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Blessed are the People Who Know the Festal Shout
The Music of Archpriest Sergei Glagolev

Introduction
In the summer of 1980, a new musical composition for vespers was introduced at St. Vladimir’s Orthodox Theological Seminary in Crestwood, N.Y., capturing the imagination of those present who sang and heard it. The composition, a new setting of Psalm 103, was written for use in the English language, yet based on theories of how the psalm might have been chanted centuries earlier during liturgical services by the choirs, ensembles, cantors and assembly of the Great Church of Haghia Sophia. 
The composition was the latest work by the Archpriest Sergei A. Glagolev, an American born Orthodox priest whose ancestry includes twenty generations of priests, musicians, and even Cossacks. 

A trained and accomplished musician, composer, director, singer and pastor, Father Sergei studied under the last masters of the great Russian choral schools – including Alexander Gretchaninoff, during the composer’s later years living in New York. Throughout his lifetime and the latter half of the 20th century, Father Sergei has mentored hundreds of today’s church musicians in North America. 
His understanding of music and multiple languages has enabled him to accurately transcribe existing chants into English language settings. His natural ability and vision for an indigenous Orthodox Church in North America made it possible for him to create original musical compositions based on the rhythm and grammatical structure of the English language. 

Combined with Father Sergei’s extensive understanding of the liturgy and the role of music in the liturgical life of the church, the shape and form of his compositions simultaneously encourage a dynamic and engaging liturgical experience for the assembly of those gathered in worship. 
Father Sergei’s musical achievements provide us with an opportunity to consider what is possible when hymns are composed based on their liturgical function and the relationship of music to the form of the liturgy in the life of the church. Father Sergei’s labors have made him one of the key, if not the central, figures of the 20th century for the rediscovery of the vital role music can play in the liturgical life of the Orthodox Faith. His musical works stand on their own as examples par excellence for the proper setting of and composing for liturgical texts in the English language.

Early Life
Born in August 1928 in Gary, Indiana, the future Archpriest Sergei was immersed in music from the early days of his life. By the age of seven, he was turning the pages with the church choir, while learning the order of the services, and how to sing from those around him. By age nine, the young Sergei had advanced from simply singing with the choir, to learning from the adults how to improvise harmonies from their square-note chant books. At the age of thirteen, he was appointed director at the cathedral in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania where his father, the Archpriest Andrew Glagolev, was rector. 

In addition to singing and directing the cathedral choir, the teenage Sergei also played piano, trombone, trumpet and French horn in the public school where he also sang in the choir. Once he graduated from high school, his musical knowledge and experiences continued to grow through his music studies at Oberlin College in Ohio. Father Sergei later moved to New York, enrolling in music classes at New York University in lower Manhattan and theology courses at St. Vladimir’s Seminary on the Upper West Side. 

What he learned in formal graduate level classes affirmed what he had observed, been taught, and experienced throughout his early life: the relationship between the text and music was vital for any musical composition used in liturgical worship. 
This relationship was firmly taught in Oberlin and New York University, but would crystalize and become a central focus of Father Sergei’s life-long love of sacred music, expressed through his pastoral ministry, teaching, and musical compositions. 
Today, in the parishes where Father Sergei ministered to the faithful, his legacy still is apparent in the repertoire on the music stands, while countless clergy and choir directors apply the lessons they learned from him, including his methodologies and instructions for directing and the order for liturgical services. And his compositions serve as the foundation and benchmark musical examples for composers and singers who look to creatively proclaim the poetic form of liturgical texts in the English language. 

Accessibility

Following his seminary studies, Father Sergei first served as choir director in Detroit, Michigan where he met his future wife, Eugenia. After the sudden death of his father in 1953, Sergei was ordained a deacon and then priest for his first parish assignment in Ohio. His father had served as a mentor and guide in so many ways, imparting his liturgical and musical knowledge to Sergei. Now the newly ordained priest Sergei would succeed him both as rector and as church musician, striving to nurture the development of an American Orthodox liturgical ethos. 

In 1954, Archbishop John (Garklavs) of Chicago and Minneapolis contacted Father Sergei, informing him of a transfer to the large parish community in Minneapolis, Minnesota, dedicated to the feast of the Protection of the Mother of God. It would be a wonderful opportunity for Father Sergei to minister to the faithful and work with a large established parish choir. 

Instead, Archbishop John contacted Father Sergei again and told him of a new mission being formed in Encino, California, a suburb of Los Angeles. Leaving the immigrant communities of the Midwest, the young priest and his wife would be heading to the missionary territory of the southern California. Other Orthodox churches existed in the region, reflecting the diverse ethnic nationalities of Orthodoxy found in the United States. This new mission, dedicated to St. Innocent of Irkutsk, an 18th century missionary to China and Siberia, would be the first all-English Orthodox parish in North America. 
Part of the rationale for sending Father Sergei to the new mission was to leverage his musical abilities for transcribing settings and texts into English. Father Sergei recounts in his own words:

“What we looked to accomplish in Encino was different. We were trying to make sure the music was carrying the words. We received permission from our bishop, His Eminence, Archbishop John of San Francisco, and he gave his blessing that the proper singing of music would be dependent on proclaiming the message of the text for our parish. And the settings seemed natural – in fact they came naturally – because God guided and blessed our efforts to make sure the music rhymes to the English words.”

As a youth, Father Sergei had been used to choirs with 30+ members who participated in twice weekly rehearsals. Now, as the young priest in a mission parish, he faced a completely different situation: a much smaller choir, composed of volunteers with limited rehearsal time, and a need for settings in English which didn’t exist. The realities of a mission parish meant it wasn’t possible to sing elaborate melodies or settings. Yet this didn’t impede Father Sergei’s firm belief that beauty could be found in any setting of liturgical music.

He leveraged the Russian Imperial Court Chant settings which were known by the choir members, incorporating Lesser Znamenny chant motifs and his own composed melodies as needed. Where the music written for the Slavonic language didn’t fit the English text, Father Sergei would compose a new melody, allowing the English language to guide his phrasing and settings. He wrote two-part settings for the Canon at matins for the great feasts and employed three- and four-part settings for festal stichera at vespers. 
Father Sergei occasionally would employ a canonarch for particular settings and wrote settings for antiphons at the beginning of the liturgy to be sung by two choirs. The application of antiphonal settings was based on his firm belief that the music of the liturgy should be engaging for those in the assembly. 
He also reached out to his brother clergy at the other local Orthodox churches in the Los Angeles area, quickly becoming friends and co-laborers in the Lord’s work. Father Sergei’s interest in music resulted in the exchanging of musical settings, as he would graciously receive the music with foreign language text, and reset it with English. 

This helped Father Sergei minister to his parishioners, from various backgrounds, as he took familiar melodies for “Lord, have mercy” and translate them into English, creating familiarity and a connection to their ancestry, heritage, and countless generations of Orthodox throughout the world. While the music reflected the diverse backgrounds and heritage of the parishioners, the English language served as their common liturgical language, uniting them as a community of American Orthodox Christians.

Father Sergei would attend rehearsals, helping the director and choir members learn the music while also teaching them about the relationship between the music what was taking place during the liturgy when each piece was sung. It wasn’t just about singing new music, but sharing his knowledge of the meaning of liturgy. This approach enabled him to introduce new compositions while engaging the faithful to have a deeper and more meaningful understanding of the teachings of the church. 

It was in this same spirit of accessibility which Father Sergei would translate and transcribe a variety of settings of the Paschal troparion. As we experienced earlier this week, one of the highlights of each International Society for Orthodox Church Music (ISOCM) conference has been the singing of the Paschal troparion in as many languages as possible, proclaiming our shared joy of the Lord’s resurrection. I can’t help to think that in some small way, what we experienced here in Joensuu is somehow tied to those efforts which Father Sergei began nearly seven decades ago, forging a shared experience of our Lord’s Resurrection across diverse ethnic traditions, showing that we are in fact one community of Orthodox Christians.

Dialogue

As with any relationship, dialogue is key to effective communication and understanding. Father Sergei’s settings reflect the vital role of dialogue within liturgical music and major portions of our cycle of liturgical services. Done poorly, the music can impede the understanding and comprehension of those present, but done well, the music could be a vehicle to enable both the singer and the listener to draw closer to God through the sacred texts. 

Father Sergei has taught that music must carry the words, saying, “The words will guide and impact the melodic line. There are moments where the phrasing has a lot to do with whether the singing is going to sound natural.”

Because of the varying number of syllables in other languages, Father Sergei would adjust the music where necessary to ensure the phrasing in English would be coherent.
A proper balance in the relationship will ensure the syntax and rhythm of the text are never overshadowed by the music, and simultaneously, the music makes it possible to call attention to the text – instead of itself – conveying the teachings of our Faith. It doesn’t become a distraction, but instead a tool for the edification of both the singer and the listener. Essentially, the relationship between the music and liturgy is symbiotic.
Done properly, the result can be a heightened liturgical experience, such as with Father Sergei’s setting of Psalm 103 written in 1980, referenced at the beginning of this paper. 

The setting of Psalm 103 itself was the result of conversations in the mid- and late-1970s between Father Sergei, Father Alexander Schmemann, dean of St. Vladimir’s Seminary, and David Drillock, the seminary’s professor of liturgical music. 

Father Alexander, Father Sergei, and Dave would discuss at length the historic use of responsorial psalms, considering opportunities to explore how they would have sounded – and how they could potentially sound again in divine services. Free-composition settings were the received tradition in the mid-20th century, based on the music brought by immigrants to North America. The Russian typikon, with its particular approach to liturgy and practice were the accepted norm in parish communities with both large and small choirs. 

The question at hand for Father Sergei, Father Alexander, and Dave was to consider how effective the relationship was between these musical settings and the liturgy. Did their form follow their function?
This exploration of the historical use of psalmody within the musical traditions of the church ultimately convinced them of the need to help existing practices evolve to more effective means of worshipping the Triune God. Yet, history cannot be recreated, nor can it be forced upon existing customs or practices. The Church, in its infinite wisdom, instead encourages a balance of the received historic traditions with pastoral needs. 

With appropriate pastoral care, Father Sergei believe it would be possible – even necessary – to leverage historic models to introduce modern musical settings that would help parish communities achieve a liturgical experience more enriching and engaging for the faithful. 
Plans were drawn up in early 1980 for the seminary’s annual Summer Institute of Music, a week long educational gathering of musicians, singers and students from around the world. There would be discussions around a new composition employing responsorial psalmody and using the full text of the psalm instead of a few selected verses as is customary in parishes with a Slavic typikon. 
Discussions would explore the function of the psalm within in the service and the larger liturgical life of the church. Questions and ideas would be presented about form and function, and what would be the next logical steps if this was a worthwhile endeavor.
The plan was presented to Father Sergei and he immediately accepted it. He set about researching historical accounts of liturgical practices, and then began composing a setting for the opening psalm which hearkened back to the liturgical practices of the Great Church of Haghia Sophia in Constantinople. 
The setting would not attempt to recreate the past, but it would use the historical as basis for the present day, reflecting the realities of the liturgical experiences found in 20th century North American Orthodox Churches. Churches weren’t as large as the Great Church, limiting the size and placement of the choirs, cantors, and the assembly. Father Sergei took this into consideration and then thought about the message of the psalm itself: “this great ‘poem of Creation’ is meant to give voice to the New Creation in Christ, assembled as the People of God, all joining together in a symphony of resounding praise with all creatures great and small, heavenly and earthly, visible and invisible.”

A closer look at Psalm 103
The beauty of this setting is really found in its simplicity. Most settings used in parishes at the time featured only three or four main psalm verses sung repeatedly with melismatic chant lines and elaborate harmonies. Certain words were repeated within each phrase, to cover the time needed for a great censing of the church, yet the text became unintelligible through the repeated phrases, blurring the meaning. Instead, Father Sergei addressed these issues by creating a dialogue between the choir and the faithful with phrases which were memorable enough to be repeated and proclaimed by the faithful, telling of the glory and majesty of God’s creation. 

As the celebrant censes the iconostasis, the aisles of the nave, the icons of the saints on the walls and those gathered, the main choir introduces the first verse of the psalm, “Bless the Lord, O my soul,” and the people respond with the refrain, “Blessed art Thou, O Lord!” The choir sings the next verse to which the people again reply with the refrain establishing a pattern for subsequent verses chanted. 

At the second half of verse 6, a trio introduces a new verse and refrain, which is then repeated by the assembly after the next block of psalm verses. At verse 24, the choir sings the first half, “How manifold are Thy works, O Lord:” to which the trio responds with “in wisdom” before the choir and people again add their voices to complete the verse and third refrain. 

The verses and refrain are again exchanged to the end of the psalm, with the “Glory….” and “Now and ever…” verses chanted by the reader. The concluding Alleluia are sung antiphonally between the choir and the trio, with the entire assembly joining on the last Alleluia, building to the final “Glory to Thee, O God.” 

The composition boldly proclaims the glory and majesty of God, engaging the faithful to join the celebration of His creation. Professor Drillock notes, “It is a psalm of praise, joyful and lively, and Father Sergei’s setting recognizes the poetic form of the text. His use of speech rhythm follows the text, allowing the text to guide the pulse of the music.”

At the conclusion of the 1980 Summer Institute, the setting was received as a monumental success. It breathed new life into a service which had established and codified patterns. Father Sergei’s setting of Psalm 103 was featured in a new church music publication distributed to parishes across North America. The publication also included the historical notations and an explanation about responsorial psalmody, providing the necessary education and formation of directors and singers in the field to understand the context and reasons for this significant shift being introduced and encouraged for Saturday Resurrection vespers or all-night vigil.

Koinonika
Another example of the impact which Father Sergei had on the liturgical experience of communities in North America, is the restoration of the koinonika. As recipients of the Russian musical tradition, most parish communities in North America were used to hearing concert free compositions or elaborate musical settings being sung while the clergy received the Eucharist. These could include famous choral settings, beautiful unto themselves, but not appropriate during the receiving of the Eucharist. 

Again, through the research and writings of Father Alexander Schmemann, along with Father Sergei, Professor Drillock, and others, the rediscovery and use of koinonika during the liturgy became a not just a possibility, but a necessity, and eventually, a reality. 
Professor Drillock recalls, “We were doing the Presanctified Liturgy and it didn’t make any sense for us to be singing concert settings of liturgical texts while the clergy were receiving the Holy Gifts. There was no connection between what we were singing and what was liturgically taking place.” 
Since koinonika had fallen out of use in parish practice centuries ago, musical settings didn’t exist. Father Sergei again looked at historical precedence and began applying it to present day conditions. 
Taking the ancient communion hymn, “Taste and see that the Lord is good,” (Psalm 34:8), he created a memorable melody which could easily be sung by ensembles with 5-10 singers or larger choirs. The setting also made it possible for the gathered assembly to offer their voices, joining the singing of the refrain between verses of the psalm chanted by a reader or readers. 

The response was again immediate and impactful. The liturgical experience began transforming the experience for the faithful, as the music was naturally inviting the faithful to connect with the text. The psalm verse became their own prayer. 
“The psalms are the prayer book of the church,” Father Sergei explains, “and the offering we make must be logical, make sense, and be understandable. If we understand what we say, then others can join us song.”

Participants in subsequent annual Summer Institute gatherings at St. Vladimir’s would look forward to singing new compositions by Father Sergei which they would learn and adopt as their own, bringing the settings back home to their parishes, sharing them with directors at other parishes, and creating an organic transformation among communities across the continent. The settings would even be shared among musicians in other countries. 
As seminary students graduated and were assigned to parishes as clergy and music directors, the restoration of the koinonika organically spread even further into more communities and parishes. Father Sergei’s music became the catalyst for greater dialogue about the liturgical experiences of the church, and was transforming what an American Orthodox musical experience should sound like. Liturgical music was supporting the witness of Orthodoxy in North America. 

Reharmonization

As an early pioneer of writing settings of liturgical chant in English, Father Sergei was guided by the principle that the words or prayer dictate the musical pulse of his compositions. He used this same approach when translating and reharmonizing existing melodies from other languages. 

Father Sergei would begin by stripping away the harmonies and chords to work exclusively with the melodic chant line, focusing first on the proper setting of the text. Once the music had been adjusted to fit the English text, he would then go back and explore the chords, letting his real creativity shine. Let’s look at the first example:

His setting of “Gladsome Light” is based on the traditional Greek melody by Ioannes Sakellarides, and the familiar chant melody is easily recognizable in Father Sergei’s arrangement. From the beginning it’s clear he is letting the text guide his version of the music. The original Greek () and Slavonic (Svet) begin with “Light,” while the Finnish begins with “Ye” of “Jesus” as the first syllable on the down beat. But English settings begin with the vocative “O” which could result in a mis-accenting of the text “O……, Gladsome Light….” with the down beat and emphasis placed on the “O” instead of the word “Gladsome.”

While Father Sergei retains the vocative, he places the downbeat on “Glad,” and is able to move beyond and draw attention to the subject of the hymn, Jesus Christ. Musically, this allows directors to establish a steady duple pulse for the piece.

By drawing attention to Jesus Christ, Father Sergei affirms that our focus should be on God since our liturgical services take place in the presence of God, and therefore outside of time. Father Sergei describes this as our services taking place at the threshold of eternal life, demanding we reorient our actions towards God. He explains, “When you write, compose, arrange, rehearse, or sing any part of the liturgical prayer – always understand the meaning of the prayer – and how we are to proclaim this when we are in the presence of God.”

With this this particular melodic chant line, Father Sergei brings a sense of newness to something so familiar. The setting begins with two-part harmony – melody in the soprano/alto line and the tenors and basses providing a subtle counter melody. At times, the voices cross, but the core of the setting evokes the familiar Byzantine tradition of the clergy singing the hymn in unison at the vespers entrance. 

As the text begins to reference God the Father, the music breaks into three-part harmony with the altos providing an ison between the melody and basses/tenors until the beginning of the next phrase when the basses sing the ison on the root of the chord. The piece makes another musical transition at “For meet it is…” when the tenors split from the basses and almost immediately provide a striking diminished chord on “is,” capturing our attention before resolving in harmonic motion on “worship Thee,” almost suggesting the appropriateness of our praise and worship of God the Son. 

Professor Drillock notes, “Father Sergei’s use of passing tones is almost like you want to emphasize the passing tone because it’s the consonant, and the consonant is the dissonance. His resolutions are sometimes worth listening to all by themselves.”

The remainder of his “Gladsome Light” setting consistently follows the pulse of the text, placing emphasis on the important words while using a pulse which aligns with the liturgical action taking place – the clergy process from the Altar to the High Place for the evening prokeimenon. The motion of the music naturally aligns with the tempo of the clergy moving in the altar. Like the text there’s a logic to the music: each voice part has some type of motion, keeping the singers engaged with their part of offering solemn praise to God, the Giver of Life.

In another reharmonization, Father Sergei takes the 17th century Tone 4 Znamenny chant setting of “Rejoice, O Virgin” and sets it to English with a 4-part composition for mixed choirs. His setting retains the authenticity of the chant while making it dependent on the nuances of English phrasing. Since Znamenny chant is built with melodic kernels and occasional melismatic motives, Father Sergei was careful to place those elements on the important words of the text and phrases, ultimately guiding the musical pulse in a fluid forward motion.

The melody is in the soprano line and can be beautifully sung in unison by a single chanter or a small choir. Father Sergei applies an ison pulse in the bass line which except in a few instances, moves only with each word of the prayer. Above the basses, the tenors and altos provide harmony in thirds alternately above or below the melody. 

The pattern employed with this setting affirms what Father John Erickson, retired Dean of St. Vladimir’s Seminary and fellow church musician, calls Father Sergei’s ability to give the music both life and reverence. “His music is lively but never raucous, prayerful but never dull. It isn’t pretentious. It doesn’t try to call attention to the composer’s ingenuity or special talents. It is rather the product of the Spirit-filled religious culture of the Orthodox Church.”

As we’ve seen this week with the outstanding workshop on Znamenny chant, there are times when Znamenny or other ancient chants become primary, overshadowing the text and it’s natural pulse. In those instances, the chant loses its liturgical function – and often, its auditory appeal. But with this harmonization, Father Sergei gives the altos and tenors dynamic supporting roles, providing musical shape to the chords as the soprano/melody keeps the text moving forward. The synergy of the voices support the melody with passing tones and harmonies while the pulse of the text ensures the complete phrases of the liturgical text are conveyed with clarity. 

The beauty of this harmonization is how the unison chant is simultaneously preserved and enhanced by the additional voices, much like the original text of the prayer is conveyed more meaningfully when the chant is applied. The music doesn’t prevent the understanding of the text, but instead draws attention to the key message and themes in the text  – especially with the repeat of “Blessed” reminding the listener that the Theotokos is indeed blessed among women.

An American Sound
Father Sergei’s settings provide a uniquely American sound to the sacred music landscape, because they’re written for English. It may sound obvious, but while the early translations from Slavonic into English reflected the best efforts of the early 20th century, they were less than ideal, with the translated text often confusing and text settings also poor. More recent translations have resolved those issues, and Father Sergei says, “English needs to sound like English when it’s sung. The mistake we sometimes make is to slam the English words into a Russian pattern and it sounds clumsy.” 

For compositions in English, Father Sergei saw first-hand the early translations and the noble attempts made by those earlier pioneers and mission-minded clergy. He reflects, “My father was the biggest influence on me, he did some of the earliest work of taking the Slavonic settings for the liturgy and setting them to music. As a Russian, he took the English words and jammed them into the music. And, in those early settings in English, that’s exactly what you hear!”

But Father Sergei says this with a smile and a hearty laugh, because he readily admits that English was not his father’s first language. Yet, his father did know and take to heart the Great Commission as his responsibility within the local Orthodox Church in North America. He did his best to serve the needs of the faithful in his care, helping them proclaim the Faith by translating the hymns and sacred texts into the language of the people.
It was this work to which Father Sergei dedicated a significant portion of his life, as he says, “Finding the balance of the language – part of the creativity, that we have to master – is to really understand how the phrasing move rhythmically.”

The phrasing suggests how the music should sound. There are moments where the phrasing has a lot to do with whether the singing is going to sound natural. When translating from one language to another – rhythmically, the differences are going to impact the music. Here, Father Sergei says, “Adjustments need to be made, because the rhythm is guiding the phrasing. The thing is, these adjustments make sense, you can’t simply recreate something in a new language.”

He continues, “There are natural inflections and you can never contradict the sound of the words. There’s a certain sing-song feeling to phrasing in each language.”

At some point, he stresses, “our translations will be ‘good enough’ – how we phrase and set the English texts – because the language won’t evolve significantly.”

Father Sergei’s settings may have a familiar sound to them, yet at the same time they might sound different from the normal selection of settings a choir is used to singing or hearing. For some of his transcribed settings, and a number of his original compositions, reactions aren’t always kind. “It doesn’t sound right.” “It sounds Western.” “It doesn’t sound Orthodox.” (As if that statement can even be explained!) To this, Father Sergei simply smiles and says, “Of course – these were composed for English.”

What he means is that for those familiar with singing 4-part Russian choral music especially those which have been translated into English, his settings are going to sound musically different. There is often a misunderstanding that a heightened liturgical experience means the liturgical music should be foreign sounding. Musical setting structured on the pulse and phrasing of English text will naturally be different from other language pattern phrasing. 
Father Sergei notes that adjustments have to be made with each language – they can’t and won’t sound exactly the same if transcribed from one language to the next – the music needs to sound indigenous in whatever language it’s being sung. 

At the conclusion of the last ISOCM conference in 2015, I was rather excited when visiting St. Nicholas Church here in Joensuu to find this setting on the stacks of music in the kliros – and I was informed by the choir director that they love singing Father Sergei’s settings. 

And, for those settings of Father Sergei’s which have been set into Finnish or Slavonic or other languages, he stresses that the music naturally has to be adjusted so the text is conveyed clearly, ensuring the music will sound natural in those languages as well. 

Transfiguring the Culture
As in other countries, Christmas carols are a popular aspect of the Nativity season in the United States. Many western carol favorites are sung at parish choir concerts, after services or during the octave of the feast (but not at any point during the liturgy or vigil services). 
Various para-liturgical hymns and carols which existed in the Mediterranean, Balkan, Slavic worlds were brought by immigrants to North America, and many of these settings are still sung. Some have even been translated into English. 
While some settings work well, others leave more than a bit to be desired. And, depending on who did the translation, the English version might have a completely different meaning than the original version. One of the most egregious examples is the popular Ukrainian song, “Shedrik, shedrik,” which in English is popular as a Christmas carol, and known as the Carol of the Bells – but a closer look at the English and Ukrainian lyrics show how far apart the two arrangements really are in their meaning. 
To help his vision of creating an American tradition for Orthodox Christians, Father Sergei has written a number of settings which can be used as carols and para-liturgical hymns, especially during the Christmas season.

His settings provide continuity with the carols from the old world, while also being authentically American para-liturgical hymns. Two in particular stand out, “Christ is born – Alleluia” and “What Shall We Call You, Mary?”

“Christ is born – Alleluia” provides a musical setting for the liturgical greeting of the Nativity, “Christ is born! Glorify Him!” followed by “Alleluia” proclaimed by the different voice parts using polyphony. With a steady pulse, the setting lends itself to carolers walking through a neighborhood. 
While “Christ is born – Alleluia” uses the liturgical texts of the church, “What Shall We Call You, Mary?” is a completely original composition by Father Sergei, who wrote the lyrics and music. Written in 1969, the text explores the liturgical themes and teachings of the Incarnation, drawing from familiar texts both scriptural and liturgical. 

A refrain is used but interestingly doesn’t once mention the Virgin Mary, instead focusing solely on Christ. The text implores us to ‘sing praises to Christ the new-born King!’ reminding us that Mary’s honored place in the church is because she said ‘Yes’ to being the Mother of our God. 

As indicated in the musical notations, the carol should be sung joyfully, and with motion. Like “Christ is born,” the pulse of the music can be sung in a walking tempo – as if the singers were caroling. And in the tradition of western carols, each verse uses the same melodic pattern, adjusted slightly to fit the text.
Using a steady duple pulse on the refrain, “Sing praises, sing praises…” Father Sergei uses a triplet in the soprano and tenor lines on the second “sing praises” to keep the first half of the carol which ends with a lovely harmonization on mediant of the chord. The second half of the refrain begins as the first, and then resolves from the dominant to the root position on an inverted chord.
In both of these examples, Father Sergei applies western harmonization to liturgical texts, creating a bridge between the popular tradition of carols and the Orthodox ethos and understanding of the Nativity. The settings affirm his belief that we must “never contradict the sound of the words, and there’s a certain sing-song feel to phrasing in English, and we have to make sure the sounds of the English are not lost.”

The necessary adjustments when translating from one language into another aren’t needed when creating in that language. Father Sergei notes that “the creativity is based on understanding the language and then letting it naturally sing and proclaim what we believe.” 

Text First
Throughout all of Father Sergei’s compositions, a common theme appears – music is not a conjunction to our worship, it is the way the Church worships. From the prescribed patterns of temple worship to the apostles singing a hymn with our Lord, and from the house churches in the New Testament to the cathedrals and churches of our own time, sacred music and liturgy are intrinsically united as one.
In his own words, Father Sergei says, “Music, then is seen as the means by which we function liturgically. Music is the way we do what we are doing in church and the way we say what we are saying.” So the importance of music in the liturgy in rooted in our understanding and witness as Orthodox Christians. 

Father Sergei stresses we cannot be Orthodox and not sing. In his later years working for the administration of the church, Father Sergei would visit parishes, sharing the news of projects and activities within the life of the Church in America. He would also lead music workshops to provide pedagogical moments for inspiration and the education of the faithful across the country. He would encourage those in attendance to “Share this love for sacred singing, because there is no such thing as a prayer that is not a sacred song.” 

In his setting of The Lord’s Prayer composed in 1997, Father Sergei applies his own love for sacred singing to the words of Our Lord Himself. 
The prayer uses the established structure of psalmody, using parallelisms and couplets. Each of the four couplets apply either synonymous or formal parallelism, and a single independent line of text appears at the midpoint of the prayer. The chiasm of the prayer demands the form of the music to convey the text. 
Father Sergei’s composition takes all of this into account, following an A/B melodic pattern for each couplet. He groups the notes according to how the words of the prayer would be spoken in English. The setting uses a recitative style, with half notes and tenuto indicating words to be accented. 
The central phrase, “Give us this day our daily bread,” uses both the A and B pattern of the couplets, ensuring the chiastic structure of the prayer is not lost. The second half of the prayer follows the same A/B pattern, with groupings of words to convey the meaning. While each couplet begins on E minor, the relative minor eventually resolves back to G major. Except for the last chord of the last verse, which ends on the dominant (D major).
What’s striking about this, is that the setting also does not resolve with the “Amen” after the exclamation intoned by the celebrant. Nor does it resolve with “And to your spirit,” or “To Thee, O Lord.” In each instance, the phrases end on the dominant. It isn’t until the double “Amen” after the concluding prayer at the bowing of heads that Father Sergei resolves back to the G major tonic, reminding us of the importance of letting the text and liturgical function, guide the form of the music to its conclusion.
The liturgical structure is guiding the form of the music. Father Sergei takes this a step further by using the same musical pattern for “One is Holy” and the Sunday Communion Hymn, creating a unified liturgical action beginning with the Lord’s Prayer and concluding with the clergy preparing to receive the Eucharist. 
As with his other composed settings of koinonika, Father Sergei’s “Praise the Lord from the Heavens” lends itself to a verse/refrain pattern with a cantor intoning verses from psalm 148.

For the June 2016 Pan-Orthodox Music Symposium, organized and hosted by the ISOCM in Minneapolis, MN, Father Sergei composed a setting of the post-Communion troparia. The settings were sung by a 140+ voice mixed choir during the hierarchical liturgy celebrated at the conclusion of the symposium.

Traditionally, the troparia are sung in one of the various Tone 2 chant settings used for “Lord, I Call.” However, Father Sergei’s setting are not based on any existing chant motives. Instead, he uses the rhythm and phrasing of the text to guide the melody. “For me, it’s always a question of phrasing,” Father Sergei explained, “Look at the phrase and try to receive from the phrase, ‘We have seen the true light…,’ why are we reciting these words?”

He continues, “These prayers of the church are particularly beautiful. They dictate how the music should sound and how the singing should be done – so that the words themselves sing.” 

In his setting, the words themselves do sing. The phrasing allows the text to be sung in a complete thought. There are no unintended pauses or unnecessary melismatic elements. The first troparion begins on the dominant, and then transitions to the tonic, building with each phrase before ending on the dominant. As a troparia, the motion of the text resembles the couplets of a psalm or the Lord’s prayer, proclaiming our joy and gratitude for having receiving the Eucharist.
The ‘Amen’ after the celebrant’s exclamation again uses a passing tone on the “A” which is both dissonant and stunning, before resolving to the relative minor. The dissonance grabs your attention and yet focuses squarely on the second syllable before transitioning to the second troparion. It’s not possible to sit on that ‘Amen’ because the liturgical action is still proceeding forward to the conclusion of the liturgy.
In the second troparion, the initial phrases move in the same manner as in the first troparion, creating complete thoughts with each melodic phrase. When the hymn begins to focus on ‘the Holy Mysteries,’ the pulse is naturally slowed down with half notes to draw attention to “holy,” “divine,” and “immortal” which describe the Eucharist. So often, if using a “Lord, I Call” chant motif, it wouldn’t be possible to easily adapt the chant to draw attention to the words like Father Sergei has done with his setting. 
With the next phrase, the chant returns to the earlier melodic style, before building with each “Alleluia,” until finally resolving to the tonic with the last syllable of the third Alleluia. The setting continues through the litany and the prayer before the Amvon, and finally concludes with the Amen after the prayer. 
Father Sergei ensures both the troparia and the litany are wedded to the prayer, so that the relationship and connection between the hymns and the prayer are apparent. And like his setting of “The Lord’s Prayer” and the koinonika, the liturgical elements take on a more unified feeling which draws the faithful into the experience naturally making the prayers of gratitude their own, “Without even having to think about it.” (SAG)
Summary

With the examples heard and sung, I believe it’s easy to see the invaluable impact Father Sergei Glagolev has had on sacred music in the English language world. According to Professor Drillock, Father Sergei’s “real contribution was that the setting of the music must recognize the poetic form of the text. And so the poetry of the text of the word music coexist with the poetry of the music – the melody and the rhythm. 

“In his melodic shape, he would always try to say the shape of the melody has to follow the shape of the textual phrases. The musical structure and the grammatical form coincide, affirming the relationship between the music and the liturgy itself.

“His treatment of stressed and unstressed syllables is interesting – he doesn’t over stress and when the text can’t be broken down into 2, 4, 6 patterns, he uses ‘speech rhythm’ – which is based strictly on how the language is spoken, said or sung.”

This attention to the text affirms Father Sergei’s repeated stress on the didactic role of sacred music. In workshops, classes and presentation, he reminded directors and singers alike of their sacred role to clearly proclaim the texts.

Father John Erickson notes that Father Sergei’s “compositions are always appropriate for the occasion, neither ridiculously difficult nor boringly simple. As a result, singers could appropriate them as their own. Fr. Sergei's compositions are distinctive; they have a particular character.  But they aren’t individualistic or simply about him.”
“Blessed are the people who know the festal shout.”
Father John Erickson notes, “Fr. Sergei’s vision of church singing is inseparable from his vision of the liturgical assembly.  And this liturgical assembly is – in his own experience as a seasoned churchman – not an abstraction, not an imagined perfect combination of voices SATB, but real people.”
Perhaps this is why he continuously revises so many of his compositions – not to simply make them better, but to make them better suited to a new situation or choral construct. Father John recalls that “the words Fr. Sergei uses most often, as I recall, are “pulse” and “flow.”  Other favorite words – used also by Fr. Schmemann – are  “churchly” and “joy.”  These qualities come together in Fr. Sergei’s music, giving it both life and reverence – something not to be taken for granted in religious music.”

As Father Sergei nears his 90th birthday in 2018, faithful throughout the church in North America are treasuring every moment they have had with one of the great musicians of our time. He was the inaugural recipient of the Orthodox Church in America’s Order of St. Romanos for his tireless dedication and service as a pastor and church musician, and on Pentecost this year, Sunday, 4 June 2017, he was blessed by His Beatitude, Metropolitan Tikhon with the honor of wearing the mitre during liturgical services. In May 2018, he was awarded an honorary doctorate from his alma mater, St. Vladimir’s Seminary.
“Father Sergei’s impact as a composer, teacher, and conductor of sacred music cannot be overstated,” said Robin Freeman, Director of Music at the seminary. “Grounded in the ancient musical traditions of the Orthodox Church, Father Sergei was a trailblazer in setting and composing new liturgical music for the English-speaking faithful of the western world, and his work is still widely sung today.  He was also an influential teacher of sacred music, both at Saint Vladimir’s Seminary and, more broadly, through his music, which sparked a wave of new American Orthodox compositions.”
Father Sergei’s pupils and students carry the musical legacy he established into a new century, and he still occasionally writes down a new melody he hears, and is carefully attuned to the good and beautiful order of the liturgical services of our church. 

Father Sergei’s love of music and liturgy is only outdone by the love and compassion he has for every person he encounters, reminding us of our true mission and vocation as musicians to be instruments of the beauty bestowed through the blessings and life received from the Holy Spirit. 

Father Sergei’s lifetime of pastoral service has been grounded on the belief that each of us is made in the image of God – through his encouragement and gentle guidance, may we also radiate the beauty and joy of our Creator, living as Christians: singing and praising God with the festal shout – making it our own prayer in song.
Closing

A brief video clip of Father Sergei explaining the importance of knowing the festal shout.
END
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