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RINGING OF THE BELLS – CALL TO WORSHIP 

  

WELCOME                                                             

Good Morning and welcome to the Towson Unitarian Universalist Church.   

I am Dominique Hall, a member of the Lay Worship Associates Committee. During the 

summer, we plan and coordinate services  

while our reverend, Clare Petersburger, is away from the pulpit. 

 

On behalf of Rev. Clare, we extend a special welcome to visitors  

and to those returning from a long absence. 

 

Please stay after service for coffee and conversation, 

To discuss your favorite music with someone you do not know well. 

 

Our theme for this summer is Circles, and in this service we will explore how the 

patterns of music shape the circles of our lives and community.  

 

Before we begin, Joyce, our Director of Religious Education, has an announcement. 

 

*pause* 

 

Thank you, Joyce. 

 

Now let us read the covenant printed in the order of service.   

                                                               

THE COVENANT                                                       

  

WE PLEDGE TO WALK TOGETHER 

IN FELLOWSHIP AND LOVE, 
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   TO CULTIVATE REVERENCE, 

TO PROMOTE SPIRITUAL GROWTH 

  AND ETHICAL COMMITMENT, 

TO MINISTER TO EACH OTHER’S NEEDS 

  AND TO THOSE OF HUMANITY, 

TO CELEBRATE THE SACRED MOMENTS OF LIFE’S   

  PASSAGE, 

AND TO HONOR THE HOLINESS AT THE HEART OF BEING. 

---First Parish Of Norwell Unitarian Universalists 

 

OPENING WORDS        Friedrich Nietzsche 

Our opening words come from Friedrich Nietzsche, who wrote: 

 

Music unites all qualities: it can exalt us, divert us, cheer us up, or break the hardest of 

hearts with the softest of its melancholy tones. But its principal task is to lead our 

thoughts to higher things, to elevate, even to make us tremble… The musical art often 

speaks in sounds more penetrating than the words of poetry, and takes hold of the most 

hidden crevices of the heart… Song elevates our being and leads us to the good and 

the true.  

 

In recognition of our individual search for truth, let us read the chalice lighting printed in 

your grey hymnal—the congregational response is printed in italics. 

                                             

CHALICE LIGHTING – READING #532 The Music of the Spheres  

by Ernesto Cardenal 

 

You are invited to form two lines down the center aisle to drop a stone or stones into 

water to mark the laying down of a burden, the passage of a milestone, to splash up a 

little joy, or offer a remembrance of a loved one. Please return to your seat using the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0521871174/braipick-20
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aisle nearest your stone station. 

 

PRELUDE    Excerpts from Symphony No. 1/Traumerei 

 

LISTENING ACTIVITY adapted from Music: Ways of Listening    Elliott 

Schwartz 

Thank you, John and Alta. 

 

In a 24/7 news cycle and with constant access to everything imaginable, it’s easy to 

lose focus. Demands upon our attention are constant and unyielding. In order to 

survive, we have to tune out and dissociate from the hubbub of the world. In the 

process, we sacrifice mindfulness, and miss out on the possibility of joy. The beauty of 

the ordinary eludes us. 

 

In a 1982 book by Elliott Schwartz - Music: Ways of Listening, he lists 7 essential skills 

to perceptive listening. 

What is perceptive listening? You ask — I’ll come back to that.  

 

First, we’re going to listen to a variety of sounds. You may close your eyes if you wish, 

but please remain open to the novelty of experience. My lovely assistant will try not to 

startle you, but… 

 

*Bird whistle*   

*Keys*  

*Box of rocks*  

*Bicycle bell* 

 

Did you enjoy some of those sounds more than others? The first step of listening is to 

develop sensitivity, and recognize the inherent musicality of any sound.  

 



 

4 
 

Also, did you recognize any of these sounds? Do they bring back any memories to you? 

Personally, I love the box of rocks --*box of rocks* —as a child geologist, I tended to 

pick rocks for their obscure aesthetic qualities…and also their acoustic properties.  

 

And if we rotate the rocks….. *rotate box of rocks*… then that’s a different sound, with a 

different association.  

 

Are there other sounds in your head that go together but are not necessarily musical? 

 

The second step of listening is developing a sense of time. How long is 10 seconds? 

Let’s sit in silence for that long and see.  

 

*Count metronome pulses* 

*10 second pause* 

 

Does it feel different if it’s accompanied?  

 

*10 sec of metronome with sound on* 

 

Would it feel different if you were in a hurry to be somewhere? If you were running? 

 

 

The third step is building your memory. We’re going to play a brief sequence for you 

and you can see if you recognize any patterns. 

 

*Random Object Melody using box of rocks and whistle* 

 

Thank you, Luke. 

 

If you have closed your eyes, and you are still awake, now might be a good time to 

open them.  
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While we have used unconventional objects to demonstrate the first few skills—they 

also apply to more musical sounds. Part of the purpose of the exercise is to increase 

your awareness of the sounds you hear every day, to make you aware of the possibility 

of music around you. You are surrounded every day by patterns you may not recognize 

until you search for them—in the sequence of lights in a busy intersection, in the ebb 

and flow of people in the street, in the cadence of a conversation at the next table over. 

Recognizing these patterns will connect you to a higher order in the universe.  

 

The fourth step of perceptive listening is acquiring vocabulary. Many music-related 

words have crept into our everyday language—cadence, pitch, dissonance, chord— 

and have often kept some aspect of their original meaning.  

Developing your musical vocabulary allows you to communicate with musicians and 

other music-lovers— and gives you confidence that you’re all talking about the same 

thing.  

 

The fifth step is building concentration—recognizing that an album or a symphony is 

generally larger than a single song, and listening appropriately. If this was a discussion 

of literacy, we’d be discussing the differences between short stories and novels. There 

are different rules and patterns associated with each, and experience is the best way to 

understand them. 

 

Step six focuses on listening in the moment—to objectively notice only what is there, 

and not what you expect or want or imagine. But that builds to step seven, where you 

add context, by applying your experience and knowledge to the piece. Doesn’t it 

enhance your experience to know that Traumerei, from the stone dropping (hopefully 

John played it) is one of thirty pieces Schumann wrote expressing scenes from 

childhood, and that its title means ‘Dreaming’ in German?  

 

When I looked up perceptive listening, instead of music appreciation, I found the first 

results were about connecting to other people. By some definitions, perceptive listening 
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is not just about hearing and comprehending the words being spoken— it’s also 

interpreting what isn’t said. This includes paying attention to the actions of the other 

person as well as empathizing—imagining their emotional state and internal thoughts. 

When you put perceptive listening into practice, you can connect more deeply with other 

people as well as more deeply with music, and, as I hope we’ve demonstrated in this 

activity, in the world around you.  

 

Let us pledge ourselves to greater empathy and understanding and rise in body or spirit 

to sing Hymn #318, We Would Be One. The hymn will be followed by a meditation on 

the transformation of sound into music, transitioning into a beloved and familiar 

meditation in music. 

 

HYMN #318  We Would Be One 

 

PRAYER/MEDITATION The Everyday Enchantment of Music 

Mark Strand 

     

MUSICAL INTERLUDE   Londonderry Air  Traditional Irish 

 

READING  excerpt from Musicophilia  Oliver Sacks 

In his book, Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain, the neurologist Oliver Sacks 

wrote of an experience from the days following September 11, 2001. 

 

 

Music can offer hope as well catharsis, as Climb Ev’ry Mountain urges us onward 

regardless of the difficulty. In affirmation of our connection to each other and the wider 

world, a portion of all undesignated offertory donations are given back to the 

community, to house the homeless, to heal the addicted, and to ensure the inherent 

worth and dignity of all life. 
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Our morning offering will now be given and received. 

 

OFFERTORY   Climb Ev’ry Mountain 

Rodgers and Hammerstein 

   

SERMON  Sound, Wave, and Circle  Dominique Hall 

As we discovered in the listening activity earlier in the sermon, music begins with a 

sound. 

 

In a 2007 interview for UUWorld, Carolyn McDade interrupted the interview to witness 

the sound of a chickadee whetting its beak on a branch. Additional steps in listening to 

and appreciating music include both objectively chronicling the sounds around you and 

putting them into context from your experience. When McDade comments on how dear 

the little chickadee is, she draws from her previous experiences with the birds.  

 

Although sounds in isolation may be startling, upsetting, or otherwise out of place, they 

are still worthy of notice.  

 

I mentioned earlier that music begins with a sound. Unless you’re a choir 

director….where music begins with an inhaled breath. What else is driven by breath but 

the human body? Although you feel out of place or unattractive or insignificant in any 

given moment, you are not. You are the sound. You are a sound. 

 

 

The pattern of sound — its basic structure— is a wave. Vibrating particles hit other 

vibrating particles and pass on their energy, carrying the dulcet tones of a French horn 

from across the room into the ear.  

 

An experiment was done with owls where they hooked the owls up with electrodes and 

looked at their brain activity. And they could play 2 notes of a 3-note chord, and the 
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owl’s brain filled in the rest. The owl didn’t know music theory. It heard a specific pattern 

of frequencies—air molecules all vibrating at different speeds—and it filled in the gaps.  

 

Music is such an inescapable part of our lives that it has permeated our language. We 

work in harmony, experience cognitive dissonance, and routinely describe the sounds of 

our lives using music theory terms. We can meditate by existing in the moment of our 

favorite song and letting all other distractions slip away. It’s just as easy to time travel 

with music—some songs are associated with key moments in our lives. In seconds, in 

phrases, as soon as we hear the first words of that song, we’re sixteen again.  

 

What about the first time you heard that song? Did the lyrics mean something to you? 

Was there a rhythm or a melody that caught your attention? Were you surprised by the 

chorus, or how the song ended? Much of music is built on the same four sets of notes 

(chords) arranged in a specific pattern. Whether we consciously recognize the pattern 

or not, it’s still there. As in fiction, variety and enjoyment comes from subverting 

expectations, or fulfilling them in a new way.  

 

Carolyn McDade describes herself as a ‘writer of sound’ and that’s part of what music is 

— and one of the key points of music theory is notation—setting out the language of 

music. Creating a vocabulary allows us to communicate more easily; it frees songs from 

memory and the question of how to share a song that you are unable to sing. Shared 

language, shared culture builds community.  

 

Like with the listening activity, if we listen carefully to our lives, making each moment 

into a sound…then we’ll find patterns. There will be sections that sound the same. 

There will be parts where we cry. Paying attention to the repeated elements will reveal 

the melody of our lives as well as the themes that affect us the most.  

 

Our instrumental meditation, ‘Londonderry Air,’ was catalogued in an 1855 book The 

Ancient Music of Ireland. In the 1970s, a similar song, ‘The Young Man’s Dream,’ was 

rediscovered. Someone matched the melody to a poem by Irishman Thomas Moore, 
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and that variation became ‘The Last Rose of Summer.’ ‘Londonderry Air’ itself has been 

set to many different lyrics, including the hymn ‘I cannot tell.’ The words we recognize 

as ‘Danny Boy’ were not written until 1910. Since then, ‘Londonderry Air’ has inspired 

countless other interpretations and variants, for example the song “You Raise Me Up.” 

Its influence has rippled outward from a collection of archaic folk tunes to one of the 

most well-known songs in the world.  

Though the original performer and composer are unknown, they are connected to 

everyone who has ever heard or played the song. Despite the additional 

embellishments and lyrics, nearly every person who has heard that melody recognizes 

the feelings that it evokes. In this way, music can be a tool for meaningful 

communication across time and space, extending past the point where words fail. A 

community exists, whether explicitly acknowledged or not— of people who share those 

feelings.  

 

 

Circles. In my homily at the beginning of the summer I mentioned the feeling of home 

that is essential to Western music theory. The scale starts and ends with the same 

note— referred to as ‘Do’ in solfege. Songs tend to start and end with the same note, 

and all the exploration goes on in between. 

 

In our case, home is community. Carolyn McDade, who if you haven’t figured it out by 

now is the ‘writer of sound’ for the collection of sounds known as ‘Spirit of Life’, says she 

found her spiritual calling in a song she wrote responding to the dearth of spiritual music 

written by and for women. Much of her music addresses those themes. She rehearses 

with and organizes community activists who are also musicians.  

 

Music brings us together - to listen and to meditate, whether alone or as part of our 

beloved community. No single sound, however perfect, can match the depth or 

complexity of a full orchestra, choir, or marching band. By working together in 

community, we blend our voices into a masterpiece greater than the sum of its parts.  
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Listen to yourself. Listen to each other. Build patterns out of the themes and variations 

of your life. Don’t worry about whether you recognize the tune, or whether your 

presence is unexpected. Chime in. 

 

In acknowledgement of the bonds of music that tie us together, please rise in body or in 

spirit and lend your voice to Hymn # 123, Spirit of Life, and remain standing for our 

closing words. 

 

 HYMN #123  Spirit of Life   

 

CLOSING WORDS   String Theory  Ronald Wallace 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE 


