where the human 
adoration of the divine child welds earth to heaven.

This astonishing miniature is a mere 40 bars  
in length, but Byrd’s melodic and rhythmic craft 
combined with consummate word painting make  
this one of his gems. Here is the ageing composer, 
living in recusant lockdown in Essex and deprived  
of the obvious glories of the old, but now proscribed, 
religion of his heart. How does he prepare to celebrate 
Candlemas, reflecting on the upside-down fact that it 
is the frail humans who bear the divine image, and yet 
that helpless divine infant who rules our hearts, and 
draws us into eternal adoration, which is the goal at 
the end of our lives? Here is Byrd’s answer, and one 
could hardly wish for more. 

BACH’S RELEASE FROM THE WORLD’S WOES
If Byrd’s take on Candlemas highlights the interaction 
between the old man’s end and the divine child’s 
promise, the focus in Bach’s cantata BWV 82 Ich habe 
genug (I have enough) is firmly on readiness for death, 
a theme shared by Bach’s other cantatas for this day: 
125, an early version of 158, and possibly 161 and 157. 

Bach must have thought highly of Ich habe genug,  
as it exists in several versions. Composed originally 
for the feast in 1727, there is a version from 1730/1 
transposed up into E minor for soprano with a flauto 
traverso instead of the oboe, another back in C minor 
for a mezzo or alto in 1735, and then again in 1746–7 
for bass very much like the first version, with an oboe 
da caccia added to the strings in the third movement 
– ‘Schlummert ein, ihr matten Augen’ (Slumber,  
you weary eyes).

In the opening aria, the oboe preludes the voice 
with an opening leap of a sixth, recalling the aria 

‘Erbarme dich’ in the St Matthew Passion, in a motif 
of yearning desire ‘to leave here with joy’. In the 
following recitative the words are repeated but  
with the addition ‘Let us go with this man – may  
the Lord deliver me from my body’s chains’, set in 
arioso fashion where the continuo/voice imitation 
symbolizes our treading in the footsteps of Christ.

In the central aria, the cradle rhythm, slow pedal 
points and minor sevenths together with the repeated 
pauses express the departing Christian’s slow release,  
as we long for the sleep of death. And after saying 
goodnight to the world in the second recitative, the final 
aria with its upward rushes brims with excitement at 
the thought of what awaits us once we escape this life.

These are not sentiments familiar – or even 
perhaps congenial – in our days. But Bach’s frequent 
use of the Nunc dimittis, which formed part of the 
funeral rites in Lutheran Germany and is familiar 
from both Heinrich Schütz (1585–1672) and  
Dietrich Buxtehude’s (c.1637–1707) settings,  
suggests a preoccupation with death as a release  
from this world’s woes, which is absent from Byrd’s 
take on Candlemas. In Byrd we have less about us  
and how we feel and a more positive view of the 
incarnational aspects of the Presentation – a view  
of the divine exchange as the Eastern Church 
describes it – in which the Almighty shares our 
earthly life in order that we may come to share  
in God’s divine glory. Both emphases are present  
as we bid farewell to the days of Christmas, but 
Candlemas is also a springboard to what lies ahead 
– the journey to the foot of the cross, and through  
the pains of death to the new life that awaits us.

Bach’s Cantata 82, directed by Lars Ulrik 
Mortensen with bass Thomas Bauer, can be seen 
on YouTube All-of-Bach: www.bachvereniging.nl. 
There are also recordings by Rudolf Lutz with 
Peter Harvey for the J.S. Bach-Stiftung St Gallen, 
and by La Petite Bande with Jan van der Crabben 
under Sigiswald Kuijken. Damien Guillon’s 
exceptional recording of the version for alto  
with Le Banquet Céleste is on Alpha 448.  
Masaaki Suzuki offers the transposed version  
for soprano in his complete cantatas.
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Have you made your will? It seems that quite  
a number of people leave it for the time being. 
Possibly they think there is no reason to make  

a will yet. But the day will come, one day, even if for 
most people the idea of their death seems remote and 
uncertain. None of that is surprising: we all imagine 
we are going to live a long life and can deal with 
matters of that kind at some later date.

On the other hand, there are good arguments for 
making a will in plenty of time and leaving it in a place 
where the people who love you will be able to find it 
after your death. I decided to make a will 12 years ago, 
when I was approaching my 60th birthday. It seemed 
then the right thing to do. I suppose I should revise it, 
as I know now rather better what I might want to 
leave to organizations I care about, in addition to 
what I might leave to members of my family.

Part of the process of making a will is deciding 
whether or not to leave a legacy to an organization 
you care about. More particularly, have you thought of 
leaving a legacy to the Royal School of Church Music? 
I hope you might consider doing so.

In truth, making a will is not very difficult. There 
are all kinds of support for the process. Lots of 
charities that would like to receive a bequest from you 
offer advice for making a will on their websites. But 
the most obvious route of support is the government’s 
website: www.gov.uk/make-will. 

The key points are these. Your will should set out: 
who you want to benefit from your will; who should 
look after any children under 18; who is going to sort 
out your estate and carry out your wishes after your 
death (your executor); what happens if the people you 
want to benefit die before you. 

If your will is not straightforward, you may need 
advice. The examples the government website proposes 
are these: you share a property with someone who is 
not your husband, wife or civil partner; you want to 
leave money or property to a dependant who cannot 
care for themselves; you have several family members 
who may make a claim on your will, such as a second 
spouse or children from another marriage; your 
permanent home is outside the UK; you have property 
overseas; or you have a business.

When you have made your will and had it co-signed 
by a couple of friends or colleagues, you can keep your 
will at home or store it with your solicitor or your bank 
or a company that offers the storage of wills or the 
London Probate Department. You should tell someone 

where your will is: your executor (the person you have 
chosen to carry out your will), or a close friend or relative.

You can decide to leave a proportion, probably  
a percentage, of whatever is left at the time of your 
death to your family and friends and to the various 
charities you favour. Or alternatively you can decide 
to leave a set sum of money to your favourite charities 

LEAVING  
A LEGACY

J O H N  H A L L

Have you thought of leaving a legacy  
to the Royal School of Church Music? 
Residual estate can be used to leave  
a sum of money to organizations that 
have been important or significant  
on our journey of life
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and a percentage to those closest to you. Or you  
can keep it very simple and leave everything to one  
or other charity. It is up to you.

The RSCM is immensely grateful to all the people 
who have told us that they are leaving a legacy to our 
charity. We know who these good people are and we 
invite them to join us for a celebration and an annual 
meeting. Sadly, the annual meeting this year had to  
be offered remotely. I hope we shall be back to normal 
next year. It is not, of course, the case that everyone 
leaving a bequest to the RSCM has told us that they 
plan to do so. So, we are always very glad of money 
that comes in that way. Any bequest, however large or 
small, is a boost to our morale and an encouragement 
to us as we plan all the things we wish to achieve.

There are a number of different ways in which 
people support the work of the RSCM. Churches  
with active choirs give a set amount of money to help 
the RSCM every year. We are grateful to them for 
their assistance and engagement with us. Then, there 
are individual donors, who are committed to active 
support for the RSCM. I hope that more and more 
people will consider becoming an individual donor. 
And we now have – as people will have seen in the  
last edition of Church Music Quarterly – a Friends 

organization encouraging various levels of giving  
up to and even beyond £1,000 a year.

But there is something about legacies that is quite 
different from other forms of giving: it is money we 
have not spent during the course of our lives. Provided 
the right kind of support is available to close family 
and friends, the residual estate can be used to leave  
a sum of money to an organization (such the RSCM) 
that has been important or significant on our journey 
of life. We might have warm memories of RSCM 
encouragement when we were young, or we may 
remember some particular course we took part in, 
perhaps many years ago, that set us on a journey  
into music making that has had an effect on us and 
rewarded us in various ways throughout our lives.

We have great plans for the RSCM as we move 
towards its centenary in 2027. It would be wonderful  
for the RSCM to be able make a larger impact on the 
churches for the sake of music. Your legacy to the RSCM 
will always be very warmly appreciated and celebrated.
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Helping others: consider the benefits that a charitable will donation can make.

To find out more, including information  
about the RSCM Legacy Society, please visit  
www.rscm.org.uk/legacygiving 
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CMQ   Good to talk to you. How are you? 
AJ   I am fine, thanks. How are you? 

CMQ   Good, thank you. Somehow, asking  
people how they are seems less like a formality 
these days. 

AJ   Yes, I know what you mean. 

CMQ   How have you been getting on in the last 
six months? Has your career gone wholly virtual? 

AJ   I’ve not actually gone that virtual, no. But I have 
a podcast that’s come out during lockdown. 

CMQ   Yes. It’s called, Oh My Goodness.  
How is that going? 

AJ   It’s going great. We talk about all sorts of  
things: good news stories, music, local communities, 
businesses that are going that extra mile to help.  
We also give shout-outs to those in need. Then, at the 
end of each podcast, there are some reflections that,  
a bit like my new book [Everyday Blessings, which 
accompanies the new album], you can take away with 
you. I work with the lovely Canon Ann Easter, who  
is just the person you want to hear in these times, 
because, yes the situation is terrible, and yes, oh my 
goodness, it’s heartbreaking – for the sacred and 
classical music industry it’s been awful, too – but 
there are some good news stories out there and it’s 
important to hear those too. You don’t want to get  
too bogged down by the negatives. 

Hopefully I will be back on the road next April 
doing a tour of cathedrals. I’ve been a singer all my 
life, but I’m looking forward to this tour more than 
any tour I’ve ever done. I’m going to cherish every 
moment on that stage because when this thing hit, I 
looked at iCal on my phone and all my live dates just 
disappeared in front of my eyes. I’ve spent my whole 
life singing in front of audiences, it’s what I do, and 

this is the longest I’ve ever not been up on stage.  
But I’m so pleased churches and singing are slowly 
coming back to life. I saw a photo the other day  
of Canterbury Cathedral putting on their cassocks  
and ruffs ready for a service. That was very  
uplifting. It’s such a beautiful photo. 

CMQ   Yes, I think a lot of people have recently 
been taking stock of what really matters. Your 
new book and CD both have that feel. They seem 
quite reflective. What inspired the project?  
Are they the products of lockdown? 

AJ   Yes and no. The album has been in the works 
for quite a while. It’s an album I’ve always wanted to 
make because I’ve always believed that at the core of 
faith are messages of unity and kindness, and more 
than anything, kindness. So, I contacted my friend 
Howard Goodall and he managed to find some ideal 
words about kindness. Then, in the studio working 
with Sami Yusuf, one of the biggest selling Muslim 
artists, suddenly Howard’s words along with ‘All 
creatures of our God and king’ just fitted to this music 
Sami had written, and out of that grew the Song of  
our Maker. It couldn’t have happened better. It was  
an amazing experience to have music and words come 
together. For me that was perhaps the most exciting 
part of making the new album. But at heart, it is an 
album about belief, it is an album about taking stock 
of life, I suppose – about just letting the music  
wash over you every day.

As for the book, I finished it during lockdown, 
because I had so much time on my hands. I decided  
to write a paragraph to go at the beginning of each 
month to explain what those months mean to me. It’s 
very much a product of now. If lockdown has taught 
us one thing more than anything it’s that you’ve got  
to value the everyday things: family and friends and 
human interaction. Lockdown stopped me doing 

An  i n te r v i e w  w i t h 

ALED JONES

SEARCHING FOR BLESSINGS

CMQ talks to singer Aled Jones about his career, his favourite music,  
and what it was like to work with Brian Blessed and Dame Judi Dench  

on his forthcoming album Blessings.  

CHURCH MUSIC QUARTERLY DECEMBER 2020

18

CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   18CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   18 11/11/2020   12:5711/11/2020   12:57



My favourite hymns are ‘How Great 
Thou Art’, ‘Make me a Channel of Your 
Peace’ and ‘Dear Lord and Father of 
Mankind’. My favourite carol? ‘Away  
in a Manger’. I think it’s just beautiful
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everything I used to do, except for Classic FM.  
It’s been an opportunity to step back and re-evaluate 
what’s important in my life. When lockdown 
happened, I was able to spend much more time with 
my family, which was such a magical experience.  
But if you look around, there’s so much heartache  
that Covid’s caused – people losing jobs, losing lives,  
it has made me more reflective, I suppose. And the 
idea behind the book is a very simple one, it’s been 
said before I am sure, but start your day with little 
pieces of wisdom that can prepare you for the day  
and perhaps put you in a different mindset.  

CMQ   The book contains quotes from an 
interesting mix of people and sources: 
Scripture, Stuart Townend, Amy Winehouse, 
Steve Jobs… 

AJ   Even Audrey Hepburn! 

CMQ   Indeed. Were there any authors  
or quotes you felt had to be included?

AJ   Some of Maya Angelou’s quotes are really 
brilliant. But what I wanted to do was mix up the 
religious and the non-religious. I wanted quotes  
about compassion and hope as well. And I didn’t  
want everything to be scriptural. Some of the  
non-scriptural quotes are equally as powerful,  
I would say. 

I love some of the Indian proverbs. And of  
course, the wonderful Irish Blessing. I love the  
words: ‘may the wind be always at your back’ and  
‘may God hold you in the palm of his hand’. That  
quote for me is very special. And it was something  
I also wanted to have on an album, because  
I’ve never recorded anything like that before.  
This project seemed like a perfect opportunity  
to bring those two things together.  

There’s no way  
I would be doing  
what I do now had  
I not been a chorister.  
I wouldn’t have 
missed those years  
for the world
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CMQ   There are a number of collaborations  
on the CD, including with Dame Judi Dench  
and Brian Blessed. How did those come about? 
Did you call in some favours? 

AJ   [Laughs]. More or less, yes! I loved the idea  
of Brian doing something. I’ve worked with him  
a number of times over the years and we’ve always  
got on. He’s such a great character and will for ever  
be [impersonates Brian Blessed] ‘Gordon’s alive!’  
He’s a great guy. I know Judi Dench very well. We’ve 
been friends for 25 years and I’ve always wanted to do 
something with her, and I just thought, having her say 
those deep words: ‘my life goes on in an endless song’ 
would sound so inspirational. She’s just an amazing 
person and I’m so honoured to have her on the album. 

I met Susan Boyle on Songs of Praise, and I just 
thought a song like Bless this House would work really 
well with her. I didn’t get to record with her though,  
or The Priests, because of the restrictions. Judi  
I did manage to record with because we did it before 
lockdown. And other than that, I sent an email to 
Sami Yusuf saying, ‘I’d love to do something with you’, 
and he said ‘send me some ideas’. I’d never even met 
him, but he loved the song and his fans have really 
embraced it. 

CMQ   Who chose the tracks on the new album?  
Do you start with a lot of ideas and whittle  
them down? 

AJ   Yes. I do exactly that, and it’s a process I love.  
I start with hundreds of songs that will have been 
with me for quite a while and whittle them down, 
whittle them down, because I’m aware that a lot of 
songs get recorded until they’re done to death. There’s 
not much point in recording Amazing Grace again! 
The songs I’ve chosen this time are, for me at least, 
totally different from anything I’ve recorded before. 

The orchestra was recorded before lockdown  
in New Zealand. Then lockdown came about and 
suddenly I couldn’t sing, but that gave us plenty of 
time to mix the orchestra, and I had a lovely chance  
to be at home with a whole mixed orchestra, which 
has never happened before – normally it’s just a 
backing track. It was such an outpouring of relief 
when I could eventually record and sing again,  
and the whole album was done in 12 hours.

CMQ   What is your favourite hymn? 
AJ   It changes. I’ve got three I suppose. I love  

How Great Thou Art, and also ‘Make me a Channel  
of Your Peace’, done slowly not quickly, though.  
Those two are up there. But also, ‘Dear Lord and 
Father of Mankind’. That has got to be in there.  

CMQ   In your book, you describe December  
as your favourite time of the year. What is your 
favourite piece of Christmas music – without 
using the words ‘air’, ‘in’ or ‘walking’.

AJ   Ha! No, my favourite carol of all time is ‘Away in 
a Manger’. And people go, ‘Oh my gosh, that’s so childish!’. 
And I say, no, I think it’s just beautiful. It takes me 
back instantly to sitting cross-legged on the floor at 
Llandegfan primary school in north Wales, with the 
smell of lunch being cooked behind the shutters. It’s a 
carol that just instantly takes you to the most magical 
scene of all. And, yes, to me it has a special quality. I also 
love ‘Silent Night’; I’ve thought it special all my life. 

CMQ   As you approach your 50th birthday,  
what words of advice would you give to young 
choristers hoping to follow in your footsteps? 

AJ   I would say, cherish every moment that you 
spend singing in such incredible buildings. I took it 
for granted, I suppose, and all of a sudden it was gone. 
Take and make the most of every opportunity you are 
given to learn. And I don’t just mean to learn some  
of the greatest music on earth, you should also take 
opportunities to learn life skills. There’s no way  
I would be doing what I do now had I not been a 
chorister. I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.  
And when your voice does eventually change, 
remember that it’s not the end of the world, it’s  
just the beginning of something new.     

CMQ   Do you feel like you missed out on  
your teenage years by performing from such  
a young age? 

AJ   It may be a different experience now, but it  
was an incredibly fun time. I was given so many 
fantastic opportunities, and I wouldn’t have missed  
it for the world. I think I managed to do everything  
a boy would normally do at that age. I found time  
to play football and still build a career. 

CMQ   Plenty of time for smashing conkers, 
which you mention fondly in your book.

AJ   Absolutely! I applaud those who keep up  
such traditions. 

CMQ   Did you ever have enough of singing  
and performing when you were young? 

AJ   Not really. I’ve always loved what I do. There 
was a bit when I was at college where the last thing  
I wanted to do was church music because I became 
much more interested in going out and playing 
football. And I was in a band for a couple of years  
at college – a really terrible band! But it was a  
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release really from classical music. Yet, slowly but 
surely that world seeped back in.  

CMQ   Some boys find it difficult to keep  
singing in their teenage years; being a chorister 
can be seen as a bit uncool. Did you ever have  
any problems? 

AJ   Oh yeah, I had some of that. When some of  
the music hit the charts, I got teased a lot. ‘Ave Maria!’ 
they used to shout at me. But I loved that side of my 
life, not just the singing, but also the close friendships 
I had because of it. And then there was being on TV  
a million times a year. Then came Walking in the Air, 
which made it all worse again. Adults are much better 
able to deal with that kind of thing than children. But 
I think maybe now being a chorister is a bit cooler 
than it was back in those days. 

CMQ   Who were the biggest influences on  
you as a singer when you were growing up? 

AJ   My first choirmaster, Andrew Goodwin. Andy 
helped me a lot. My voice coaches Robert Wyn and 
Julie Wyn helped me so much. And also, I remember 
the singer Ernest Lough singing O for the wings  
of a dove on a cranky old record of my dad’s. That 
record had a huge impact on me.

CMQ   What kind of music did you listen  
to when you were growing up? 

AJ   I didn’t listen to any classical music, if  
I’m being honest. I spent my first wage packet from 
Bangor Cathedral buying Queen’s Greatest Hits. I also 
used to listen to Spandau Ballet and Level 42, as well 
as lots of other 80s bands. And when, later on, I got  
to meet some of those people, I was starstruck! 

CMQ   Do you enjoy your non-singing TV 
presenting, such as Escape to the Country  
and Cash in the Attic? It must be nice to be  
on TV and not have to sing!

AJ   Yes, it is, because you never get the time to  
get the sound just right. You always just have to go 
with the flow. But I’m totally at ease doing either 
because I’ve been doing them both for so long. 

CMQ   Do you still get the jitters before 
performing live, or has it got easier over time? 

AJ   Nope! You still get the jitters because you  
never know how people are going to respond. But I’m 
confident in what I do and always try to give the best 
performance I can. It’s all about preparation, and I 
think one aspect of being prepared is being nervous 
and wanting people to love what you are doing.  

AN INTERVIEW WITH ALED JONES

CMQ   You’ve said faith is a key part of the  
book, and indeed the album. I understand  
the Christian faith was a big part of  
your upbringing?  

AJ   Absolutely. I went to a faith school, and  
of course was singing five times each week in the 
cathedral. But personally, I don’t feel a strong 
connection [to faith] without music. Going to a 
church and just hearing readings doesn’t really  
do it for me. Whereas, going to evensong, and 
experiencing the music – suddenly, there is the 
connection. And again, I feel that connection  
in cathedrals whenever I am performing.  
It’s real magic. 

CMQ   Aled, thank you so much for your time.
AJ   My pleasure. Cheers. 

Aled’s new album Blessings is out now on BMG. 
Everyday Blessings is published by Hodder  
and Stoughton. Aled will be touring the UK  
from May 2021. Visit officialaledjones.com  
for more information. 

The Royal Festival Hall organ was a trailblazer. 
Read how a famous recital series put it on the musical map!
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Dr W Harry Hoyle was brought up enveloped by 
sounds from the family harmonium. This sparked his 
passion for organ music and led to a lifetime seeking 
out organ recitals. As a student he attended over 50 
performances in the Wednesdays at 5.55 series. His 
career in market research took him to many countries 
in Europe and North America enabling him to hear 
an enormous variety of instruments and performers. 
In retirement he has been an active student of the 
Royal College of Organists Academy.

For many who thrill to the sound of the pipe organ, a cherished memory is the 
series of Wednesday evening organ recitals held at London’s Royal Festival 
Hall between 1954 and 1989. Although much has been written about the 
Festival Hall organ itself, the history of the ‘Wednesdays at 5.55’ recitals was 
undocumented until Harry Hoyle took on the task as a labour of love. 

Drawing on the Southbank Centre archive, private paper collections and the 
memories of many performers, in this comprehensive and engaging book he 
tells the story of how the series was planned, which organists performed, the 
repertoire they played and how the recitals were received by the press and 
by the public. He also reviews the social changes that led to the ending of 
‘Wednesdays at 5.55’ and the search for the best way to present the highlights 
of the organ repertoire on this unique instrument.

h

published by clontarf press

www.yps-publishing.co.uk

£25

ISBN 978-1-9996857-0-6

‘A wonderfully informative and entertaining account of what was for over 30 
years one of the great institutions of the organ world.’ Thomas Trotter, international 
organist

‘A mine of information.’ Catherine Ennis, former President of the Royal College of 
Organists

‘A fascinating account of an era of expansion and exploration in the world of the 
concert-hall organ’ Dame Gillian Weir, international recitalist

‘Deserves to be in the library of every lover of organ music … A true joy to read 
…  
I found it difficult to put down. Thoroughly recommended.’ The Organ

‘This handsome book … demystifies organ and organ music jargon.’ Choir and 
Organ

‘A lively read, full of stories of the great and the good of the classical music scene 
… engaging and authoritative.’ Royal College of Organists StopPress

 ISBN 978-1-999685706
Price £25.00

Available from bookshops and www.amazon.co.uk

Royal Hospital Chelsea
Organ Scholarship 2021-22
A unique opportunity to work as 
assistant to the Royal Hospital’s 
Director of Music, with accommodation 
on our heritage site in central London.

The Royal Hospital Chelsea is offering a young organist (aged 18-30) the 
chance to enjoy a year of training and apprenticeship.

In addition to a bursary of over £4,600 and low-cost, single, on-site 
accommodation, the successful applicant will have the opportunity to:

· accompany and collaborate with an outstanding professional choir.
· work closely with our Director of Music and the Wren Chapel team.

· develop choral directing and rehearsal skills.
· make and nurture London musical contacts.

· prepare for RCO and other diplomas – two organs available for practice.
· participate in a large number of special services and extra events, many of 

which will attract further payment.

Applicants should expect to be available on Sunday mornings, some 
weekdays and for major events in the Royal Hospitals calendar.

Tenable from September 2021 to July 2022

Auditions and interviews: Spring 2021
Closing date: 31 January 2021

For further details or to apply (enclosing a CV, covering letter, copy of passport 
photo page and two references from professional musicians or clergy), contact:

William Vann, Director of Music
Royal Hospital Chelsea, London SW3 4SR 

will.vann@chelsea-pensioners.org.uk

www.chelsea-pensioners.org.uk/organ-scholarship

ORGAN BURSARIES
The Nancy and Sidney Hibbs Organ 
Scholarship Fund is available to offer bursaries to 
assist with tuition fees of organists-in-training who 
are learning to accompany Prayer Book services. It 
is a requirement that at least some of the services 

at which the student will play are BCP services; and also that the 
applicant’s tutor is sympathetic towards and knowledgeable about 
BCP services and the requirements upon organists who accompany 
them.

Anyone wishing to apply for a grant from the scheme is invited to 
contact the Prayer Book Society on 0118 984 2582 or pbs.admin@
pbs.org.uk
For information about The Prayer Book Society or to join please ring 
the above number or go to www.pbs.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 1099295 and Co Limited by Guarantee No. 4786973

THE OUSELEY
 CHURCH MUSIC TRUST

A Registered Charity 
has supported the Anglican choral tradition for over  

20 years by making grants totalling more than  
£2½ million to churches and choral foundations.

We help with school fees where a child is singing on  
a regular basis in a cathedral choir.  

Please see our website at 

www.ouseleytrust.org.uk 
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John Halsey explains new arrangements for 
management of voluntary RSCM activity  
in the UK, Ireland and NW Europe that will  
take effect from January 2021. 

Ever since their genesis in the era of Lionel 
Dakers’s directorship, RSCM Area committees 
have been promoting the benefits of RSCM 

membership and running festivals and other local 
events. Their contribution has been considerable. 
There have been some adjustments over the years, 
most recently a ‘Region 1’ pilot in the north-west  
of England, common banking, and changes to 
recommended roles on committees a few years 
before, but the structure has remained largely stable. 
However, some Areas have become dormant, with the 
result that benefits of RSCM membership vary from 
one part of the country to another. Other cracks have 
started to emerge. In England, links between dioceses 
and RSCM committees were weak in some Areas, so 
that we were not living up to our role as the ‘musical 
arm’ of the Church of England. In other places links 
with the main denominations were not as strong as 
they may have been. Broadening of RSCM activity 
across four educational strands, Choral, Organ, 
Ministerial, Congregational & Instrumental, was  
not consistently picked up across Areas. It was time 
for a change in order to strengthen operations  
in support of the charity’s overall objectives.   

I am fortunate to have had two careers, one as  
a musician and teacher, and one in business. Other 
RSCM members may have similar stories. One of  
my roles in business was to identify and transfer 
specialist knowledge and best practice between  
a small central global team and individual country 
teams, that had previously worked separately, thereby 
boosting staff expertise, teamwork and business 
performance. After a discussion in 2019 with RSCM 
director Hugh Morris and the then vice-chair of 

council, Ian Church, I was asked to apply some of my 
business knowledge to a project on the future of 
RSCM Voluntary Areas, which also work relatively 
independently and also relate to a small head  
office team that can seem remote at times. 

In the first phase, I interviewed members of 
council, staff and volunteers, and came back with 
several broad recommendations. It was agreed to 
discontinue the Region 1 and Region 2 pilots, to 
undertake further detailed work to define how the 
role of Voluntary Areas would be renewed and 
reinforced, to invest in leadership of the voluntary 
network (requiring a funding plan to support this), 
and to develop new ways to reach churches and 
individuals not in the RSCM network.  

Once implemented, the prize would be to harness 
the energies of volunteers across the country, filling 
in current geographical gaps, to make a stronger 
contribution to the RSCM’s overall objective:  
‘The improvement of music for worship, mission  
and ministry’.

The process leading to the appointment of the  
Revd Canon Sal McDougall, now in post as leader  
of the voluntary network as part of her deputy 
director (Education & Mission Delivery) role, 
proceeded while detailed project work took place. 
Outputs of this work include:

�		Organization chart
�		Terms of reference for Voluntary Areas
�		Job descriptions for regional managers

The material was duly reviewed and approved by 
council. This was followed by a webinar with RSCM 
volunteers to communicate the new arrangements. This 
‘new covenant’ supersedes all previous arrangements 
for RSCM Areas and volunteers. Recruitment of 
regional managers and associated redeployment  
of several RSCM staff members is now complete.

RSCM  
VOLUNTARY AREAS

THE ‘NEW COVENANT’

J O H N  H A L S E Y
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ORGANIZATION 
Experienced RSCM hands will notice some changes 
in the organization chart. Area Committees have 
been replaced by Area Teams, the role of Area 
Chair is replaced by Area Team Leader and core 
members of Area Teams now include a Diocesan (or 
denominational) Representative and a Safeguarding 
Coordinator. The Diocesan Representative will anchor 
the RSCM more strongly to the management structure 
of the church and will provide a means for Area Teams 
to reach out beyond current RSCM membership. In 
support of the same objectives, where a current RSCM 
Area does not correspond with diocesan boundaries in 
England, the RSCM Area has in many instances been 
changed to match. Beyond Anglican diocesan links, 
the RSCM will continue to serve all denominations. 
The Safeguarding Coordinator, working closely with 
the head offi  ce Safeguarding team, will ensure that 
Safeguarding has a strong place in all local activity. 

TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR RSCM AREAS
Much of the current event planning and approval 
process has been retained, but requirements for 
Areas to align event programmes with the RSCM’s 
four educational strands (Choral, Organ, Ministerial, 
Congregational & Instrumental), and to use only 
standard RSCM brand identity and standard advertising 
messages, have been strengthened. Despite this stronger 
alignment between the centre and the Areas, there 
is freedom in the framework and indeed Areas are 
called to be creative, to develop new activities and 
improve those that are tried and tested. Benefi ts 
off ered to volunteers have been upgraded, although 
volunteers remain strictly volunteers! A requirement 
for Areas to plan for a modest surplus each year has 
been included for the fi rst time. The full Voluntary 
Areas Terms of Reference document is available to 

view on the RSCM website. In the transition to these 
new arrangements, Area Committees are being stood 
down and there will be no Area events in January, 
February or March 2021. 

REGIONAL MANAGEMENT
The current Regional Coordinator and Voluntary 
Team Leader roles, which had been thinly spread, 
have been replaced by substantially increased 
regional management resource. Regional Managers 
will lead the process to nominate Area Team Leaders 
and will liaise with bishops (or other representatives 
in other areas) about the appointment of Diocesan 
(or denominational) Representatives. Area Team 
Leaders will then build up their teams together with 
a broader volunteer pool. Every RSCM volunteer will 
be recruited following the RSCM’s Safer Recruitment 
process and will sign a standard volunteer agreement. 
Following appointment of an Area Team, the Team 
will receive a Certifi cate of Commission signed by 
the Deputy Director (Education & Mission Delivery) 
and the Regional Manager. 

Each Regional Manager will hold an annual 
Area Team Leader meeting and an annual regional 
conference for members of Area Teams. These 
occasions will be essential opportunities for picking 
up information, and for sharing and developing ideas 
and plans. Regional Managers will also act as awards 
administrators for Voice for Life award exams, 
working closely with the head offi  ce Voice for Life
award exams offi  cer and the chief examiner.

Readers may like to consider if there is a good fi t 
between any of their professional skills in other 
spheres and the current needs of the RSCM. 
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Area Team Leader

Diocesan 
Representative

Secretary Treasurer Safeguarding 
Coordinator

Additional 
Team members

Volunteer Pool

Regional Manager

Working relationships with Head Office roles:
Deputy Director (Finance & Operations)

Voluntary Administration Team
Education Team

Safeguarding Team
Voice for Life Award Exams Officer

Area Team

Deputy Director 
(Education & Mission)Area Team 

Organization

NOTES
• Area Teams report to the Regional Manager. Area Team members also have 

strong working relationships with Head Office functions.
• Some roles may be merged, but minimum Area Team membership is 3 and 

maximum is 9.
• The Regional Manager appoints the Area Team Leader and liaises with the 

bishop (or other representatives in other areas) about the appointment of 
the Diocesan (or denominational) Representative. 

For more information contact Emma Huxley, Voluntary 
Administration Manager, voluntary@rscm.com.
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RSCM NEWS

TAKE A LOOK AT THE 2020 
RSCM ADVENT CALENDAR
This year’s Advent calendar features the stories of people 
connected with the RSCM. Visit our website to hear and 
read about volunteers and members, students of all ages, 
singers in our various choirs, and composers. The calendar 
can be viewed at www.rscm.org.uk/our-resources/
advent-calendar. It’s easy to catch up on any days 
that you have missed.  

ADVENT COMPETITION 2019
The 2019 RSCM Advent competition was won by 
the choir of St Oswald, Ashbourne. Earlier this year, 
St Oswald director of music Michael Halls began work 
with composer Stuart Beer to write a piece of music 
tailored for the church’s choir. Owing to the current 
pandemic, a decision has been made to write a piece 
of music for Holy Week 2021. More information 
will appear in the March 2021 issue of CMQ. 

A VIRTUAL CELEBRATION
On Saturday 24 October we held our fi rst ever virtual 
Celebration Day service. This traditional evensong 
included the presentation in absentia of this year’s 
honorary awards of Fellow of the RSCM, Associate 
of the RSCM, Honorary member of the RSCM and the 
Certifi cate of Special Service, to a total of 29 recipients. 
We were delighted that so many choirs and individuals 
downloaded the music pack to prepare in advance. Of 
course, it is a strange sensation to know that people are 
at home singing along in their living rooms, studies and 
kitchens but comforting that they are indeed raising 
their voices in celebration.

Below: Celebration Day 2020 took place online and was watched by 1,700 people.
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RSCM NEWS

JOIN US AND VERY SPECIAL GUESTS FOR 
THE BIG CHRISTMAS CAROL SERVICE
On Saturday 12 December (6pm, UK time) we will be hosting a joint 
Christmas carol service together with the Churches Conservation Trust. 

This year, with families separated and traditional carol services 
cancelled, it is more important than ever that we come together to sing. 
The service will be led by RSCM chair, the Very Revd Dr John Hall, 
and there will be readings and contributions from some special 
guests, including Theresa May, Alexander Armstrong, Dr Margaret 
Casely-Hayford and Timothy Bentinck (‘David Archer’). There will 
of course be a wide variety of music, including well-known and loved 
favourites, as well as approachable new carols. John Rutter will 
conduct his What sweeter music. 

As with other 2020 virtual services, the music is available from 
our web-shop, and comes with comprehensive rehearsal tracks 
to help you prepare. 

You can join in from anywhere in world. The order of service 
will be available alongside the broadcast. And for those in diff erent 
time zones, a recording will be made available after the event.  

Please spread the invitation as far and wide as possible, look 
out for our social media posts and share our hashtags 
#thebigchristmascarolservice and #singforchristmas. 
Do keep the date free: it’s going to be a really special service!

MUSIC SUNDAY, 6 JUNE 2021
Whatever the situation by next summer, 
lockdown and the subsequent restrictions 
have brought into sharp relief the valuable 
role played by singing, indeed all music, in 
worship. Music Sunday 2021 will be a good 
opportunity to refl ect on the innovative ways 
in which the delivery of music has evolved 
in response to the pandemic. It will also be 
a chance to thank the musicians and their 
IT-savvy colleagues who have helped sacred 
music adapt to the virtual environment.  

As well as organizing a fl agship event, 
we will provide suggestions for services and 
events, both digital and physical, that you can 
plan yourselves. Keep an eye on our website 
in the spring for ideas and suggestions. 
In the meantime, put the date in the church 
diary. Remember, you don’t have to stick 
with that date. The important thing is 
to participate on or near that Sunday.

Above: The Big Music Sunday Service 2020 has been viewed online by almost 9,000 people. Above: The Big Music Sunday Service 2020 has been viewed online by almost 9,000 people. 
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#thebigchristmascarolservice
#singforchristmas

WHO READS YOUR COPY OF CMQ?
Do share your copy among the other musicians 
in your church, pass it round the vestry or 
staff  room – and encourage others to become 
Friends or Members of the RSCM and 
receive their own copy.
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VOICE FOR LIFE SUCCESS IN JERSEY
We have 12 young people in the choir of St Helier parish 
church in Jersey, and they range in age from 8 to 17. We  
joined the RSCM Voice for Life scheme in September 2019, 
and in February 2020 awarded our first two ribbons.  
I became concerned during lockdown that we would lose 

impetus, but I was wrong and on 18 October we were  
able to award ten ribbons – six light blue, two dark blue  
and two red. They are testament to our choristers’ hard  
work and commitment. 
Emma Keirle

RECOGNITION OF LONG SERVICE 
Robin Edser has celebrated over 80 years as a chorister, 
interrupted only by the current pandemic. He began as  
a seven-year-old treble in 1938 in St Mary Magdalene,  
South Holmwood, in the Diocese of Guildford.

He moved to the New Forest in 1957, living in Cadnam  
in the parish of St Mary, Copythorne, where he has been  
a member of the choir for over 50 years. He has also for  
the past 35 years been a member of the local SATB choir,  
the Woodside Singers.

RSCM NEWS

CONGRATULATIONS

Left: Robin Edser, pictured with his wife Mary, being presented  
with an RSCM medal and certificate by the Revd Canon  
Gary Philbrick on behalf of RSCM Winchester.  

Above: Choristers of St Helier parish church in Jersey wearing their Voice for Life ribbons and medals. 

CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   28CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   28 11/11/2020   12:5711/11/2020   12:57



In September, I was in a shop and saw a sign that 
read: ‘Owing to the circumstances in 2020, we  
have had to make some advance decisions, and  

are preparing our Christmas display early this year.’
For all of us, this surely promises to be a Christmas 

unlike any other. Unusually, one of the challenges  
for churches, and all those who make music within 
them, is that this year it is hard to plan ahead with  
any certainty. For so many churches, this is the 
moment in the year where music becomes a vibrant 
shop window, drawing wide cross-sections of the 
community in across the threshold. This year, alas, 
it’s less like a dazzling display on Oxford Street and 
more like a whitewashed shop window with a sign 
saying ‘Closed for refurbishment’.

However, behind the dispiriting exterior – and 
perhaps we will never collectively and individually 
feel the absence of ‘normal’ church music so keenly – 
there are good things happening. I spoke with a choir 
director the other evening who told me how they  
were keeping in touch with all their choir members 
individually by phone; and another I spoke to 
described how they were using a rota to take turns to 
sing in church, in teams. At the RSCM, the UK central 
staff and council are working hard on many different 
projects. The exciting and carefully worked out plans 
for re-visioning the Areas across the UK are in full 
swing, and our 2021 education courses are taking 
shape (with, of course, back-up options in case life 

has not returned to normal). We also continue to  
look at how best to help all our member churches, 
with new types of local event templates being 
prepared to bring members together in peer support.

If something really acute happens in life – perhaps 
a house fire, a flood or a burglary – it forces one to 
assess the really important things in life. Yet, such 
upsets are made easier to bear if you know that there 
is support around you. We will all miss the glory of  
the music of the festive season, but the flame of hope 
will keep burning. One of my favourite carols is  
‘O little town of Bethlehem’ (I always look forward  
to playing and singing it each year). The line ‘Yet  
in thy dark streets shineth the everlasting light’  
has of late often been in my mind.

The light of the Christ Child will see us all through, 
and minister to our human needs and disquiet. 
Christmas reveals God to us in the most vulnerable 
human form, and perhaps it will allow us this year to 
focus on the true meaning at the heart of Christmas: 
the birth of Christ as Saviour. 

If it isn’t yet in your diary, please mark 12 December 
and join The Big Christmas Carol Service, which will 
be held in partnership with the Churches Conservation 
Trust. We have some very special guests joining us. 
It’s one of the ways in which we are providing support 
for all our members. We want as many people as 
possible to unite to sing for Christmas and share, 
despite all things, tidings of comfort and joy. 
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FROM THE 
DIRECTOR

H U G H  M O R R I S
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We’ve all heard the standard complaints 
about the neglect of Advent in contemporary 
society: Advent squeezed out by Christmas; 

waiting eliminated by impatience; spiritual depth 
eclipsed by consumerist sentimentalism. But what 
interests me about these sermons, which some of us 
have preached and all of us have certainly had to listen 
to, is that the blame for the undermining of Advent is 

laid at the door of the godless world. ‘If only they would 
pay attention to the Church’s beautiful Advent liturgy,’ 
we cry, ‘it would all be so much better.’ I’ve never quite 
understood why plunging the Church into darkness 
and swooning over a tea light is supposed to be an 
antidote to sentimentalism, but, be that as it may, a 
look at the way in which the Church’s celebration of 
Advent has developed over the last few decades reveals 
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WHAT ARE WE WAITING FOR?

WHAT ARE WE 
WAITING FOR?

APPROACHING ADVENT  
THEOLOGY THROUGH MUSIC

M . J .  K R A M E R
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that the blame for the watering down of this season 
might lie closer to home.

The clearest way to see this is in the rapid 
development of a liturgical tradition around the 
‘themes’ of the four Advent Sundays, marked in many 
places by the lighting of the Advent wreath. These 
themes appear in The Promise of His Glory (a Church 
of England liturgical book of 1990), which comments 
that ‘the scheme that accords best with the [then 
newish] proposed Lectionary’ is the one of Patriarchs, 
Prophets, John the Baptist, the Virgin Mary. By 2006, 
this innovation, drawing on the 1980 ASB’s allocation 
of a theme for every Sunday of the year, had reached  
a rather more venerable status. David Kennedy, in his 
book Using Common Worship Times and Seasons:  
All Saints to Candlemas, calls it just ‘the traditional 
scheme’. So, for many of us who began attending 
church in the Common Worship era these simply  
are the four themes of Advent, and the heady mixture 
of kids, candles and collects preaches this doctrine  
in countless post-Communion, light-hearted 
moments across the land.

Yet by theming the Sundays in this way, the Church 
has colluded in the very abolition of Advent that its 
clergy so often criticize. For by focusing solely on 

historical characters from the time before the 
Incarnation, presented in chronological order, the 
four Advent Sundays have become little more than 
the first half of a Christmas carol service, building  
up to the first coming of Christ in the stable at 
Bethlehem. There is precious little eschatology here, 
merely a bit of historical background. Yet fear not: 
there is an alternative, as a closer look at some  
Advent Gospel readings, and a closer attention to the 
observance of the season before the 1980s, reveals.

The Advent Gospels about John the Baptist do, 
admittedly, mention his role as the forerunner of 
Christ: ‘one who is more powerful than I is coming 
after me’ (Matthew 3.11). However, even here, the 
adjective ‘powerful’ reminds us that what is in view  
is not the coming of a vulnerable baby at Christmas, 
but rather the mighty deeds of Jesus’ ministry – ‘the 
blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 
cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised’ (Matthew 
11.5) – and the majesty of his Second Coming and 
final Judgement, ‘His winnowing-fork is in his hand, 
and he will clear his threshing-floor and will gather 
his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn 
with unquenchable fire’ (Matthew 3.12). 

This emphasis on the divine identity of Christ and 
the cosmic significance of his two comings resonates 
with a much more ancient set of themes for Advent 
still remembered by older clergy and laity, in which 
the Sundays reflected on the four last things: heaven, 
hell, death and judgement. (The Promise of His Glory 
does mention these themes but relegates them to  
a penitential rite to be used early in or even before 
Advent.) At first these may seem like rather bleak 
topics to concern ourselves with at the darkest time 
of the year. Yet what they represent is the notion  
that to celebrate Christmas fully, we must prepare 
ourselves by understanding the fullness of its 
significance. The coming of Jesus at Christmas is  
not simply a moment of rejoicing in the gift of new 
life, but rather effects a revolution in which the  
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By theming the Sundays around 
Patriarchs, Prophets, John the Baptist, 
the Virgin Mary, the Church has 
colluded in the very abolition of Advent 
that its clergy so often criticize

Above ‘In those days John the Baptist appeared in the 
wilderness of Judea.’ Has focus upon those who prepared for 
the coming of Christ contributed to the decline of Advent? 
Saint John the Baptist Preaching by Raphael, 1505. World 
History Archive / Alamy Stock Photo.
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whole of reality is transformed, and its glorious end  
is foreshadowed. Advent is a season for zooming out 
from the tiny baby, to see that coming in the mind-
blowingly large context of God’s eternal plan, and  
the depths of the longing of all humanity to be 
reconciled with our creator.

How are we to incorporate these grander themes 
into our Advent worship? Fortunately, our musical 
inheritance provides us with a wide range of material 
that helps explore the real meaning of Advent. In the 
rest of this article I’d like to share with you four 
examples of how the music of Advent can expose us to 
a spirituality and theology that is more profound and 
compelling than that found in many of our liturgical 
books and, dare I say it, even in some of our preaching.

VIGILATE, WILLIAM BYRD
I have a powerful memory of once hearing Vigilate 
right in the middle of an Advent carol service. In the 
middle of so much quiet, slow-moving, slightly soupy 
Advent music, it felt like a scoop of zesty lemon sorbet 
amid a banquet of clotted cream. With an energetic  
‘v’ consonant to start, an opening motif of imitative 
ascending scales, and a driving sense of movement, 
the piece jolted the service from an atmosphere of 
meditative reflection into one of urgency, intensity, 
and even anxiety. In this, the breathless music 
matches the text: ‘Stay awake! For you know not when 
the Lord of the house shall come.’ Indeed, so effective 
is Byrd’s work at summoning up this kind of nervous 
energy that critics have suggested that Vigilate draws 
on his experience as a recusant Catholic, writing 

music for those worshiping in secret, who did  
not know whether this day might be the day the 
authorities would burst in and lead them away, 
perhaps to their deaths. If this is true, then Byrd’s 
piece is the 16th-century equivalent of an African-
American spiritual, where the emotions of faith and 
oppression run into one another to create a vigorous 
evocation of the force of a community’s belief.

This sense of the pressing expectation of Advent 
gives precision to the commonplace contemporary 
notion that Advent is a season of waiting. Often,  
when we talk about Advent as the season of waiting, 
we see that as a rather passive attitude, contrasting 
with contemporary culture’s impatient desire to  
want it all right now. Yet Byrd reminds us that the 
expectation commended to us in Advent is not a 
relaxing into God’s time, but rather a vigorous and 
active effort, a longing, a desiring, an insistent  
praying of ‘Come, Lord Jesus!’, a burning ache  
for the coming of Christ and his Kingdom.

ADAM LAY YBOUNDEN, BORIS ORD
The wreath scheme, from Patriarchs to Jesus, 
certainly gives us the sense that Jesus’ birth is part  
of God’s good news story reaching back through  
the centuries. Yet the 15th-century song Adam lay 
ybounden is a more challenging representation of this 
idea that the incarnation is part of God’s eternal plan. 
While the wreath scheme cherry-picks those parts  
of the Bible where God seems to be doing nice, 
encouraging things that point to Jesus, this song 
suggests more provocatively that God’s providence  

WHAT ARE WE WAITING FOR?

There are various traditions 
about the meaning of the four 
candles of the Advent wreath. 
Each candle may remind us of 
one of those who prepared for 
the coming of Christ. 
Shutterstock.
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is to be sought in more difficult moments of the biblical 
narrative as well. The lyrics relish the incongruity  
of Adam’s sin somehow being a good thing to be 
celebrated. What’s more, the song goes out of its way to 
emphasize the downright weirdness, and, some might 
say, the questionable justice, of God’s way of working. 
Four thousand years in hell, all for taking an apple – the 
kind of crime a child might commit – is that really fair? 

This apparent disproportion of crime and 
punishment is highlighted in Ord’s setting by his simple, 
almost nursery rhyme-like theme, which paradoxically 
evokes an aura of innocence around this description 
of original sin. Through this work we are invited to 
focus for a moment not on the Christmas story as  
a familiar and safe annual fable, but rather as the 
long-planned act of a transcendent God whose 
actions we can at best only partly understand. 

THE ADVENT PROSE, PLAINSONG
If Advent is about coming to a deeper understanding 
of the God who comes among us at Christmas, then  
it is also about coming to a deeper understanding  
of the world that he came to save. The four verses  
of the beautiful Advent Prose (the text is from Isaiah) 
present four stages of God’s coming salvation, from 
lament through confession to forgiveness. The 
plangent melody of the plainsong emphasizes the 
moving depiction of human dereliction that the first 
verse presents: ‘thy holy cities are a wilderness, Sion 
is a wilderness, Jerusalem a desolation’. Here, again, 
we are encouraged to embrace a more challenging 
Advent. Rather than preparing for Christmas by making 
ready for a celebration of the good things we enjoy, 
such as the gift of children or family life, the piece 
encourages us to use Advent to consider especially 
those parts of the world that most long for salvation 
because of the pain of present sufferings.

LO! HE COMES WITH CLOUDS DESCENDING, 
CHARLES WESLEY
As we contemplate Christ’s coming as our saviour  
and judge, we are led to what is perhaps the finest 
piece of musical theology in the entire Advent 
repertoire, not a choral work this time, but a hymn 
that Charles Wesley reworked from an earlier one by 
John Cennick. The words and the stirring tune evoke 
a powerful and poetic theological vision of the second 
coming of Christ. We only have space for one detail 
– the way in which the final judgement is described  
in verses 2 and 3. Rather than being seen as a question 
of Jesus busily doling out punishments and rewards 
to people, here judgement is presented as a glorious 
moment of revelation. The difference is not in the 
appearance or behaviour of Christ, who looks the 

same in both verses, but rather in how the two 
different groups of people respond. ‘Those who set  
at naught and sold him, pierced and nailed him to  
the Tree’ and ‘his ransomed worshippers’ both see  
the same vision of the triumphant Christ, displaying 
his ‘glorious scars’. However, the thrice-repeated 
penultimate line of the two verses hammers home  
the different effect this vision has on the two groups, 
who respond ‘deeply wailing’ and ‘with what rapture’ 
respectively. For Wesley, judgement is the moment 
when we look upon Christ and, in that vision, see the 
truth about his identity and the truth about ourselves 
and our actions. The hymn reminds us to spend 
serious time in Advent earnestly anticipating that 
moment, bringing ourselves face to face with Christ 
in our hearts, and asking ourselves honestly whether 
our response to him leaves us wailing or enraptured.

So what conclusions are we to draw from all this as  
we make our ecclesiastical preparations for Advent?  
I have a bold – if potentially dangerous - suggestion. I 
wonder if this Advent, rather than choosing the music 
to serve the liturgy, as of course is our normal practice, 
we might for once let the liturgy serve and be fashioned 
by the Advent music we have inherited, that we may 
more profoundly enter into the theological depths, 
provocations and challenges of this holy season.

The 15th-century song Adam lay ybounden is a challenging 
representation of the idea that the incarnation is part of God’s 
eternal plan. ‘Adam lay I-bounden, bounden in a bond’, c.1400. 
Sloane MS 2593 f.11. Copyright © The British Library.
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THE PURSUIT 
OF EXCELLENCE 

NEW OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR EDUCATION

S A L  M C D O U G A L L 

Course 2020’. I defy anyone not to be inspired by the 
65 young singers from 30 diff erent churches and 
cathedrals across four continents, ably led by Adrian 
Lucas, who joined together online for fi ve days to 
learn and make music.

These are undoubtedly challenging times for an 
organization that has always worked to bring people 
together in the shared pursuit of excellence in making 
music and singing praise to God. The fact that social 
distancing and other measures make it so diffi  cult to 
be together gives an extra impetus to our work. (‘How 
shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?’) The 
pandemic has knocked us all sideways, and we know 
that there will be hard work ahead for all of us to 
improve our singing, choirs and music to the 
standards we expect. 

We do not underestimate the challenges we face. 
But we have been given new opportunities to think 
afresh about how we can best encourage, support and 
inspire the highest standards of music-making in 
Christian worship. We are thinking hard about the 
educational resources that will be needed for the 
future, and how to make sure the RSCM stays fi t for 
purpose as a vehicle for teaching and learning, 
sharing and inspiring both now and in the future. In 
the next few months, we will be able to say more 
about how we plan to do that, including some exciting 
new initiatives that will extend the scope of our work 
to encompass new contexts and constituencies. 
Watch this space!

Education has always been at the heart of what 
the RSCM is and does. When Sir Sydney 
Nicholson founded the School of English 

Church Music in 1927, it would consist of a training 
college for church musicians (the College of St 
Nicolas), and an association of affi  liated churches 
who committed themselves to attaining high 
standards. Sadly, we will never know what 
contribution the College of St Nicolas might have 
made to the musical life of the church, because the 
Second World War forced its closure in 1939. 
Regardless, we have never lost sight of the 
importance of education, even if teaching methods 
have changed over the years.

A huge amount of education work goes on under 
our auspices. This takes many forms and goes on all 
year round. We are constantly supporting singers, 
musicians and clergy in the UK and beyond to 
improve their skills and get better at what they do. 
Increasingly, as we provide more opportunities for 
learning online, our reach is extending beyond Great 
Britain and Ireland to encompass learners from many 
other parts of the world. Geographical, fi nancial and 
time zone barriers that made this diffi  cult in the past 
disappear when learning moves online. Other 
challenges take their place, of course, but this year’s 
online summer course is a great example of what is 
possible. If you haven’t yet seen the outcome of that 
course, do visit the RSCM’s YouTube channel and 
look for ‘Hear my words RSCM Online Summer 

Peace is possible 
when we build 
relationships

Cord is an international charity helping 
communities achieve lasting peace by drawing 
people closer and making new relationships, once 
thought impossible. Our mission, vision and values 
are inspired by the Christian faith.  We work with 
communities across Burundi, Myanmar, Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam.

In Burundi, we bring together young people from 
different political, ethnic, and religious backgrounds. 
They develop skills and establish small businesses, 
whilst learning to respect and value the views of others.

We are unlocking positive futures for individuals. We 
are building stronger, more prosperous communities 
where people live in peace with one another.

Will you help us make peace 
possible for more communities? 
cord.org.uk/findoutmore 
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Hymns at all three levels are defined by verse 
length, of increasing size, while psalmody is designed 
to show control, style and stamina. At Gold level, 
candidates will have to show their ability in more 
than one style of psalm singing.

Where the previous syllabus focused on canticles, 
mass settings and anthems, the new syllabus requires 
candidates at Silver and Gold levels to sing music 
from different musical periods and styles, observing 
the changing demands from each era, and making  
it easier to accommodate music from different  
genres at the higher levels.

‘Practical skills’ is the name for the remaining 
musical areas – technical knowledge, sight-singing  
and aural skills – and these remain largely unchanged 
from the previous syllabus at Bronze and Silver levels. 
At Gold level, the practical skills test combines all 
these areas in order to assess whether a candidate has 
developed a good level of musical understanding across 
the board, just as any working musician would have  
to draw from their range of skills to approach a new 
piece of music. The examiner will show the candidate 
an unseen piece of music and ask questions about 
technical elements, before asking them to have a first 
attempt at sight-singing it. That attempt will reveal  
any shortcomings that might be overcome with, for 
example, pitching a particular interval or explaining  
a tempo marking. This will be a very interactive part 
of the exam and enable candidates to show not only 
their knowledge, but also their ability to think and 
work through a problem systematically. At all levels, 
details and extent of knowledge to be assessed are 
clearly outlined in the syllabus.

The ‘Choir in Context’ section retains its current 
shape and style at Bronze and Silver levels, but the 
Gold award will no longer require submission of 

The RSCM’s Voice for Life awards have been an 
important part of chorister learning for a large 
number of church choirs over many years. They 

have evolved from a multitude of local and regional 
offerings to become the established levels of Bronze, 
Silver and Gold that stand today. 2021 will see the 
introduction of significant developments that will 
allow the awards to take a great leap forwards in 
terms of content, accessibility and achievement.

NEW SYLLABUS
A new syllabus has been put together to address 
several important issues. It promises to offer a 
smoother progression from one level to the next,  
and also to suggest routes beyond Gold for those  
with the right skill set. The new syllabus will replace 
the existing ones for all exams after 1 September 2021, 
but the earlier part of that year will offer a chance for 
candidates to take an exam using the existing syllabus.

At first glance, there will be much that is 
recognizable at all three levels, particularly for those 
entering for the Bronze award. There are prepared 
sung items to learn and perform; a range of practical 
skills to be tested, including sight reading, aural tests 
and technical elements; and liturgical knowledge  
is covered in the familiar ‘Choir in Context’ section.

Marking across all three levels, Bronze, Silver  
and Gold, will be out of 150, with the pass mark set  
at 100, to allow greater consistency to be achieved 
from one grade to the next. Marking criteria are 
published in the back of the syllabus and are identical 
to the documents that the examiner will be using 
during the assessment itself.

Each level now includes a little more unaccompanied 
singing, enabling candidates to demonstrate their 
ability to maintain pitch.

A FRESH APPROACH  
TO CHORISTER AWARDS 

A D R I A N  L U C A S
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written texts in advance. Much has been simplifi ed 
here to make all three levels assume a similar shape 
and style, and the supporting online training 
(see below) has already proved an invaluable asset 
to candidates and teachers alike.

One signifi cant change, however, is that candidates 
will be expected to have learnt to talk about the 
biblical and liturgical elements without referring 
to written notes. Various elements in the exam have 
been changed to take this into consideration, but 
there is a clear shift to encourage candidates to have 
learnt and understood the subjects covered, rather 
than reading from a prepared script.

ONLINE TRAINING
Earlier in 2020, we launched a major new training 
resource on Showbie (www.showbie.com) to support 
the Voice for Life exams and this has proved to be 
immensely useful for trainers and candidates. Details 
of the three classes (one each for Bronze, Silver and 
Gold levels) can be found by searching for Showbie 
on the RSCM website.

Each class gives a range of training in all areas 
of the exam, including a package of resources to 
improve sight-reading and aural skills, specimen 
tests, worksheets and top tips for performing. 
These resources will be updated and refreshed 
with relevant new materials as we approach the 
fi rst exams of the new syllabus.

CENTRAL ONLINE ADMINISTRATION
With the launch of the new revised areas in the 
UK, and in order to comply safely with current 
safeguarding legislation, all RSCM Voice for Life
exams will use one syllabus and one set of regulations 
across the British Isles. The new online booking 
system will enable candidates to apply for pre-
planned exam slots distributed geographically and 
will automatically check for correct syllabus choices 
and other relevant information. Payment will also 
take place online. This new, streamlined system 
will enable a better allocation of time and resources 
from the RSCM’s point of view, while also making 
it possible to broaden the spread of dates and 
availability to candidates. Internationally, we 
very much hope that overseas RSCM partners 
will continue to mirror our own arrangements 
as many have done up to this point.

Overall, we hope that candidates and teachers will 
fi nd the new syllabus more approachable and clearly 
laid out. While it makes greater musical demands in 
some areas, candidates will fi nd it easier to navigate 
and prepare, encouraging choristers of all ages to 
take that next important step on the learning ladder.

A new syllabus has been put together to offer 
a smoother progression from one level to the 
next, and also to suggest routes beyond Gold 

Full details of the new syllabus and other 
supporting elements can be found on the RSCM 
website - www.rscm.org.uk/start-learning
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The Christian church has always had a love-hate 
relationship with percussion. The early church 
eschewed instruments because they reminded 

converts of their pagan past, and some Christians 
today still look upon strongly rhythmic music with 
suspicion. Drums, however, are once more appearing 
in church, not just within worship bands playing 
tracks by Matt Redman or from Hillsong, but also  
in a more corporate setting popularized by groups 
such as the Psalm Drummers. 

We all appreciate times of sublime beauty and 
meditative stillness within worship, the joy of soaring 

choral lines, and the quiet moment as the final chord 
of an anthem dies away. But Psalms such as 81 and 
150, with their verses about praising God by striking 
the timbrel and loud clashing cymbals, remind us that 
the worship of the ancient temple was sometimes  
a loud affair. 

I first came across the Psalm Drummers at the 
Greenbelt Festival in 2003. I had previously learnt 
how to use percussion with school groups and also 
played rhythm games as part of my teacher training at 
Christ Church, Canterbury in the 1980s. Seeing those 
drummers, I was impressed by how drum workshops 

BEGIN THE MUSIC, 
STRIKE THE TIMBREL

PERCUSSION IN CHURCH

S U E  WA L L AC E
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gave an opportunity for entire congregations to make 
music and play instruments together. I also came 
across a group called The Tribe in New York who  
held services where the entire congregation was 
given percussion, and special worship songs were 
written that gave them the opportunity to use  
their instruments to full effect. 

As a result of these experiences, while doing 
ordination training, I made a special study of 
percussion in worship and experimented using 
percussion in prayer and worship with a number of 
different congregations. I brought drums to diocesan 
conferences and to several different churches, and  
on one notable occasion I even led some drummed 
worship with Archbishop Sentamu and 2,000 Scouts 
in York Minster. Then, when I moved to Leeds as 
precentor and team vicar, I planted an all-age  
cafe church congregation that used drums within  
the worship.

When I began work for the Transcendence Trust  
in 2019, helping churches with their liturgy and 
worship, one of my concerns was that many churches 
were losing their affinity with the psalms, and so  
I began the task of writing a Rhythmic Psalter,  
with the texts of the psalms squeezed into ten  
verses comprising very strong rhythms that could  
be drummed, chanted, sung, rapped, or spoken  
over rhythm tracks. I released the words edition  
in January 2020, and am now working on a music 

edition, while demonstrating some of these psalms  
on a Rhythmic Psalter YouTube channel. In one of 
these demonstration videos, I use items that can  
be found in the average kitchen. Another one uses 
items from the garden shed to prove that we do not 
necessarily need to purchase expensive percussion. 
We can use tubs, flowerpots, sticks and even sieves  
to make an interesting percussion soundscape. 

Having been a precentor for eight years (five of 
those at Winchester Cathedral), I am a passionate 
believer in choral outreach. I believe in the power  
of singing and music to change lives for the better,  
as well as being a natural vehicle for Christian 
mission. I am convinced that the church needs to 
preserve the beauty and glory of professional quality 

Below: Angels playing musical instruments by Francesco Botticini, 
c.1475–97. Bridgeman Images.

BEGIN THE MUSIC, STRIKE THE TIMBREL

Psalms 81 and 150, with their verses 
about striking the timbrel and loud 
clashing cymbals, remind us that the 
worship of the ancient temple was 
sometimes a loud affair
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singing, but also that there is a place for everyone  
and their voice. Likewise, everyone should have  
the opportunity to play an instrument. 

TEACHING A GROUP
Drumming groups have many advantages in teaching 
children some basic musical skills, and children  
(and adults) of any age or ability can take part in  
drum circles. It can be an activity that whole families 
do together. Instruments need to be chosen carefully, 
and where they are placed is important too.

For a drumming group of up to 30 players, I favour 
placing the players in a circle so that they can see 
each other, with the larger, lower-toned drums at  
the four quarter points of the circle. These drums  
I generally give to those with better rhythmic ability. 
This undergirds the sound and keeps everyone else 
together. Meanwhile, I give shakers to anyone who 
has problems keeping rhythm. Avoid tambourines,  
as they are very loud and can wreck a percussion 
piece if placed in the wrong hands! Before I start  
a drum workshop, I generally teach a couple of rules. 
The first is that when I raise my hands, the whole 
group must raise their hands in the air too. This  
makes it physically impossible to hit the instrument 
and instant silence is gained. After this, I teach some 
more ‘conducting’ rules, such as when I crouch  
down the volume must decrease, and as I grow taller 
the volume must increase. I then generally play  

some elimination games to instil the ‘hands raised’  
silence rule. 

Rhythm games such as these teach children from  
a young age to watch the conductor. If this is turned 
into an elimination game, the children’s competitive 
streak turns them into accurate followers of the 
conductor. Drumming circles and games can form  
a fun and energetic part of a chorister outreach day, 
and drumming games a valuable part of early  
choir training. 

Another tactic is to give people words to think 
about to help them time their rhythmic playing. 
Children can be asked what their favourite foods are, 
and short rhythmic patterns made from the rhythms 
of items such as ‘burgers and chips’ and ‘ice cream’.  
In the context of a church service these timing words 
can be phrases from the Bible, or prayers such as 
‘Jesus hear us’. Meanwhile, in an all-age service, 
drumming from a congregation can undergird and 
accompany the singing of a choral group, which in 
these times of Covid allows congregations to relieve 
some of the frustration of not being able to participate 
in worship by singing themselves. 

While percussion should never be used 
indiscriminately – it would never fit the sublime 
stillness of a Friday a cappella evensong – it can, 
however, have a place in churches within a variety  
of different musical approaches and bring the joy  
of corporate music making to many new people. 

Above: Drumming groups can help teach children basic music skills. Shutterstock. 
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This is probably the best known 
of all Epiphany carols. It is  
also the one that is most often 

brought forward into the Christmas 
season for use at carol services and in 
nativity plays. There are two reasons 
for this. First, because it is so easy to 
learn and sing, and even very young 
children can manage the refrain. 
Second, it is a dramatization of the 
story of the wise men’s visit to Jesus, 
as recounted in Matthew 2.1–11. 

The author, the Revd Dr John 
Hopkins, was rector of Williamsport 
in Pennsylvania and wrote both the 
words and the music in 1865 for a 
Christmas pageant at the General 
Theological Seminary in New York 
City. Hopkins was explicit that  
there should be no slowing down or 
dragging of the word ‘O’ in the refrain 
– there is much opinion about that 
popular practice. The musicians 
leading therefore have to give a 
strong lead – once they have made 
their own minds up, of course. While 
the ‘pub’ approach to this often 
prevails, this Christmas season the 
song will probably be confined to  
the radio, as all those gatherings in 
pubs and schools and churches will 
not permit the singing of ‘alleluia’  
in tune with heaven. Christmas is  
not cancelled, but it is curtailed.  

Such a difficulty pales in comparison 
to his naughtily misleading text, the 
consequences of which have to be 
addressed every Christmas all over 
the English-speaking world. The fact 

is that those people who visited 
Christ from eastern lands were not 
kings, nor were there specifically 
three of them. Some have suggested 
they might not all have been men. Yet 
so many children, nurtured on this 
carol, carry this misconception so 
carelessly promulgated by Hopkins 
into adulthood. As a parish clergyman,  
he should have known better!

If we look into the carol more 
deeply, we discover that his 

We three kings of Orient are;
bearing gifts we traverse afar,
 field and fountain, 
 moor and mountain,
following yonder star.
  O Star of Wonder, Star of Night,
  star with royal beauty bright,
  westward leading, still proceeding,
  guide us to thy perfect light.

Born a king on Bethlehem plain,
gold I bring to crown him again,
 king for ever, 
 ceasing never
over us all to reign.
  Chorus

Frankincense to offer have I,
incense owns a Deity nigh;
 prayer and praising 
 all men raising,
worship him, God on high.
  Chorus

Myrrh is mine; its bitter perfume
breathes a life of gathering gloom;
 sorrowing, sighing, 
 bleeding, dying,
sealed in the stone-cold tomb.
  Chorus

Glorious now behold him arise,
King, and God, and sacrifice.
 Heaven sing: ‘Alleluia’;
‘Alleluia’ the earth replies.
  Chorus
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THREE KINGS  
OF ORIENT

G O R D O N  G I L E S

Words and music:  
John Henry Hopkins (1820–91)

Above: John Henry Hopkins (1820–91), composer 
of ‘Three Kings of Orient’. Photograph c.1865.

Hopkins’s text is naughtily 
misleading. The people 
who visited Christ from 
eastern lands were not 
kings, nor were there 
specifically three of them
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description of ‘three kings’ is quite 
deliberate and points us towards 
traditions other than the strictly 
biblical one. Origen of Alexandria 
(c.185–c.254) fi rst suggested that 
there were three gift-bearers, largely 
because three gifts are mentioned by 
Matthew, and it was assumed from an 
early date that they brought one each.  

The tradition that they might 
have been kings is more complicated. 
A sixth-century tradition gives 
the ‘kings’ the names of Caspar, 
Balthasar and Melchior, and these 
names are often used when ‘We 
three kings’ is sung, with soloists 
sometimes taking these roles. 
In some churches the drama is 
enhanced by the carol being sung 
in procession around the building, 

and as each ‘king’ sings their verse, 
the related gift of gold, frankincense 
or myrrh is presented at the crib or 
altar, and perhaps even ‘illustrated’ 
musically in the accompaniment. 

The origin of the kings’ names 
comes from an ancient custom of 
blessing homes on the feast of the 
Epiphany. As with any Christian 
holy day, the observation of the 
feast may begin on the previous 
evening. According to a tradition 
that predates the Middle Ages, the 
Latin blessing Christus mansionem 
benedicat would be said, while the 
fi rst letters of these words were 
inscribed above the doorway of the 
house. The chalk used for writing 
these letters, C-M-B, would have 
been previously blessed, and it is 

from this tradition that we still fi nd 
in some schools a tradition of blessing 
the chalk to be used during the year. 

The names Caspar, Melchior 
and Balthasar were invented as an 
aide-memoire for the blessing and 
became inextricably associated with 
it. In Germany, for example, dried 
herbs would be burnt and their 
aroma would fi ll the house. Doorways 
would be sprinkled with holy water 
and ‘CMB’ and the date would be 
chalked above the house and barn 
doors saying: ‘Caspar, Melchior, 
Balthasar, behütet uns auch für 
dieses Jahr, vor Feuer und vor 
Wassergefahr’ (Caspar, Melchior, 
Balthasar, protect us again this year 
from the dangers of fi re and water).

Alongside the folklore there is 
biblical tradition. The gold reminds 
us that Jesus, born in a barn, is the 
Prince of Peace and King of Kings. 
Gold is for kingship, proclaiming 
the royal child. There are prophetic 
echoes of this in Psalm 72:  

May the kings of Tarshish and 
of the isles render him tribute, 
may the kings of Sheba and Seba 
bring gifts. May all kings fall down 
before him, all nations give him 
service . . .  Long may he live! May 
gold of Sheba be given to him 
(Psalm 72.10–11, 15).  

Frankincense, modern equivalents 
of which are often used in worship 
today, reminds us of the astonishing 
fact that in Jesus, God became a 
human being. Resonances of Isaiah 
are to be found here: ‘... all those from 
Sheba shall come. They shall bring 
gold and frankincense, and shall 
proclaim the praise of the Lord’ 
(Isaiah 60.6).

Kingship is suggested too, but 
with incense there is a more specifi c 
reference to worship. In the temple, 
prayer and incense were closely 

HYMN MEDITATION

The well-earned success of this hymn is down to its 
harmonic simplicity and repetitive nature. It also has 
a claim to be thoroughly missional as well as enjoyable

Above: ‘Three Kings of Orient’, from J. H. Hopkins’s Carols, Hymns, and Songs, 1st edition, 1865. 
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linked, as in Psalm 141.2: ‘Let my 
prayer be counted as incense before 
you, and the lifting up of my hands  
as an evening sacrifice.’ Incense 
indicates access to the presence  
of God, and emphasizes not only 
Jesus’ worthiness to be praised,  
but also his becoming a living  
human presence among us.  

The third gift, myrrh, finds its 
significance at Calvary. After the 
crucifixion, Nicodemus and Joseph 
of Arimathea prepared Jesus’  
body for burial, using myrrh as an 
embalming fluid (John 19.38–39). 
Now the shadow of the cross is cast 
over the crib. We see the power of God 
revealed in symbols of weakness, in  
a borrowed manger and on a wooden 
cross. Here we see kenosis, or 
self-emptying: power handed over; 
power utterly controlled by love.  

The idea that myrrh foreshows the 
future tomb is a popular and helpful 

one, but we should remember that 
myrrh also denotes joy:

I have decked my couch with 
coverings, coloured spreads of 
Egyptian linen; I have perfumed my 
bed with myrrh, aloes, and cinnamon. 
Come, let us take our fill of love until 
morning; let us delight ourselves 
with love. (Proverbs 7.16–18)

Myrrh is symbolic of love (a similar 
idea can be found in Song of Songs 
5.5), and so we might want to say  
that the third gift is about adoration 
as well as death. Christ’s death on  
the cross is for love of the church,  
his bride, and thus love and death 
combine in the gift of myrrh.

Whatever we feel about the musical 
quality, the harmonic simplicity and 
repetitive nature of this hymn, its 
success is well earned, and it has a 
claim to be thoroughly missional as 

well as enjoyable. As a teaching aid  
it begs some questions, but actually 
keeps those magi and their mystically 
meaningful gifts at the forefront of 
the Christian Christmas. We may 
miss our stargazing friends this 
Christmas to some extent, but we  
can sing in our homes and join in as 
our airwaves will no doubt continue 
to vibrate with the joyously 
infectious good news of Christ  
the new-born King, ever guiding  
us with God’s perfect light.

O King of Kings and Lord  
of Lords, who was born at 
Bethlehem and revealed to the 
nations as God incarnate, grant 
us a portion of your heavenly 
wisdom, that we may always be 
guided on our journey by the 
light of your salvation, shining 
for all the world to see. Amen.

Left: The Gospel of 
Matthew gives the magi 
‘from the East’ neither 
names nor number. Over 
subsequent centuries, 
however, the narrative  
was embellished, typically 
fixing their number at 
three, sometimes affording 
them kingships, and 
eventually giving them 
names. Here, the names 
Balthassar (Balthasar), 
Melchior and Gaspar 
(Caspar) appear above 
three figures in a mosaic 
from the Basilica of Sant’ 
Apollinare Nuovo,  
Ravenna, Italy. c.AD565.
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This quarter, we interview two more members of the RSCM’s office staff,  
Jonathan Robinson and Anne Heather. 

CMQ   What is your role  
at the RSCM? 

JR   For the majority of my time,  
I am education officer, a title that 
covers liaison with Area awards 
administrators on the running of 
Bronze and Silver Voice for Life 
examinations, personally arranging 
the twice-yearly Gold examinations, 
and administering the Church Music 
Skills programme. For the remainder 
of the week I am a tutor on the Music 
for Mission and Ministry programme. 
In my spare time, I’m a part of the 
Sunday by Sunday team.

CMQ   What do you enjoy most 
about your role?

JR   I like hearing about people 
succeeding at something new,  
whether the youngest Bronze pass  
or the 90-year-old who achieved Gold 
last year. It’s also satisfying when  
I devise a spreadsheet formula that 
makes something easier. Also, when  
I get to spend time thinking about  
the theology of music in worship.

CMQ   Of course, no job is without 
its pitfalls. What would you say  
is the most challenging aspect  
of your role?

JR   Those times when the RSCM 
doesn’t feel like one organization 
working towards a common purpose.

CMQ   You’ve held a wide range  
of musical posts. Other than your 
years spent at the RSCM, what are 
some of your fondest memories 
leading sacred music?    

JR   There was a memorable 
Thursday evening communion service 

in Iona Abbey: a storm raging outside 
and a large, varied congregation 
gathered safely inside around a long 
central table (very long, all the way 
from the altar steps to the crossing). 
Candlelight was throwing flickering 
shadows onto the ancient walls and, 
to guitar and djembe, that week’s 
singing group led ‘We’re going to shine 
like the sun in the kingdom of heaven’ 
(John Bell and Graham Maule). It had 
gone well enough in rehearsal, but 
something lifted it to another level  
in the service. Maybe the sound of 
mighty rushing wind wasn’t just the 
weather! Christmas mornings in 
Lindfield parish church were always 
very special too, but I was always  
so tired by that point that I’m only  
just beginning to appreciate them  
in retrospect now!

CMQ   What are some of your 
favourite pieces of sacred music? 

JR   They change, but the hymn  
‘Lord of all being, throned afar’ by  
Oliver Wendell Holmes to Henry 
Smith’s Maryton has been with me since 
childhood. At the moment I’m fond of 
Matt Redman’s Worthy, you are worthy 
and Karg-Elert’s third Sinfonische 
Kanzone for organ, violin and choir.  
I hope the latter qualifies – it’s based  
on a Gregorian chant melody – but I’m 
not sure how you’d use it liturgically.

CMQ   What previous experience 
did you have with the RSCM before 
working here?

JR   I was chair of the Sussex area 
for four years up to 2016. Prior to that, 
none. In fact, I viewed it with some 
suspicion, though I began to warm to it 
through reading CMQ in the early 2000s. 

CMQ   You are currently 
spearheading some exciting 
technological innovations to 
education. Care to give our readers 
a glimpse into the future? 

JR   Yes, we’re in the early stages  
of commissioning and developing  
a virtual learning environment using 
the Moodle platform. If that’s  
mumbo-jumbo to you, let me say  
that it should help us to engage much 
more effectively with the fast-growing 
world of online education and offer 
better communication with  
volunteers serving on area teams.

JONATHAN ROBINSON 
JONATHAN ROBINSON  works in the RSCM’s education department as education officer 
and tutor for Music for Mission and Ministry. He is a regular contributor to the RSCM’s  
Sunday by Sunday magazine, and from time to time contributes to the pages of CMQ. Formerly, 
Jonathan was resident musician of Iona Abbey and spent 11 years as full-time director of music 
at All Saints, Lindfield. He has recently graduated from Sarum College’s MA in Christian 
Liturgy. Outside of work, Jonathan is music coordinator for Salisbury Methodist Church.
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There will be more information 
about innovations in education and 
Moodle in an article by Jonathan  
in a forthcoming issue of CMQ.

The Abbey, Iona. © Brian Gratwicke.
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CMQ   What are you chief roles? 

AH   Put briefly, the finance 
department ensures all elements of 
sales and purchasing, banking and 
payroll run smoothly.

CMQ   What do you enjoy most 
about your job?

AH   I love the challenge of making 
sure there are funds at hand to keep 
everything afloat, especially in these 
trying times. I believe in the charity’s 

mission to give support where it is 
needed, educating choirs and budding 
organists. Not having a background in 
music, it is humbling to work with so 
many talented people on a daily basis. 

CMQ   What would you say is  
the most challenging aspect  
of your role?

AH   Keeping the books balanced 
and ensuring we have a good cash  
flow. This is vital, since we are such  
a long-running charity and have  

a wealth of music and missional 
knowledge to give to our members  
and students.

CMQ   What are some of your 
favourite pieces of sacred music? 

AH   In Ireland, I sang in a church 
choir, and I loved singing the Lord’s 
Prayer from Christopher Walker’s 
Celtic Mass. You don’t hear that  
so often over here. 

ANNE HEATHER 
ANNE HEATHER is head of the RSCM’s accounts department, where she works alongside  
her colleagues Jan Goddard and Joanne Crowley. Anne has worked at the RSCM since March 2017. 
She came to the RSCM from an accounting practice and has a background in various industries.  
She worked with Cheshire Homes in Ireland as fundraising manager, organizing various events 
such as corporate dinners while running her own accounting practice there.  
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Very rarely in adulthood does excitement  
reach a level where you have to pinch yourself 
to check that you’re not dreaming. 

Fifty years ago, I was a member of the parish choir 
in Coleraine, Northern Ireland (the church where  
my father was rector) and was starting to learn the 
organ as my instrument for my O level exams. Our 
choirmaster exhorted us weekly to buy and listen  
to The Psalms of David: three volumes released on 
vinyl by King’s College, Cambridge. This was how 
psalm singing should be done. For me, King’s became 
synonymous with the highest standard of church 
music anywhere in the world

Little could I have imagined then that many  
years later, as a staff producer and director in the  
BBC Television’s Religious Programmes Department,  
I would have a chance to work on Carols from King’s. 
Even less could I have dreamt that, through a chance 
conversation with an organist friend six years ago,  

I would also have contact with the managing director 
of the organ builders Harrison & Harrison just as they 
were being awarded the contract to undertake the 
restoration of the King’s organ in 2016. A project was 
born that would allow me to document the rebuilding 
of this globally recognized instrument. 

For the best part of a year it involved regular  
visits to the chapel as the organ was being removed 
and reinstalled, and also regular visits to the factory 
in Durham where the restoration and new building 
was carried out. It was a once in a lifetime 
opportunity for me not only to be close to, but  
actually be inside, the instrument whose music  

A LEGEND REBORN
RESTORING THE KING’S COLLEGE,  

CAMBRIDGE ORGAN

S T E V E N  B E N S O N

Opposite: King’s College Chapel © Sara Rawlinson  
Photography, reproduced with permission. www.sararawlinson.com
Below: A 5m cantilevered section built out from the main  
scaffold structure will carry an electric hoist by which the old 
soundboards – each weighing almost half a tonne – will be  
lowered from the instrument.
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had inspired me and set the course of my amateur 
music career almost 50 years earlier.

The documentary is about one organ in particular, 
but it’s also an explanation of every organ. Animated 
3-D graphics showing us round the King’s instrument 
allow us to understand the layout of the divisions 
inside the iconic 17th-century oak case and the 
changes that were made in this rebuild. The story 
takes us to Edinburgh University to hear one of the 
country’s top academics on the acoustics of wind 
instruments explain how different types and shapes 
of pipe make different sounds. New drone footage 
allows us to see the chapel and organ as never before.  

Once the restoration was complete, we placed 
microphones directly over each of the soundboards  
to allow us to hear the sound the pipes were actually 
making, contrasting it with the sound we are used  
to hearing in the body of the chapel. Daniel Moult 
played Percy Whitlock’s Fantasie Choral No.2  
so that we could compare the sounds.

At the heart of the film are interviews with key 
people: Stephen Cleobury not only explains how  
the changes to be made would improve the organ’s 
tonal palette, but also talks about his changing 
relationship with the instrument over five decades, 
and Chris Batchelor (then managing director of 
Harrison & Harrison) expresses the responsibility  
his firm has to keep the organ in tip-top shape on  
a daily basis. Information and explanation comes 
mainly from those who are hands-on in pipe repair, 
soundboard design, voicing, wiring and keyboard 
manufacture. Each comes with a passion for the job 
and all explain how the expertise of their role fits  
into the larger project: the gilder who spends so much 
time putting gold leaf on pipes that he can’t bear to 
have any gold anywhere in his house; the voicer who 
knows that many an armchair organist around the 
world, on hearing the rebuilt instrument for the first 

time, will not be afraid to express an opinion  
about how well he has done his job; and Geoff Pollard, 
a fifth-generation organ builder. We see him making 
the new solo tuba soundboard 80 years after his 
grandfather made the original. We see him dismantle 
the organ in the chapel and discover his great uncle’s 
name engraved on the pedal mixture pipes. Pipe 
maker Nigel Turner explains why the team members 
are entitled to a pint of milk each on days when  
metal is being cast, and we spend some time with the 
keyboard manufacturer who is tasked with making 
the new manuals look as they were in 1934. Perhaps 
the most telling comment of all comes from Stephen 
Alliss, the tuner whose job it is to visit the chapel 
every two weeks to keep the organ at pitch: ‘Whatever 
anyone else says, this is the best job in the world.’

For anyone who might have the slightest sympathy 
for Christopher Wren’s assertion that an organ is 
simply a ‘box of whistles’, this film will surely change 
their mind. The dedication of the team, the skill of  
the workers, the joy of the organists who play the 
restored instrument all reflect the coordination 
required to create an instrument that is so much 
more than just a collection of pipes.

And if seeing inside the organ isn’t enough, the  
box set includes a recital by former scholars, bringing 
you nearly two hours of music from Bach to Bingham, 
including 17 minutes of improvised variations and  
a toccata by David Briggs on the great Advent 
antiphon O Sapientia.
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MICHAEL JAMES GORDON
James Gordon (1928–2020) won  
a treble scholarship to St George’s 
Chapel, Windsor Castle and sang  
as a treble at the coronations in 
Westminster Abbey of King George 
VI and of Queen Elizabeth II. He  
won a scholarship to King’s College, 
Cambridge under the legendary Boris 
Ord, where he sang for four years. 
From 1952 to 1958 he was assistant 
organist at Eton College and organist 
of Windsor Parish Church. 

After serving as director of music  
at the Duke of York School in Nairobi 
(1958–64), Jimmy took the post of 
director of music at St John’s College, 
Johannesburg (1965–84). In that 
time, he was a special commissioner 
for the RSCM in South Africa. Later, 
he was organist and choirmaster  
at St Martin’s in the Veld, where he 
developed a programme of music that 
was without equal in Johannesburg 
parish churches and sustained it for 
30 years until he retired at 90. His 
service to music was recognized by 
the RSCM with a fellowship in 2012. 

Jimmy had a great sense of humour 
and could recount some wonderful 
stories. He told us of his having organ 
lessons with Sir William Harris in the 
private chapel of the King in Windsor 
Castle. After one such lesson, they 
were leaving down a flight of stairs 
when, he said, a passage door opened 
and two girls ran out, chasing each 
other. One of them ran straight into 
him, winding him. It was the current 
Queen, playing with her sister, 
Princess Margaret.

Much later, when he was assistant 
organist of Eton College, he was 
practising one day when a man 
walked in and asked to try the organ. 
‘Do you know how to play an organ?’ 
asked Jimmy. ‘A little, I think,’ replied 
the gentleman, who then proceeded  
to improvise in an expert fashion.  
As he left, he said to Jimmy, ‘Please 
tell your rector that Dr Howells  
sends his best wishes.’

Johannesburg has been blessed  
by having such a superb musician 
among us for so long. We musicians 
who worked with him or under his 
direction have been doubly privileged. 
Sidney Place

ANTONY EWENS 

Tony Ewens (1949–2018) was a gifted 
musician, educator, and a lifelong 
supporter of the RSCM. He was born 
in Petersfield, Hampshire, learnt the 
organ in his teens, and was fortunate 
to have some lessons with Sir William 
Harris, who lived locally. He was soon 
playing for services at Petersfield 
parish church. In his late teens  
Tony also became a lay preacher  
and continued to carry out his duties 
until shortly before his death. 

Tony read theology at Exeter 
University in 1968, then became organist 
and choir director at Southernhay 
United Reformed Church – a role  
to which he applied the ethos that  
‘if you want to try and sing, have a go’. 
At Southernhay he met Sally, whom 
he married in 1979. Their daughter, 
Susannah, was born in 1984.

Later, Tony studied for a PGCE  
at St Luke’s College, Exeter. He 
worked in various primary schools 
around Exeter and was the county’s 
advisory teacher for religious and 
moral education. In 1988 Tony 
accepted a post at St Martin’s College 
in Lancaster, eventually becoming 
head of education studies. 

Tony’s musical capabilities were 
much in demand. He was appointed 
director of music at St Margaret, 
Hornby and under his leadership  
the choir grew and sang at many  
other venues. Even now, the junior 
choir thrives, and is engaged in the 
RSCM’s Voice for Life programme. 
Tony composed a musical setting of 
the Thomas Hardy poem The Oxen  
for St Margaret’s church choir. 

Tony’s death left a vast gap in our 
village and wider community. The 
attendance at his memorial service bore 
witness to the legacy he has left behind. 
May he rest in peace and rise in glory.
Sally and Susannah Ewens

OBITUARIES
BERNARD J. PORTER

Bernard Porter’s (1928–2020) 
association with the RSCM spanned 
many decades. He was deeply 
involved in running courses from  
as far south as Bath to as far north  
as Edinburgh, and in the 1980s he  
was assistant director of the RSCM 
for Scotland. Upon his retirement  
he was awarded an ARSCM.

An organist of exceptional ability  
and a charismatic choirmaster,  
he held a variety of church posts 
throughout his career and was for  
14 years organist and choirmaster  
of St Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral  
in Glasgow. 

Bernard’s musical gifts were 
recognized early on, and studies  
at the Royal Manchester College  
of Music (as it was) led to his 
appointment as assistant organist  
at Southwell Minster aged just 19. 
However, his first love was always 
teaching, and a long, successful 
teaching career culminated with  
his time as head of music at  
Craigie College of Education  
in Ayr. 

The kindest, gentlest, most 
generous of men, a man of  
strong Christian faith, Bernard’s 
contribution to church music in 
Scotland cannot be overstated.  
He leaves in his wake generations  
of musicians creating and enjoying 
glorious music because of his  
love, wisdom, inspiration and 
encouragement. Rest in peace,  
dear friend.
Frikki Walker
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CLASSIFIED ADS
The price for Affiliates and Individual 
Members is 50p (excluding VAT) per word 
(or abbreviated word) and number, in both 
announcement and address. This includes 
a listing on the RSCM website for up to 
three months. The price for Friends and 
non-members is double the above. There is 
an additional optional charge of £15 for a 
highlighted advert and a premium position 
(including a photograph) on the RSCM 
website. Closing date two months before 
publication. Send to cmq@rscm.com

FOR SALE
A New Carol for Christmas. Download 
a copy of The Shepherd’s Song, by Judith 
Riddlebafte. Tuneful and easy to learn. Organ  
and piano versions. No cost. Photocopiable. 
Download from https://tinyurl.com/y3tkrd5f

usedorganmusic.co.uk – Specialists 
in second-hand classical sheet music for 
organ. We stock thousands of pieces which 
are in print but cost less that buying brand 
new. View the current catalogue of items 
for sale on our website. Hundreds of pieces 
are listed at the bargain price of £1.50 
each. Contact Roger Molyneux (info@
usedorganmusic.co.uk or 07902 176744).

JOHN MARGETSON 
Sir John Margetson KCMG, former 
spy with MI6 and a Foreign Office 
diplomat, died on 17 October 2020 
aged 93. Sir John was still British 
Ambassador to the Hague when  
he attended the interviews for a  
new Director of the RSCM in 1987. 
Harry Bramma was appointed to  
the post and the two became close 
friends and established a fruitful 
working partnership. Unlike some 
chairs of charities, Sir John was a 
very hands-on chair, who worked 
enthusiastically and also came up 
with new ideas to benefit the RSCM. 
He arranged the fundraising gala  
in 1992 and worked closely with  
Dr Bramma in setting up the ‘Sing 
with a Spirit’ appeal. A key figure  
in the negotiations leading to the 
move of the RSCM from Addington 
Palace to Cleveland Lodge in 1994,  
he supported Dr Bramma in their 

joint desire to widen the scope  
of the RSCM in order to provide 
resources for churches in the 
evangelical tradition. 

A stroke in 1994 forced him  
to resign after only six years of 
service, but he remained in touch 
with the RSCM for many years.  
A pianist and jazz double bassist,  
he was also involved in the 
governance of the Royal College  
of Music, of the Royal Academy  
of Music and the Yehudi  
Menuhin School. 
John Henderson

ARTHUR WILLS
Church musician and composer 
Arthur Wills (1926–2020) died  
as CMQ was going to print. A full 
obituary will appear in March.

OBITUARIES CONTINUED
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MAKE WE MERRY
Christmas Music for Upper Voices 
by David Bednall, Bob Chilcott and 
Sarah Quartel  Benenden Chapel 
Choir / London Metropolitan Brass 
/ David Bednall (organ and piano) / 
Kizzy Brooks (percussion) / 
Rebecca McNaught (cello) / Adam 
Harrod (djembe) / Edward Whiting 
 Regent REGCD547
The title piece here is David Bednall’s 
Make we Merry, a half-hour sequence 
of eight carols for upper voices, brass, 
percussion and organ, commissioned 
for Benenden Chapel Choir in 2018. 
This choir is superb in pitch, ensemble 
and balance, and with power or charm 
as required. The eight movements of 
Bednall’s sequence of Christmas 
poems have a wide variety of moods 
and an exhilarating conclusion. 
Chilcott’s The Midnight of your Birth 
exhibits what Gordon Appleton once 
described in Sunday by Sunday as ‘a 
delightful freshness and artful 
simplicity’. Canadian Sarah Quartel 
celebrates in Snow Angel ‘the love, 
beauty, and the strength that a child’s 
voice can bring to our troubled world’. 
A melodic cello line is present 
throughout and in the fourth 
movement a djembe introduces an 
African feel. This is a particularly 
satisfying Christmas CD that does not 
follow the well-worn seasonal paths.
Judith Markwith


BEN PARRY: MUSIC FOR 
CHRISTMAS 
Chapel Choir of Selwyn College, 
Cambridge / Ely Cathedral Girls’ 
Choir / Sarah MacDonald   
Regent REGCD542
This disc is the latest in a series of 
recordings, each of which features the 
work of one living composer, in this 
case compositions and arrangements 
of Ben Parry: conductor, composer, 
singer and current assistant director of 
music at King’s College, Cambridge. 
The Selwyn College singers may lack 
the finesse of some Cambridge choirs, 
but they still present a disc of spirited 
performances. A lively Three Angels in 
5/8 metre gets the disc off to a good 
start. Adam lay ybounden is exquisite. 
Despite their clear diction, there are 

REVIEWS OF CDs and BOOKS

CDs
Worth hearing
Recommended
Essential listening

ADVENT AND 
CHRISTMAS


AVE REX ANGELORUM
Choir of Keble College, Oxford / 
Jeremy Filsell and Benjamin Mills 
(organ) / Matthew Martin  CRD 
3537
This is an attractive programme  
of music following the journey from 
Christ the King to Epiphany. Martin 
Baker’s punchy arrangement of 
Christus vincit provides an arresting 
opening and sets up the disc for an 
hour of well-chosen, well-performed 
music that is a joy to listen to. The 
choir’s diction is flawless. Most of  
the music is by 20th- and 21st-century 
composers, with some plainsong 
arrangements along the way. What  
a treat though to hear the Alleluia: 
Vidimus stellam in its original 
plainsong setting, sung by the upper 
voices of the choir: an ethereal 
performance! Equally impressive  
is the urgent and powerful account  
of Britten’s Hymn to St Columba. 
Matthew Martin’s O Oriens also 
receives a wonderful performance – 
the music is given space to breathe;  
it is an outstanding example of 
medieval plainsong meeting  
21st-century counterpoint.  
Ian Munro

occasions where the choir’s intonation 
is in danger of dropping – especially 
during long notes, such as in the 
Aldeburgh Carol. The altos in a  
couple of tracks border on being 
over-enthusiastic! 
Ian Munro


MARGARET RIZZA:  
AVE GENEROSA
A Musical Journey with the 
Mystics  Gaudete Ensemble / 
Eamonn Dougan  Convivium 
CR056
Helping the listener spiritually enter 
into another realm is a claim that 
music has made over the centuries. 
Margaret Rizza quotes St Paul’s ‘Let 
your minds be remade and your whole 
nature thus transformed’ in her 
introduction to these 13 settings of 
prayers, hymns and antiphons from the 
Bible and from mystical writers from 
Hildegard of Bingen through St John  
of the Cross to the 20th-century 
Thomas Merton and John Main.

Many readers of CMQ will be 
familiar with Margaret Rizza’s musical 
style including unaccompanied choral 
writing, vocal solos, strings and 
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Challenger goes to town, showcasing 
the magnificence of this instrument 
and the sterling work of Harrison and 
Harrison organ builders. The attractive 
programme is full of audience favourites 
including J.S. Bach’s D minor Toccata 
and Fugue and the Toccata from 
Widor’s 5th Symphony. One could 
argue the recording is a stereotypical 
organ recital but that doesn’t matter 
when everything is so well played: 
Elgar’s ‘Nimrod’ comes across at what 
feels like the perfect tempo and the 
inclusion of Walter Alcock’s Marche 
Triomphale is particularly fitting as he 
was a previous organist at Salisbury. 
The dynamic contrasts and range of 
timbres achievable on this organ are 
astonishing, including a particularly 
powerful Trumpet. Challenger’s rubato 
in Walton’s Orb and Sceptre and Elgar’s 
Pomp and Circumstance March No.1  
is, for me, just a bit too much.
Ian Munro

CHORAL CDs 

SLEEPER’S PRAYER
Choral Music from North America 
 Choir and choristers of Merton 
College, Oxford / Alex Little and 
Tom Fetherstonhaugh (organ) / 
Claire Wickes (flute) / Benjamin 
Nicholas  Delphian DCD 34232
If this and previous CD projects are 
anything to go by, the music tradition 
at Merton College Oxford is going  
from strength to strength. Thanks  
to generous American funding, the 
foundation – barely 10 years old – now 
consists of 25 student choral scholars, 
and since 2016, 24 girl choristers.  
In 2013 a new American organ was 
installed in the college chapel. 
Reflecting their links across the 
Atlantic, this CD features some fine 
choral writing by two contemporary 

tempo fluctuates during Poston’s Jesus 
Christ the apple tree. However, the 
remaining carols are sung beautifully, 
and this is a fine, honest recording  
of this special service.
Ian Munro


ADVENT LIVE VOLUME 2
Choir of St John’s College, 
Cambridge / Andrew Nethsingha  
 Signum Classics SIGCD661
This CD is a compilation of music 
taken from the 2018 and 2019  
Advent carol services broadcast on 
BBC Radio 3 by the choir of St John’s 
College, Cambridge. The choir’s 
director, Andrew Nethsingha, has 
chosen a wide selection of repertoire 
that is sung to great effect, ranging 
from the familiar Paul Manz E’en so, 
Lord Jesus, quickly come to the 
lesser-known I am the day by Jonathan 
Dove. Three instrumentalists (harp, 
soprano saxophone and archlute) add 
an extra dimension to the music. The 
soprano saxophone in Gabriel 
Jackson’s Vox clara ecce intonat is a 
surprising yet effective inclusion. My 
only quibbles with the performances 
are the swift tempi of Howells’s A 
Spotless Rose, and that, despite the 
crisp rhythms of Pärt’s Bogóroditsye 
Dyévo, which have a real vitality, the 
diction is a little lost. 
Ian Munro

ORGAN CDs

ORGAN PROM
John Challenger plays the  
organ of Salisbury Cathedral  
www.salisburycathedral.org.uk 
5029385861322
This is the first recording made on  
the recently restored ‘Father’ Willis 
organ of Salisbury Cathedral. John 

woodwind with solo lines and in 
ensemble, simple chant and rich 
harmonies – interwoven, and serving 
the words and what lies behind them. 
Several pieces relate to Advent  
and Christmas, with three of the  
O Antiphons, and three that have  
the Virgin Mary and the Incarnation  
as their subject. These include 
Hildegard’s Ave Generosa, and a 
remarkable setting of words taken 
from Thomas Merton, Mary Slept, 
which opens with clusters of sound 
(‘cosmic silence’ is the composer’s 
phrase) before upper voices describe 
how ‘Mary slept in the infinite 
tranquillity of God; and God was  
a child curled up who slept in her.’  
This could be an ideal disc to 
accompany an Advent and Christmas 
this year stripped of some of its 
outward tinsel.
Julian Elloway


THE CENTENARY SERVICE:  
A FESTIVAL OF NINE LESSONS 
AND CAROLS
Choir of King’s College, Cambridge 
/ Henry Websdale, Dónal McCann / 
Guy Johnston (cello) / Stephen 
Cleobury  King’s College, 
Cambridge KGS0036
More than just a CD recording of  
the entire service, this is a document 
celebrating 100 years of the world’s 
most famous carol service. The CD is 
tucked in a back sleeve of a small book 
containing the text of the service, as 
well as memories and reflections of 
several people associated with it. The 
music is appropriately chosen, 
including compositions and 
arrangements by former directors  
of music at King’s alongside some  
of the music sung at that first service, 
one hundred years ago. The pressures 
of live performance may have affected 
some of the choristers: Adam lay 
ybounden has a shaky start, and the 

ALL THE LATEST REVIEWS ARE AVAILABLE ONLINE AT WWW.RSCM.ORG.UK/OUR-RESOURCES/MAGAZINES

CHURCH MUSIC QUARTERLY DECEMBER 2020

52

SLEEPER'S  PRAYER  CHORAL MUSIC 
FROM NORTH AMERICA

CHOIR OF MERTON COLLEGE, OXFORD 
BENJAMIN NICHOLAS

CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   52CMQ_Dec2020_11Nov_finalaw.indd   52 11/11/2020   12:5811/11/2020   12:58



is a beautiful yet intense setting  
of Jesus’ final words on the Cross. 
Gerre Hancock’s arrangement of  
Deep River is a beautiful and moving 
setting of this spiritual. The CD notes 
could be more insightful, and do not 
mention Stephen Paulus’s The Road 
Home – the work that gives the  
album its title.
Ian Munro


AVE MARIA
First Vespers of the Solemnity  
of Our Lady of Buckfast   
Choir of Buckfast Abbey /  
David Davies and Matthew  
Searles (organ)/ Philip Arkwright 
 Ad Fontes AF003
Judging by the accompanying lavish 
booklet, no expense has been spared  
in the production of this CD from  
Ad Fontes, a label founded by Buckfast 
Abbey, featuring the adult choir 
attached to this Benedictine 
community in South Devon. Gregorian 
chant provides the backbone of this 
service. Performed in Latin, the singing 
throughout is beautifully phrased and 
paced, with sensitive organ 
accompaniment by Matthew Searles. 
There are two fine fauxbourdon 
settings of the psalmody by Matthew 
Martin and Philip Arkwright, the  
latter being the Abbey’s master of  
the music. The CD also features  
works by Guerrero, Byrd and Victoria. 
This service is punctuated by some 
splendid improvisations – redolent  
of Duruflé – by David Davies, the 
Abbey’s organist, playing the new 
Ruffatti organ. Sadly the booklet has 
little mention of this fine instrument, 
but there is plenty of detailed 
background about the Abbey’s history 
and the music. If you’re pining for  
this kind of liturgy, this CD should 
transport you to heaven.
Stuart Robinson   


GRAHAM KEITCH:  
GUARDIAN OF HEAVEN
Cantate / Zoltán Pad   
EM Records  
EMRCD061
This generous selection of pieces 
written since 2012 showcases the 
music of a composer firmly within  
the Anglican choral tradition sung  
by an excellent Hungarian choir.  
Of two settings of the evensong 
canticles, one is accompanied and  
with BCP English text and one 
unaccompanied in Latin. There  
is a Latin Mass setting (with a  
thrilling Gloria) and 12 anthems  
for a variety of occasions. Keitch  
writes technically assured, singable 
music for the church, attractive  
to choirs and congregations.  
If you do not know his music,  
and I did not until hearing these 
recordings, there are tasters of  
every track on the EM Records 
website. Listen and you may  
well find yourself ordering  
a copy of this CD of a composer  
of whom I am sure we will be  
hearing a lot more. 
Judith Markwith


THE ROAD HOME: CHORAL 
MUSIC FROM AMERICA
Willow Consort / Danny Purtell  
 Convivium CR048
The first word I wrote when listening 
to this album of a cappella American 
music was ‘perfection’. Bright, clear 
diction, with a good vocal blend, 
effective dynamics and a pure sound 
– no vibrato! The close harmonies  
sound glorious and the dissonances  
are perfectly in tune. The top soprano 
notes float and soar effortlessly. This  
is a programme of discoveries from  
a range of American composers. Bern 
Herbolsheimer’s Seven Last Words  

American composers, Nico Muhly  
and David Lang, who have arranged  
or written especially for the choir.  
Lang uses minimalism; his sleeper’s 
prayer, a setting of his own text, is  
a case in point. Muhly nonetheless 
comes up with some exciting sonorities 
too – the use of brass in Senex puerum 
portabat to underlie the choral writing, 
for example. With other works from 
other American composers including 
Philip Glass and an arrangement of 
Deep River by Gerre Hancock, exciting 
sonorities abound on this CD with 
precision singing and playing at  
its very best.       
Stuart Robinson


SINGING IN SECRET: 
CLANDESTINE CATHOLIC 
MUSIC BY WILLIAM BYRD
Marian Consort / Rory McCleery  
 Delphian DCD34230
This is an interesting CD of music 
composed by William Byrd for use  
in Catholic liturgy, observed in  
secret during the turbulent times of 
Elizabethan England. A selection of 
anthems and motets intersperses the 
movements of the Mass for Four Voices. 
The choice of music is not in question. 
This is an attractive CD and a welcome 
addition to the catalogue, despite 
ensemble issues. The Marian Consort 
and its director, Rory McCleery, have 
impressive CVs, but the voices do not 
quite blend and vibrato is considerable. 
Apart from the Mass, the pieces are 
sung with one voice per part – which, 
theoretically, allows for clearer 
textures and counterpoint, although 
the counterpoint can be obscured  
by a prominent countertenor and  
an even stronger soprano line. 
However, there are sublime moments, 
particularly in the Ave Maria, which 
are to be treasured. 
Ian Munro
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the life and times of 46 church 
musicians born between 1840 and 
1870. All were well-known characters 
in their day – ranging from the 
highly-profi cient to the completely 
eccentric, and from the much-loved 
to the irascible. The music of some 
is certainly worthy of reappraisal, 
the music of others ranges from the 
curious to the banal.’

The authors write in a readable and 
often entertaining way about this range 
of musicians (and their churches and 
clergy and liturgy and much more). 
They are grouped into Cathedral and 
Collegiate Musicians (Walter Alcock 
to Herbert Woodward), Parish and 
Academic Musicians (Edward Bellerby 
to Cunningham Woods) and Amateur 
Musicians and Autodidacts (Stuart 
Archer to Ferris Tozer). To complete the 
experience, inside the front cover is a 
mixed-media CD with scans of over 150 
printed compositions by the composers 
and mp3 fi les of performances by 
David Lamb of 39 pieces (over 4 hours 
of music). Do buy this book, and extra 
copies to give as presents to friends 
with any interest in church music. 
They will not be disappointed.
Julian Elloway

Normal fi nal paragraphs:
You will fi nd reviews of recent printed 
music publications in this issue of 
Sunday by Sunday (no. 95) … etc.

choir / music group / worship 
band / organist / cantor and, above 
all, a singing congregation in building 
up the local church – the hope of the 
world. It provides a real steroid-boost 
to anyone leading, thinking about 
leading, or participating in a music 
ministry – especially in a church that 
thinks it doesn’t have many resources.

For Andy Thomas, church music 
‘is one of the activities we do to 
transform ourselves and those around 
us into the body of Christ’. He points 
us to St Paul’s words, explaining how 
the Holy Spirit can do this while we 
are engaged in all the mundanities 
of sorting out rehearsals, personnel 
and repertoire. Each chapter begins 
with a short vignette based on Andy’s 
own experience of music ministry 
at a parish church where he sees so 
many possibilities. We can learn 
much from him about how to fi nd new 
possibilities in our own situations. 
Highly recommended!
Miles Quick

‘THEY FLY FORGOTTEN, 
AS A DREAM . . .’
Some lesser-known church 
musicians from the
Victorian and Edwardian eras
John Henderson and Trevor Jarvis
RSCM: 379pp. P/B book with 
mixed-media 
CD 978-0-85402-302-8 £28.00 
(£21.00 RSCM Members)
Just as John Henderson, in his 
invaluable Directory of Composers 
for Organ, welcomes every entry 
without discrimination, so in his latest 
collaboration with Trevor Jarvis he 
covers a delightful range of characters, 
some still performed but others who 
have dropped into oblivion. To quote the 
publicity, ‘The authors have researched 

BOOKS

THE MAKING OF 
HANDEL’S MESSIAH
Andrew Gant
Bodleian Library Publishing 
144pp. P/B 978-1-85124-506-2 
£15.00
This beautifully produced and 
illustrated book describes the 
background of Handel’s world in 
Germany, Italy, London and Dublin 
and of the sacred oratorio, before 
shedding light on Handel’s librettist, 
Charles Jennens, and their working 
relationship. It is illustrated with 
reproductions of texts and manuscripts 
in the Bodleian Library, Oxford 
(including Handel’s conducting score). 
Handel’s ‘borrowings’, the Dublin 
premiere, Handel’s performers, his 
variants and revisions (in a chapter 
headed ‘We shall be changed’) lead to 
a fi nal chapter covering the subsequent 
reception and performance history of 
the piece, including Victorian massed 
choirs and today’s ‘Scratch Messiah’ 
and ‘Come and sing Messiah’ events. 
Andrew Gant applies with a light 
touch his wide reading and knowledge 
of the work and its background – 
his love for the music underpins 
his telling of the story.
Julian Elloway

RESOUNDING BODY: 
BUILDING CHRISTLIKE 
CHURCH COMMUNITIES 
THROUGH MUSIC
Andy Thomas
Sacristy Press: 106pp. 
P/B 978-1-78959-112-5 £12.99
No one who reads this delightful 
and elegantly telling book will ever 
again doubt the core value of a 
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music publications in this issue of Sunday 
by Sunday (no. 95). All the latest reviews 
are available online at www.rscm.com/reviews

Printed music and books (not CDs) 
reviewed by the RSCM, with the occasional 
exception of private publications, can 
be obtained from RSCM Music Direct. 
Tel: +44 (0)845 021 7726; fax: +44 (0)845 
021 8826; email: musicdirect@rscm.com

Items for review should be sent to 
the Reviews Editor, Ashleigh House, 
Cirencester Road, Minchinhampton, 
Stroud, Glos GL6 9EL. Tel: +44 (0)7879 
406048; email: cmqreviews@rscm.com
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Please do help hungry Christians in 
desperate need. Many are already 
marginalised and rejected by their 
communities. Some are even denied 
food aid because of their faith.

Your gift can make a difference 
to lives.

Donate online at:
barnabasfund.org/SavingLives
or call us 024 7623 19239 Priory Row, Coventry CV1 5EX

Email info@barnabasfund.org Barnabas Fund is a company registered in England Number 04029536.  
Registered Charity Number 1092935

Contact us to receive a free copy of our informative magazine

CAN YOU HELP 
FEED HUNGRY CHRISTIANS?
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