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Handel’s Messiah:

A Great Inspiration for a Great Mission

“Man can think a poem and write it.... He can think a symphony and compose it....
He can think of a great civilization and produce it. He can be a Handel—moving into
the highest heavens and transcribing the glad thunders and gentle sighings of the great
Messiah. By his ability to reason, his power and memory, and his gift of imagination,
man transcends time and space.... As marvelous as are the stars, as great as is Handel's
Messiab.... is the mind of the man that studies them.”
—Martin Luther King. Jr.

Out of the greatest deprivation and the greatest despair, have often come the greatest
development of humanity. We speak of a rebirth in Fifteenth Century Italy—the Italian
“Renaissance” —out of the Hell of the epidemic of bubonic plague, known as the Black
Death, which killed over one-third of the population of Italy and Europe, and wiped out
whole cities and towns. The Renaissance was not a “cultural statement.” It was not a
“popular trend.” It was not a “style.” It was a moral necessity for the survival of the hu-
man race in a dying Europe, and for the later trans-Atlantic exploration that resulted in
the creation of the American Republic.

As with nations and whole civilizations, so it can be in the case of individuals—
particularly individuals that trust in their powers of mind and heart to change the world,
and even the universe. In a sermon, Martin Luther King, Jr. discusses the adversity of
Handel’s living conditions at the time that he composed his great musical gift to human-
ity:

“His health and fortunes had reached its lowest ebb.... His right side had become paralyzed
and money was all gone. His creditors seized him and threatened him with imprisonment. For
a brief time he was threatened to give up the fight.... but he rebounded again to compose the
greatest inspiration.... which is the epic Messiah!”

That struggle to triumph over oneself to produce a new vision for the benefit of all
humanity is the central subject of the mission described in the story of Christ’s birth, cru-
cifixion and resurrection. Handel’s Messiah is sung and performed 275 years after it was
composed because it rings true in the mind of its hearers, including those that have little
idea of Christian liturgy or tradition. After ten generations, can Handel's Messiah also in-
spire New York City and its citizens to defend the nation from the “death culture” of war,
to reject the condemnation of the youth of America to no-future lives?

Let us dare to perform the human experiment of creating a citywide chorus, focused
on youth but inclusive of all, dedicated to that purpose. We invite you all to join the
Foundation for the Revival of Classical Culture. We invite you all to join the chorus, to
become familiar with the idea of be/ canto singing, of proper tuning, of the “Verdi A,” and
why Truth and Beauty are the same. Surely if Handel could compose the Messiah in 24
days, it should be possible to create a chorus of youth and adults in this city representing
the most diverse population anywhere in the world, as the seed-crystal of that new Amer-
ica that must move forward together. This must be the mission of the next twelve
months. What you hear and see today, is a foreshadowing of what is to come—should
you choose to make it so. That is the true, awesome, joyful meaning of “the spirit of
Christmas,” and of today’s performance of Handel’s Messiah.



Handel’s Messiah

George Friedrich Handel's Messiah was not a mere mu-
sical masterpiece of the 18th century. It was a spiritual
revelation that, though based upon a lifetime of Handel's
own compositional labor, appeared to him as though “in a
moment, in a twinkling of an eye.” It was famously com-
posed by him in about 24 days during the summer of
1741, 275 years ago. When performed, as in tonight's pres-
entation, at the Verdi tuning of C=256 cycles per second,
it is presented in the voice-placement for which it was writ-
ten and intended to be heard.

It has a three-part, “Trinitarian” structure, with 54 dis-
tinct musical selections divided into several scenes, as in a
play. It is a sung drama, an “oratorio,” performed without
costumes or scenery. Tonight we are hearing Part One, the
“Christmas section.”

Sick, partially paralyzed, in massive debt and with fail-
ing eyesight, Handel created a musical expression of the
Old and New Testaments that is today the most performed
Classical composition in the world, and, other than Bee-
thoven's Ninth Symphony, the most famous. Handel, both
the creator and witness at the creation of Messiah, some-
times stopped and wept at the beauty of what he himself
composed. In that sense Handel, gripped by the power of
his own composition, was also being created by his own
work.

Messiah is the embodiment of Agape, the “strength to
love” the world, and mankind, not as we are, but as we
should be. Its first performance in Dublin in April of
1742 directed all proceeds to benefit debtors’ prisons, the
Mercer’s Hospital and the Charitable Infirmary. One-
hundred-forty-two debtors were freed from debtors’
prison following that first concert. Later, Handel per-
formed the Messiah in London, with all proceeds benefit-
ing the Foundling Hospital—a needed home for aban-
doned infants and children. In part because of this, the
piece, though written as an Easter composition, came to
be particularly associated with Christmas; it was a practi-
cal application of the principle of “the New Dispensation”
that is the very premise of the purpose of Christmas—the
redemption of humanity.

The task of truly great Classical composition is to har-
monize the infinite with the finite. A musical idea bor-
rows notes as a suit of clothes, but music is not the same
as the notes, just as a suit of clothes is not the person
wearing the suit. The souls of Handel, Bach, and the un-
known composers of the African-American Spirituals, sing
tonight, in the voices and instruments of these musicians,
that you may hear your own.

J.S. Bach Cantata BWYV 140 “Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme”

The story of this cantata begins in 1597, when bubonic
plague stormed through the town of Unna in the West-
phalia region of Germany. By the time it was over, 1,300
townspeople were dead, including the most gifted student
of the town’s minister, Philipp Nicolai. Amid the horror,
Nicolai began to compose joyful hymns which in 1599 he
assembled in a book titled Freuden-Spiegel des ewigen Le-
bens (Mirror of Joy of Eternal Life) “as the token of my
peaceful, joyful Christian departure, or (if God should
spare me to health) to comfort other sufferers whom He
should also visit with the pestilence.”

And indeed, Nicolai’s hymns spread throughout Ger-
many and afforded great comfort and strength through the
horrors of the Thirty Years War (1618-1648). They must
certainly have also been read and sung by Nicolai’s 15-
years-younger contemporary Johannes Kepler (1571-
1630), whose scientific voyage of discovery of the musical
tuning of the Universe is documented in his Harmonice
Mundi (Harmony of the World) and other works.

When the young J.S. Bach later began to compose
church cantatas, Nicolai’s hymns were among the first he

based himself on. But just as Beethoven waited decades
before setting “Poet of Freedom” Friedrich Schiller’s
“Ode to Joy” to music, so Bach waited until he had al-
ready composed three full cycles of cantatas before includ-
ing “Wachet auf,” composed and performed in 1731, in
his fourth cycle.

Nicolai’s poem is based on the Jesus’ Parable of the
Ten Virgins from Matthew 25:1-13, which reads in part:
“Then the Kingdom will be like ten virgins, who took
their lamps, and went out to meet the Bridegroom. Five
of them were foolish, and five were wise. Those who were
foolish, when they took their lamps, took no oil with
them, but the wise took oil in their vessels with their
lamps.... While [the foolish virgins] went away to buy
[0il], the bridegroom came, and those who were ready
went in with Him to the marriage feast, and the door was
shut. Afterward the other virgins also came, saying, ‘Lord,
Lord, open to us.” But he answered, ‘Most certainly I tell
you, I don’t know you. Watch, therefore, for you don’t
know the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man is

>

coming.”’
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Introductory Remarks
Lynn Yen, Executive Director,
The Foundation for the Revival of Classical Culture

“Behold the Star”
William Dawson

Diane Sare, Director
Soloists: Scott Mooney, tenor; Michelle Fuchs, soprano

“Sister Mary had-a Baby”
Arr. Eugene Thamon Simpson

Diane Sare, Director
Soloists: Christopher Sare, tenor; Costas Tsourakis, bass-baritone

“Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme” (“Sleepers, awake!”)
Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)



