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NEWSLETTER

This newsletter contains: Further thoughts on the Lord’s
Prayer; Garden News; Know your PCC: the building of the
Crib Scene; news from Jimmy’s; the power of singing;
Antiphons; plus the usual Vicar’s letter, daily intentions for
prayer and more.

Highlights of December
Wednesdays 4th, 11th & 18th December
7pm Candlelit Mass in the Lady Chapel reflecting on the Annunciation
7.30pm Advent Group exploring the Four Last Things and silence
Sunday 8th December
Advent Carol Service & Benediction 6pm – followed by refreshments
Monday 9th December
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary – 7pm Sung Mass, refreshments
after. Preacher: Fr Sebastian Hamilton, Assistant Curate of Tewkesbury
Tuesday 10th December
Forum Lunch Club – for the elderly and their carers – 12 noon onwards.
See Bob DeWolf for more info.
Wednesday 11th December
Monthly Healing Mass – 10am preceded by silent prayer from 9.45am
Sunday 22nd December
Nine Lessons & Carols 6pm – followed by mulled wine and mince pies
Tuesday 24th December
Christmas Eve –
Candlelight Service for Children at 5pm
Midnight Mass at 11.30pm
Wednesday 25th December
Christmas Day –
8am Low Mass
10.30am High Mass
6pm Evening Prayer & Benediction
All Masses from 26th to 31st December (excluding Sunday) are at 10am.

Thursday 26th December
S. Stephen, deacon & protomartyr – Low Mass 10am
Friday 27th December
S. John, apostle & evangelist – Low Mass 10am
Saturday 28th December
The Holy Innocents – Low Mass 10am

From the Vicar
S. Andrew, apostle, 2019
Dear Brothers & Sisters,
Advent is the season when we are called to wake up! The grey days and
early nights can easily lull us into sleepiness, and the competing bromides
of the General Election campaign can lull us into an inattentive cynicism.
To which this season responds: ‘Wake, o wake with tidings thrilling!’ We
are to be woken up by the good news of the coming of Jesus Christ: His
coming as a baby at Christmas, His coming at the end of our lives when
we die and His coming at the end of time to inaugurate the Kingdom. All
these comings are in some sense also now – He comes among us to call us
to live eternal life in the present, so that when we die and at the end of
time it may not be a painful or horrid surprise but the consummation of
our lives as we are already leading them. Wake up and live is the
summons.
As I type this we are getting more news of the terrorist atrocity on
London Bridge where it seems a member of Cambridge University was
killed, a reminder to us that these things don’t happen elsewhere to other
people but affect us all. May both of those murdered rest in peace. It is
also a reminder that we do not know the hour of our death, and so we
should be prepared for it. Advent calls us to that preparation but also
reminds us that this is not a morbid business but a joyful one, for in the
light of death our lives are put in their correct perspective and we learn
what is truly important and urgent – and what really isn’t.
I hope therefore that our Sunday sermons on death, judgement, heaven
and hell (called The Four Last Things), our Wednesday candlelit Masses
and our Advent Groups afterwards (exploring something of the themes of
the Sunday sermons and also how to pray silently) will be of assistance to
us in keeping this holy season. It is so easy for Christmas to crowd in
early and for Advent simply to be about ‘preparing for Christmas’ rather
than the call to newness of life which is at the heart of one of the most
ancient of the church’s seasons.

Since the last newsletter we have lost to the Church Expectant Michael
Waring, a member of our congregation and choir since the 1970s. His
Funeral Mass will be on Tuesday 3rd December and we pray not only for
him but for his son Christian and for his family and friends, not least at
Jesus College. I’m pleased to report that Janet Nevitt is back among us
after some time away for surgery and then a complicated recovery, but
I’m sad to inform you that John Robson is seriously unwell and presently
in Addenbrooke's. Do keep him and his wife Penny in your prayers. Fr
Nigel Hancock, our former Curate, is also in hospital and we pray for him
too.
Part of what it means to wake up in Advent is to wake up to our
neighbours, and not just the obviously needy people who might be some
distance away. Are we alive to our neighbours here in this congregation
and those with whom we live and work? I’ve just written of parishioners
for whom we should pray but I sometimes wonder how much of an effort
we make to get to know those with whom we worship. The church is one
of the few places where we might meet people we wouldn’t choose as
friends and who aren’t in the echo-chamber of our own worlds, beliefs
and preferences. Perhaps Advent then is a time to say hello to someone at
LS. whom we’ve seen many times but never spoken to? Similarly, Advent
tells us that now is the time to befriend the person on the same street as us
whom we’ve been meaning to say hello to, or the person at the office who
works on the next floor but whom we smile at in the lift. Can we be
people of peace and love and light to those around us, radiating something
of the light in darkness that is such a theme of these weeks in December?
One final thing. We’re hosting an event at the vicarage on Thursday 19th
December at 7.30pm: Carols & Cava! It is a fundraising event for the
Children’s Society, which does stunning work with young people in need.
We’ll have a drink and a seasonal singsong round the piano in the
vicarage sitting room and raise some cash for a good cause. Tickets are
limited (the sitting room is of limited size…) and cost £10. They’ll be on
sale from Advent II (8th Dec).
With my love & prayers, I am,
yours in the Lord who comes,
Fr Robert.

Thoughts on the Lord’s Prayer…
by “Peregrine” – continuing a series:
FATHER
‘Father’: fashionable uneasiness about the gendering that word implies seems
to me to miss the point entirely. And anyway, why would matriarchy be
automatically preferable to patriarchy? The ‘-arch-’ element in both implies
rule. Surely That Than Which Nothing Greater Can Be Thought – to borrow
a phrase of Anselm’s – as far transcends gender (but subsumes it) as sex does
what an amoeba can manage. What is important is the metaphor: Jesus never
tells us what God is, He tells us what our relationship is.
God is not like a father. A father – ‘parent’ if you prefer - is a pale shadow of
what God is like. Keep the metaphor the right way round. The lesser is
defined by the greater. But the greater can be seen only through the lesser.
And it is remarkable how often the idea of God as Fatherly recurs in the
Bible. Its apogee, perhaps, is in Jesus’ parable – once again, the inexhaustible
truth in metaphor – the father of the Prodigal, loving, forgiving, providing,
with the option of strict justice but the choice of mercy.
A father and mother give their life to their offspring in an act, we hope, of
love. They teach it to walk, to talk, to think, they feed it, wash it, forgive it its
trespasses, look after it during that very long childhood, a feature our species
shares only with elephants and whales (the only other species in which
females go through the menopause and become wise elders and babysitters).
Parents gave of their very being, their physical substance, so that the child
might grow. They want it to be independent: free. That is what we admire in
others – the ability to guide and teach a child, and bring it to a maturity
where it has a head on its shoulders and can become a friend, not just an heir.
God as our Father is the ground and source of our being, ‘in whom we live
and move and have our being’, but He gives us ourselves, gives us a freedom. That freedom can be and is misused, but without that, and the risk, no
love, no devotion, no relationship is possible.
But what is that freedom for, except freely and joyfully to co-operate in the
great adventure of Creation, to act as stewards of that which we have been
given, whatever is it, so that through all the pain, the horror of suffering, the
obscenity of war, the children scavenging on rubbish heaps, the tyrant

laughing at their misery as he mouths the platitudes of virtue – through all
that, somehow, the creation may be led to its perfection. ‘Finish then Thy
new creation’: Wesley’s hymn has wise lines, and one can only respond,
‘Even so, come, Lord Jesus.’
But for Jesus and every age until the present, ‘Father’ was a word that
implies not only ‘progenitor’, or, as the Prayer Book has it, the ‘Creator and
preserver of all mankind’, but also authority, judgement, the right and duty to
chastise. A Roman father, a paterfamilias, had the choice to take up, or not,
the new born child laid at his feet: if he did, he took responsibility for and
authority over it. If not, the child was exposed. A father is not, so to speak,
tame. His authority is awful, and demands obedience – the hardest of all
things for us, by our nature and in our current ideology in the West, to
stomach. I once heard Henry Chadwick preach on Poverty, Chastity and
Obedience. He leaned on the LSM pulpit, and from his great height he bent
forward and addressed the rag-tag collection before him (including the dog
of one elderly spinster) and memorably said, “With poverty we are all too
familiar. Chastity - not too difficult after the first week. But Obedience, ah,
there, there, good people, is the difficulty.” (The dog was unmoved.) But
surely nobody ever said the Kingdom of Heaven was a democracy.
Authority – why are we so afraid of it in the West now? But we can’t do
without it. Why are we so blind as to hate the idea that anyone might ‘know
what is good for us’, and steer us away from the cliff towards which we are
running? Why do we want to be loved less so that we can get on with making
a mess of things? We deliberately remove the linguistic signs by which it is
reinforced, and call our Prime Minsters ‘Tony’ and ‘David’ and ‘Boris’ and
our heir to the throne ‘Wills’ and his brave wife ‘Kate’. ‘They are just like
us, really.’ No they are not: they have a very different job to do, a terrible
burden to bear. Our bishops (if we are of the minority which knows what a
bishop is) have to be called by their Christian names, rather than the old title
that recognised, and reminded us each time we used it, of their duty and responsibility, their teaching and overseeing - ‘episcopal’ - burden. That is why
we used to pray for ‘all Bishops, Priests, Deacons and all congregations
committed to their charge.’ They needed our prayers so that they, poor
fallible beings called into a high sphere, might guide us wisely. We dress
down, if we do have a job that conveys power and responsibility, to look as
common as muck. In some schools the teachers dress to look like their pupils
(I refuse the word ‘students’, because they ain’t yet). In the fashionable and
pernicious relativism of our society we can even pretend that there is no-one

who has the freedom to say what is right or wrong, that contradictory values
and answers are both right, even that if a child says that 2+2=5 it has got to
be congratulated for getting nearly there. It’s an astonishing and foolish
reverse snobbery. But at the very same time people convey the dignity of
sages on pop singers and footballers, follow demagogues big and little
without question, and regard it an honour to meet a ‘celebrity’. Naturam
expellas furca, tamen usque recurret: ‘You may drive Nature out with your
pitchfork, but she will soon return’. (Horace, Epistles 1.10.24).
Human beings are constituted to recognise and need authority, just as
other commensal animals are. When did you ever see a democratic herd?
That little rant over… I gratefully accept the metaphor of ‘father’,
knowing that it puts me in an unimaginably inferior position, recognising at
least intellectually my utterly dependent position, and my need to arise and
go to my father. (But Romans VII! St Paul knew all too well that there is one
law in my members, and another in my will: ‘That which I would I do not,
and that which I would not that I do.’ ‘Make me chaste, O Lord – but not
yet’: Augustine faced the same contradiction in himself.) And that Father’s
irrefragable prerogative of a love that seeks to heal and mend as well as to
punish.
I put these thoughts so very badly, aware of the foolhardiness in even attempting to express my poor grasp of that with which men and women
infinitely wiser than I – like Simone Weil - have spent a devout lifetime
grappling. I am so afraid of slickness. But I think we understand – I
understand - as much as we need to understand for the moment, this moment,
as a child needs not to understand but to trust its parent, not to worry about
the mysteries of his work but to see him as the one to whom he can turn
when he grazes his knee, or later, when the going gets tough, when the
mistakes are made (as they will be), and later still when they grow to be the
same age; and may be a friend. Someone who may be stern, who may exact
punishment, demand in justice restitution, but whose love is known to be unconditional. ‘I will arise and go to my father...’ – yes, the Prodigal got it
right. If only I could! Is it not striking that Jesus never tells us philosophical
principles or plays with propositions; He tells us stories, which release their
meaning to us as we grow able to see it, like a stain of colour spreading
through clear water, or like the voices of a fugue.
God finds us where we are, even when we are whingeing.

MANY MINISTRIES at LSM
by Matthew Smith, on building the framework for the Crib Scene
One of the more exciting Sacristy-related jobs each year is the building of
the crib scene. In the past there have been real cemented walls in the
Sanctuary, and a thatched shed the width of the Lady Chapel. After a few
years' development, we currently have a two-storey building, a little along
the lines of the szopki of Kraków only closer to full size, with an angel
watching at the upstairs window. There's a deliberate contrast between the
fancy structure painted with gold stars, and the rustic interior tableau with
hay and straw. In Crashaw's words "Great, little One! Whose allembracing birth / Lifts Earth to Heaven, stoops Heaven to Earth".
The scene is very much a team
effort but it's currently my job to
cut the wood to size and attach it
together … not the most obviously
spiritual part of the work, but if in
the Incarnation God used the stuff
of this world for His highest and
holiest purposes, and enlisted the
help of a carpenter, then perhaps
we shouldn't draw too sharply the
division between practical and
spiritual tasks. St Joseph, though,
must
have
made
proper
woodworking joints, demanding
in time and skill, whereas I take
full advantage of living in the era
of the bright-zinc-plated selfdrilling wood screw.
And if just occasionally I wonder whether Christmas needs to come round
and send me up a ladder again quite so quickly."Alle Jahre wieder kommt
das Christuskind." I reflect that we need more frequent reminders, the
more physical the more apposite, of the doctrine of the Incarnation, just as
we need the Lord's perennial advent.

Garden News

Now that the leaves are falling fast it has become easier to see the birds in
the garden. The daughter of one of our neighbours, Hazel Dunn, who used
to live in Little St Mary’s Lane, kindly donates peanuts and bird seed for
the garden’s feeders in memory of her mother who loved to watch and
feed the birds
.
Falling leaves needed to be cleared especially from the paths and some of
us filled-up the green bins with them on Saturday morning, 16 November.
Luckily the morning was fine and we were able to enjoy coffee and cakes
with a few others who came for the social occasion.
The next working party is Saturday 7th December – and it would be
wonderful to have a good turnout to make the garden welcoming for our
Christmas visitors.
Christine Tipple

cstipple@gmail.com

Calendar and Intentions
for
December 2019

The list of Thanksgivings and Intercessions offers a focus for
our daily prayer, both at the Offices and Mass, and in our
personal times of prayer.
The Vicar would be glad of suggestions or additions to the
list of daily intentions.

Calendar for December
SUN
MON
TUE
WED
THU
FRI
SAT

1st
2nd
3rd
4th
5th
6th
7th

1st SUNDAY IN ADVENT
of Requiem
S. Francis Xavier, priest & missionary
Nicholas Ferrar, deacon

SUN
MON
TUE
WED
THU
FRI
SAT

8th
9th
10th
11th
12th
13th
14th

2nd SUNDAY IN ADVENT
Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary

SUN
MON
TUE
WED
THU
FRI
SAT

15th
16th
17th
18th
19th
20th
21st

3rd SUNDAY IN ADVENT (Gaudete)

SUN
MON
TUE
WED
THU
FRI
SAT

22nd
23rd
24th
25th
26th
27th
28th

4th SUNDAY IN ADVENT (O Rex Gentium)
O Emmanuel
Christmas Eve
CHRISTMAS DAY
S. Stephen, deacon & martyr
S. John, apostle & evangelist
Holy Innocents

SUN 29th
MON 30th
TUE 31st

S. Nicholas, bishop
S. Ambrose, bishop

Ember Day
Ember Day
S. Lucy, virgin & martyr
S. John of the Cross, religious & doctor, Ember Day

O Sapienta
O Adonaï
O Radix Jesse
O Clavis David
O Oriens

1st SUNDAY AFTER CHRISTMAS
in the Octave of Christmas
in the Octave of Christmas

December’s Daily Intentions & Anniversaries of death
Our Parish & People
The Faithful Departed
LSM Missions Projects
Deacons
Addenbrooke's Hospital
Seafarers
Bishop Stephen

Douglas Bird, Brian Jordan 1st
Anthony Morcom, pr. 2nd
3rd
Romo Gorrada 4th
Michael Fisher, bp. 5th
6th
Michael Barnard 7th

Our Parish & People
8th
Understanding of the BVM
Cyril Hankey, pr., Charles Goodheart 9th
The homeless
10th
Vocations to the ordained ministry
11th
Vocations to the religious life
Alan Ashton 12th
Those overwhelmed by work
Glyn Daniel, Dennis Peck 13th
Spiritual directors & confessors
14th
Our Parish & People
The Friends of LSM
Academics & scholars
Atheists
Jewish-Christian relations
Prisoners
Light for those in despair

Gladys Stockbridge 15th
16th
Jack Grist, Diana Galletly 17th
18th
Eric Lawson 19th
Yvonne Masheder 20th
Jean Garrett, Irene Gore 21st

Our Parish & People
22nd
A sense of God’s closeness
Ruth Wheatley 23rd
Increased prayerfulness
24th
Joy in the Incarnation
Nelson Bleackley 25th
Christians celebrating Christmas in secret
26th
Theologians
Muriel Ellis, Leonard Beard 27th
Unborn children & their mothers
28th
Our Parish & People
Those working over Christmas
Repentance

Leonard Askham, pr. 29th
Peter Walker, bp. 30th
Muriel Brittain, Rita Ollett 31st

An A-Z of Interesting Things
I’m starting this off with Antiphons because I’ve always loved them, even
before I began to know what they were about – and I’m an Emmanuel
College alumna and O come, o come Emmanuel is an excellent hymn
based on them.
I am inviting suggestions for the next few letters in the alphabet – I
have some ideas but could always do with more! – Ed.

A is for Antiphon
An antiphon is a line (usually of scripture) that bookends a psalm or
song in church. The Magnificat, the Song of Mary in St Luke’s Gospel,
is sung at Evening Prayer every day. The O Antiphons, also known as
The Great O's, are Magnificat antiphons used in the last seven days of
Advent.
At LSM we pray these antiphons at 6pm Evening Prayer each of the
last seven days before Christmas. Every other year they form the basis
of our Advent Carol Service too. Each of the O Antiphons refers to an
attribute of Christ, as mentioned in Scripture – and by extension
represents one of the Lord’s titles. They are:
17 December: O Sapientia (O Wisdom)
18 December: O Adonaï(O Lord)
19 December: O Radix Jesse (O Root of Jesse)
20 December: O Clavis David (O Key of David)
21 December: O Oriens (O Dayspring)
22 December: O Rex Gentium (O King of the Nations)
23 December: O Emmanuel (O God with us)
The origin of the O Antiphons is ancient (apparently being mentioned
by Boethius c.480-524) and they were an established part of liturgical
celebrations in Rome in the eighth century.

COLOUR COSTS!
Feedback has been very positive on the colour photographs in the newsletter, but the printing costs are much higher. This month the
compromise is colour cover picture, B&W on the inside, unless you
read it online when colour prevails.
Would you be prepared to pay more for a full-colour version every
month? Please let a member of the PCC know your views!

MEDAILLE TRUST CHRISTMAS APPEAL
The Social Responsibility Group/Global has proposed a plan to support
the Christmas Appeal of the Medaille Trust (working to provide refuge
and freedom from modern slavery), by donating gifts to their clients. The
plan is to have a small Christmas tree at coffee in the Parish Centre during
Advent with ‘gift tags’ which people can take and buy a gift on line. It’s
easy to buy through Amazon and all the instructions are on the website:
www.medaille-trust.org.uk/get-involved/support-a-safe-house-this-christmas

Know your PCC
HEIDI THOMAS
I first came to LSM in the summer of 2015. I
was raised and confirmed in the Church of
England, but had been worshipping with the
Society of Friends for several years.
Nevertheless, I had a strong and growing
conviction that I was being called to return to
my Anglican roots, and after a great deal of
due diligence on the internet, I drew up a
shortlist of three churches in central Cambridge. I happened to visit Little St Mary’s first - and the other two never
got a look in! The liturgy was so beautiful, and the congregation felt so
united, that by the time we turned to face the Gospel I knew I had found
my new spiritual home.
I am now into my third year of service on the PCC, and find it fascinating.
I’ve been involved in everything from deciding how many gold stars
should adorn the restored ceiling of the Lady Chapel to choosing a new
wipe-clean parish tablecloth. Aside from PCC duties, I’m very involved
with our ministry of hospitality. Many members of our church family
travel a long way to Mass, and we always have a lot of visitors, so helping
to bring everyone together over coffee and cake, or for a special lunch, is
a genuine joy.
Out in the wider world, I am a screenwriter and playwright. My main
work has been in the field of literary adaptation and period drama, and I
am the creator, writer and executive producer of the BBC TV series Call
the Midwife. love cooking, cats, Manhattan and the British seaside, and
am a keen fan of ballet. I also have a passion for gardening that never
seems to translate into decisive action! I have been married to Stephen, an
actor and author, for almost 30 years and our son Dominic is currently
studying for an MPhil in Theology at Oxford. We live in a former Baptist
chapel, complete with cemetery.

BILL de QUICK
I retired eight years ago, having been in
the printing industry all my life. Now it’s
time to put up my feet! I was
churchwarden for seven years; first with
Laurence Fletcher and then with Peter
Harland. As churchwarden I was involved
in the millennium celebrations at LSM. In
1999 I organised my first Pilgrimage Walk to Ely to coincide with the
church pilgrimage to Ely, conducted by John Inge, now bishop of
Worcester. The Walk is currently in its twentieth year.
As the year 2000 approached we wondered: what would worshippers
know about LSM in a hundred years’ time? I thought this seemed a good
opportunity to produce a book about the life and history of LSM today, to
coincide with the millennium. The idea was popular, but there were
delays and it was put on hold until our 650th anniversary in 2002. The
book was eventually produced in 2005 and called Life and times of LSM:
a living history.
Today I provide a weekly rota for servers, as well as organising
subdeacon and children’s incense boat bearer rotas. I’m also one of our
sacristans, and my job is to make sure we have enough wine, wafers etc.
and a variety of candles; plus making sure candles are trimmed and
looking presentable for all the main services.
Some of you already know that I disappear from mid January ‘till early
March to warmer climes; in Spain the Anglicans call me a swallow!

Jimmy’s Cambridge
by Fiona Blake, Chair of Trustees
Jimmy’s Cambridge continues to work at full stretch to meet the needs of
the homeless and vulnerably housed. It provides for homeless people
from the first time they knock on our door, right through to their own
tenancy. So, Jimmy’s is open 24/7, 365 days a year. Guests get a bed for
the night but also a support plan which includes being connected with
mental health, housing, drug and alcohol services and many more. We
have move-on houses and support staff to help our guests along the way
and we catch them when they can’t make it the first time and return to the
Assessment Centre rather than the streets.
And there are still too many people who become homeless. The council
has less money, housing is scarce and expensive, and benefits do not keep
up. It is too easy to fall into debt or bad habits and find yourself slipping
into difficulties, slipping into homelessness. Jimmy’s responds. Our
dedicated staff continue their brilliant work, our volunteers bring their
enthusiasm, and our amazing donors and supporters give generously.
In uncertain times we are thinking about how best to provide for homeless
people in the future, and are part of the initiative It Takes a City. We still
need to work with the council on support for the Assessment Centre. The
contract for this work has been extended but money is tight. We want to
extend our work further to include more supported housing. We are
working with a firm called Allia who are building five modular homes for
selected homeless people chosen by Jimmy’s. Jimmy’s will offer support
to these residents as they grapple with budgeting and running their own
home again. These should be ready soon.
This year we are again providing the Severe
Weather Emergency Provision with the
Salvation Army based off Mill Road. The
council pays Jimmy’s and other providers to
give supper and shelter to up to 30 people per
night who will be stuck in the cold when the
temperature drops below zero (like the week

I’m writing this). Guests who use this service often have extra complex
needs (the ladies will come to Zion Baptist Church). This provision has
already been in operation this week and we thank everyone who
contributes to this work.
We will be providing good seasonal cheer as always for those who are
known to Jimmy’s this Christmas. We hope that you will spare a thought
and a prayer for the homeless and those working with them as you
celebrate the good news of the birth of Christ.
Outside of LSM and Jimmy’s, I have lived in Cambridge for 20 years and
until 2016 I worked as a psychiatrist with the local mental health NHS
trust. I worked with adults of working age with a special interest in the
mental health of the homeless and mothers and babies. I retired from the
NHS in 2016 and since then have commenced a Fine Art Degree at
Cambridge School of Art. I have been a trustee of Jimmy’s Cambridge
since 2006 and Chair since 2018.

THE BREATH, SINGING & GEORGE HERBERT
by Simon Jackson, Organist & Director of Music
Many of you will know that, in my ‘other’ life
outside of LSM, I work on the poet George
Herbert and his interest in music. As a church
musician, whenever I read Herbert’s sonnet
‘Prayer’ - a poem that attempts to articulate
something of the ways in which God and man
communicate - one line among many
remarkable lines always arrests my attention:
“God’s breath in man returning to his birth”.
It’s a beautiful phrase in its own right, with its own circular logic that
describes both a creative God, literally animating humanity by breathing
life into Adam in Genesis, and a reciprocal human response, returning
that breath to God in prayer and (I at least like to think) in the creative act
of music-making. Breath is Herbert’s focus here, and it’s my focus, too,
when I stand in front of the choir. If you’ve ever arrived early at church
on a Sunday morning, and heard me rehearsing the choir, the chances are

that you’ll have heard me talking about breath to the choir - perhaps in the
most apparently mundane of ways (“Sopranos, take a breath in bar 8…
take that breath in time… breathe together.”) Of course we breathe all the
time, and we use breath when we speak; but when we sing, that breath
takes on new focus. It’s integral to what all musicians do: call it, instead,
inspiration and expression. You can’t have one without the other - as, I
think, Herbert’s poem acknowledges.
Now, I realise this all may sound like exaggerated metaphysical musings
about something so simple and everyday that we all do it all the time
without thinking. But that’s part of the point: music draws attention to
breath. As any singing teacher will tell you, no lesson goes by without
some mention of breath. You may have to trust me on this, but the way in
which a group of singers breathes can have an effect on pitch, tone,
rhythm, and can make all the difference between it sounding like a group
of 25 individuals singing at once, and one corporate, united sound. In
other words, breathing and singing together is a way of binding us all in
one as community – or to put it another way, in a kind of communion
with one another and with God.
We may not always be fully aware or conscious
of that – it may be, as Herbert's poem concludes,
“something understood” rather than perfectly
and clearly articulated. But Herbert's sonnet, for
me, gets to the heart of something fundamental
about why we have music in the church, and
why we use music to pray. It’s there, happening
in front of your eyes (and ears) when the choir
sings the anthem or the plainsong propers; and
it’s something we all do when we join together
to song as one congregation, each time we open
out mouths to sing a hymn or a psalm, or even
something as simple as an ‘Amen’ together.
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