The Meaning of Life Show: Spiritual Music – Script

TRACK 1

Meaning of Life music fades in:

Why are we here?  What’s life all about?

Is God really real?  Or is there some doubt?

Well tonight, we’re going to sort it all out…For tonight is the meaning of life.
Fiona: “The Meaning of Life Show, Episode 1, Music”

Scott: I’m Scott Dickson…
Fiona: And I’m Fiona Goodman…

Scott: …and you’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. Why are we here and what’s life all about? 

Fiona: Every episode of this program we have a topic and we present people’s personal stories and ideas that relate to it.

Scott: If there’s a way to talk about philosophy and even people’s personal faith without getting dull or predictable, our goal is to try.
Fiona: Today’s topic is music. How does “music” help some people find a more meaningful existence?

Scott: A popular belief about music is that it bridges a gap between the body and the mind… or, for some, the soul. It’s capable of affecting people in profound ways, beyond simply providing entertainment.

Fiona: We’re going to start off this program by looking at some of the specific roles that music has for different people.
Scott: Our first guests are Calman Scott and Martin Mkize. They produce a reggae show at KPFT in Houston.
Fiona: Their beliefs about music’s role come from an Ethiopian tradition known as Rastafarianism. For them, music is a pathway to learning about God. One doesn’t need to go to church or read a book… one just listens to Reggae music.

TRACK 2: Rasta
“The hands of the Almighty talk to us through the music, come through the music. So music is… The food of soul. The food of souls. What I’m telling you is only musicians know. Yeah. You know, ordinary people wouldn’t… And musicians and musician can stay without food without nothing, but when he got his own guitar (yeah) and… Live off the the the food of music. He can just play his chords and stuff like that… And it show him a different world a different light.

“Day by day we learn by spiritual vibes. Yeah. The spiritual vibes now, teach us Rasta. Rasta is to teach people the natural way on how to live. You don’t have to live by… Competition like, yeah you got a Lexus I’m going to get a Lexus, or you got this I’m going to get this. You just have to be natural. Natural. Accepting yourself, like the trees (Yes!) and the flowers and the… That’s why we Rasta people live simple.”

“Could you have a fulfilling Rasta life without ever listening to music?”

“N… I don’t believe so. It’s like the world without reggae would be incomplete. Just the beat inside. The beat that coming from it.

“In the world if there’s no music there’s too much violence. People kill. People fight too much. But if they got they listen to music the mind get stimulated and they want to do more other beautiful things or good things and they stop kind of going into wars because wars… what cause wars is like when the mind kind of like dries up. Dries up… it don’t… Like like the engine of a car you know when the car don’t have oil in the pistols and then it start it start colliding. And when the mind do that, it just produce the wrong signals.

TRACK 3
Scott: I’m Scott Dickson. I’m here with Fiona Goodman, and you’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. 

Fiona: If  you want more information about this program you can go to www.meaningoflifeshow.org.

Scott: Our topic today is music.  Presently we’re considering some of the different roles that music has in people’s lives. 

Fiona: For Rastafarians Calman Scott and Martin Mkize, music’s purpose goes far beyond that of providing entertainment. It’s a tool for them to be guided by their higher power. 
Scott: Which is different than the role it typically plays in more formal religions. I spoke with Geoff Knight, a pastor in the Christian Church. He’s got a lot in common with Calman and Martin. He’s committed to a spiritual path. He’s an avid Reggae fan, and when he’s not at his day job he’s a devoted musician. Yet music plays a slightly different role in the way it brings meaning to Geoff’s life.

TRACK 4
There are just so many elements about Reggae that attract me to it. You put on Reggae music and it’s like a bright sunshiny day. (laughs)

Geoff distinguishes the feelings he gets when he listens to music from spirituality.

An emotional response that helps me to feel… um, happy, for instance, is for me something significantly different from my faith in God. Sometimes when we are most desperately connected to God we don’t feel upbeat and happy and it certainly doesn’t feel like a bright sunshiny day.

Geoff has devoted most of his life to reading the works of authors who’ve challenged him to continually think more deeply. I was kind of expecting that outside of his church he would confide in me that he finds church hymns to be as tangential as I’ve always found them. Kind of like parsley next to a steak. Put there just to avoid the look of barrenness. But in fact, he feels quite the opposite.

I don’t believe I could attend a church where I could not connect with the music that was being used in that service. Words are important to us, but we also assert that God is a mystery that is beyond our comprehension and any ability of our human language to encompass with words alone. So we have to reach out to any tool that will allow us some kind of expression of the mysteries of God that are beyond our language.

So in other words, Geoff doesn’t look to music for divine instruction or revelation, as in the Rasta tradition, but rather it’s more of a language to express faith.

TRACK 5

Fiona: I’m Fiona Goodman. I’m here with Scott Dickson, and you’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. As we explore the topic of music, we’re considering some of the different roles that it has for different people. For some, it’s almost a form of religion. For others it’s a profound way to communicate.

Scott: What we’re listening to now represents one of the earliest examples of another role that music has: that of healing. This comes from Southern Italy, and is part of a tradition that goes back to the 15th Century to cure a malady called tarantism. People who believed they had been bitten by a tarantula would undergo a healing ritual that would involve dancing to music like this for up to four days practically nonstop. The person would go into a deep trance, ultimately exorcising the tarantula’s spirit out of his or her body.

Fiona: Today, the practice still continues, although it’s no longer about healing. Practitioners will dance to tarantella music for days on end for the sole purpose of getting into an altered state of mind. Which is in itself another ancient role that music has had for people… one which, at times, has even been controversial. 

Scott: I spoke with Kerry Hagen, a professional psychoanalyst and theologian. He’s also something of a history buff, and he told me about a mind-altering tradition having to do with music that stirred up some trouble years ago in the Christian church.

TRACK 6: Hallelujah
Gregorian chanting begins.

People would get together in groups and would chant. And one of the words that they would chant would be Hallelujah. Gradually as people chanted that word over and over thousands of times the consonants dropped out to where the only words that were being articulated were essentially the vowels.

And that would create the impression in the believer of an altered state of consciousness. We’ve done studies now that you actually alter the brain waves through the articulation of different sounds with your mouth. Neurolinguistic programming kind of tells us this. 

Scott: Apparently what happens when we chant a word or a sound is that eventually we produce increased theta waves which in turn affects the way we process sensory information. This according to research done at Harvard Medical School. However, increasing their theta waves was NOT what the practitioners were supposed to be doing with their time.

“So it was a little bit unnerving to have a collection of people work themselves up into altered stated of consciousness through repetition of these vowel sounds.”

“Unnerving to who?”

“Unnerving to those that were in control. (And like stay in control) (laughs) That’s always who it’s unnerving to. And so the feeling was that if we could restore the consonants then things would be ok.”

“I’m kind of curious how one would go about enforcing re-insertion of consonants in a word like Hallelujah. I’m picturing, you know a really angry monk walking around yelling at the more esoteric monks.”

“Probably wasn’t too far from that. I don’t know about the anger part, but there probably was an edict that came down that said, ‘Thou shalt you know sing Hallelujah with all of the full verbal…’”

“H’s and L’s… (Right).”
TRACK 7
Fiona: You’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. The purpose of this show is to explore topics that relate to ways that people find meaning in life. Things that may make our lives richer or more profound. Our topic today is music. Up until now we’ve been discussing some of the different roles that music has for people. 

Scott: But in the next part of our show we begin looking at different styles of music. How have certain genres affected people differently? 

Fiona: In The New Oxford History of Music, Marius Schneider describes how primitive man often believed that every person had a unique sound or song that they would respond to. 

Scott: In a number of healing rituals medicine men would try to discover that sound or song, in order to have power over the sick person.
Fiona: We’ll now explore some of the effects that music has had on people once they’ve discovered the music that moved them in a unique way.

Scott: Our next guest is Cantor Vadim Tunitsky of Congregation Emanu El in Houston. Born in the Ukraine when it was still part of the Soviet Union, Vadim became an engineer early on. He had no place for religion or spirituality in his life… until a certain genre of music changed everything for him.
TRACK 8: Jewish Music

I started singing before I started walking. I sang all my life. And engineering was my parent’s uh desire. Which was a very, um, how do I say it nicely… wrong desire. Against all my talents. They had this in their mind if if I’m engineer, that’s nice for Jewish man. 

Religion was restricted in Russia as you know. And I was of course I was also anti-God person. Uh, I didn’t fight God, but God had no place in my life. Like in Israel, you have some people who live there, but they have nothing to do with religion. They’re just secular Jews. That’s who I was.
Fiona: Vadim’s decision to leave the Ukraine was brought on by Perestroika.

When Gorbachev came to power, all secrets were revealed. All bloody history. We knew some, but not openly. So it was kind of not clear. And then all.. one day you realize where you live. That you live in.. in uh, garbage pit. With all blood, with all human lives lost, killed, by your own government.
Fiona: Vadim ultimately gathered enough resources to move his family to The United States.

There was a man who worked with and he was Jewish man. Old, old man. And one day… it was two weeks before our departure from Ukraine, he said to me that he saw a vision. He saw me as a great cantor in a synagogue in Israel. My first question was, “Who is the cantor. What is it?” And he said that it’s somebody who prays who sings who chants in a synagogue… Jewish religious music.

Next very dramatic turn  took place the very next day. I had a friend and he had a grandfather. And uh he said to me that he wanted to go visit his grandfather. I had no knowledge about this person. I don’t know why, don’t ask me, I said to him, “Well, would you mind if I go with you?” He said, “Of course, let’s go… visit my grandfather.”

And this is very emotional. So we go to this small apartment and uh and I see this man. Old Jewish man wearing yarmulke, you know what yarmulke is? Beautiful face, short, very nice. Very… very special. He looked at me and.. and I asked him who he was. And he was a cantor. He was an underground cantor. I asked him if he had some music. Because I didn’t know Hebrew, but I knew how to read music. And he pulled out very old yellow book. Book with yellow pages from aging. And with all Hebrew prayers in it. Written down, handwriting. And I felt such a… incredible passionate, desire, urge… to know what it was. Not just to sing melody. But to know it understand the meaning of that. It was maybe the best moment of my life. There was a very rich tradition of Jewish music in Russia in Europe. Before Holocaust. Before Communism. Incredible… centers of Judaism, like Odessa and Kiev. With incredible cantors and music and choirs. And beautiful synagogues. All their world was destroyed. And all was left just that book, with yellow pages.

He gave me couple of prayers to learn. And I learned my first two prayers. So we had friends, Jews and non-Jews. I mean, it was two days after I visited this underground cantor. And we had a gathering. And they asked me to.. to sing. And I started singing ~ (“Trail Life”)

Cantor Tunitsky sings first part of “Trail Life.”

That’s the beginning of the prayer which I sang. My first prayer. And what I remember I remember two things. First of all, when I started singing I forgot that I existed. I was somewhere else. You need to understand that this person, I mean myself, never heard one sound of Jewish music. Jewish chant. Jewish religious music. I disappeared somewhere. And just, there was voice. And when I returned back, I looked at the people. Everyone was in tears. Everyone was.. just sobbing. That’s the power of spiritual influence of Jewish music. My passion for this was awakening. You open your mouth, and your voice flies right to God’s ears. That was the beginning of a long, very long way. And when I came to America, two months later I was accepted into ~ College. It took five years for me, five full years to complete my studies as a cantor. Well-grounded cantor, I mean.

It touches something which stirs all your.. older half. 

(Cantor Tunitsky finishes singing the healing prayer.)
TRACK 9

Fiona: That was Cantor Vadim Tunitsky of Congregation Emanu El in Houston. You’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. If you want to know more about this program or if you want to be notified of future episodes, go to meaningoflifeshow.org. Today’s topic is music.

Scott: We’re presently considering different styles of music and they’ve moved people in extraordinary ways.

Fiona: There is a belief that some sounds or songs are truly divine in the most literal sense of the word and are capable of generating a soul-stirring response in all who hear it. Our next segment is with Damodar Das, a devotee of Hare Krishna.

10: Krishna Music
Very early on in High School I started playing guitar just to be loud. The guitar just somehow it made things make sense… if I was able to just play through a few power cords and just spiel off some emotion, it always kept me sane, kept me grounded.”

Sings “Hey bitch….”

“So I just kept playing and that was it… writing songs, just my own personal tunes personal expression… 

When his girlfriend invited him to the Hare Krishna temple, a devotee explained to him their beliefs about sound and music.

He said, you know like hey as a musician I’m sure you have experienced how powerful sound is and sound vibration, how it can alter your mood and your consciousness, from one extreme to the other. We chant this spiritual sound vibration, it’s a transcendental sound vibration”

(Krishna singing at festival)

“This Maha Mantra, Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna Hare Hare… Hare Rama Hare Rama, Rama Rama Hare Hare’ If you chant that internally the soul will be satisfied and so, that’s what made a lot of sense to me is it was kind of grounded in sound.”

The, you know, the backbone of it is music and this rhythm and so it was always a very musical experience, the whole aspect of Krishna consciousness was a musical experience.

(Testing one, two…. Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna Hare Hare….)

Fiona: Because Damodar believes that the words they sing were physically given to mankind by God five thousand years ago, it makes no difference whether one associates meaning with the words.

Because it’s a transcendental sound vibration, it still will have an effect. That’s why devotees used to just go out in procession, chanting Hare Krishna in the streets. It doesn’t even really matter if anyone understands, it’s going to have an effect on one’s consciousness. 

Don’t you ever get tired of saying the mantra, though?

No. That’s one proof. I mean you can go for hours (wow) and it just, to do it is the only to say it. That’s why we say “humbly request, chant Hare Krishna. Chant, chant. You’ll see. You never get tired of it.

TRACK 11

Scott: For Damodar Das, the Maha Mantra that he chants is empirically good. What would be the opposite of that? In fact, is there any genre of music that could actually be considered empirically “evil”?

(Megadeth music starts.)

Scott: (cont.) In 1993, 15-year-old Andy Merritt of Kingwood, Texas listened to this music right before perpetrating a horrible crime. Although it was later determined that he was schizophrenic, his lawyer, Tim Power, believes that it was the dark influence of this music that triggered Andy into committing his actions.

TRACK 12: Death Music

Every activity has its music that goes with it. Sports music, action movie music… death music. And Andy was listening to death music. It makes death a good and glorious thing. And to inflict death an exciting and good thing. It’s just evil.

That’s what he was filling his head with. It was an integral part of Andy’s life. All day, every day.

Andrew was, as it turns out later, schizophrenic. They did not know that. And what that means is he would be especially susceptible. After the fact he identified listening to music with the triggering of the hallucinations. It was the catalyst.

As Andy was listening to this music and hallucinating he was upstairs in his room with a friend. Another minor. They walk came down the stairs. His mother was downstairs had come home from the dentist. And she was laying on the couch facing away from the entry where Andy came into the room. And he walked up to the couch where she was laying. The top of her head was facing him. And he had a uh a 22 automatic rifle and he shot into the top of her head 3 times.

The music was on. It was on the headphones. He was playing it immediately prior to killing his mother. After he left they got in the car. They were playing it in the car as they loaded up the car with guns and alcohol and they were in their minds heading to Mexico he and his accomplice.

If what you feed yourself is high-fat, high-cholesterol, lots of sugar, you’re going to be an overweight diabetic with heart problems. And if what you feed your soul is death and destruction and the glorification of evil, then… out of the abundance of the heart you’re going to act. I jus.. I believe that.
TRACK 13

Fiona: That was attorney Tim Power describing his views on the power of music and its potential to be a negative influence. 
There are, of course, purely neurological explanations for music’s effect on people that have nothing to do with spirituality or anything esoteric. Numerous studies have been done demonstrating the different effects that different types of music have on the brain. One such study was done by high school student David Merrell of Suffolk, Virginia. He set out to challenge his mother’s assertion that the listening of metal will fry your brain. His subsequent efforts to examine the effect of music on laboratory mice won him first place at the state science fair.
TRACK 14: David Merrell’s Mice

Music has always been a big deal in our home. And mother’s always said hard rock music is bad for you it will rot your brain so and so forth and so I just decided to see what sort of effect it would have on the mind and the best way I can do that was by creating this project using mice, playing music to mice and running them through a maze.

Fiona: Over the next three years David spent hundreds of hours working with scores of mice. What he discovered was a normal mouse who didn’t listen to music would navigate through the maze faster at the end of four weeks than he did at the beginning. The typical run time went from 10 minutes all the way down to 5 minutes.

Without music without any sort of stimulus positive or negative a mouse should be able to cut his time in half. Over a four-week period.

Fiona: David then observed the mice that had been listening to classical music.

The classical mice went down to about a minute and forty seconds. Between a minute forty seconds and two minutes. You put them right in and they knew exactly where they were, where to go. I mean they would just run right to the end of the maze. It was… it was really impressive. And then the worst of all was the heavy metal group. Uh, they went up to thirty minutes. Um, and it was interesting watching the heavy metal mice run through this maze. Actually, they didn’t really run. They more… kind of, you know sombered along and then ran into walls, and they didn’t sniff out the air to try to find out where the food was. It almost seemed like their sense were completely dulled.

Fiona: What fascinated David most, however, was not their run time, but their behavior.

The classical mice as mice tend to do, they all lived together. Like, I had a little bowl in their, they all slept together, and they all played together, and… did the things that mice normally do. But then with the heavy metal mice, after about the first five days, maybe after the first week, the mice would never interact with each other. They would be sleeping off by their selves. They also gained a lot of weight, actually. More than the other ones. And after about 2, 2 ½ weeks I had to stop the project because, or at least for the heavy metal groups because they had all kill each other. And it seemed like, you know at night when mice come out, that they just decided to team up and get rid of one of the guys in the cage. And that happened every night to every other night until there was just one left.

TRACK 15 

Scott: That was David Merrell of Suffolk, Virginia, describing the effects of different types of music on lab mice. I’m Scott Dickson, I’m here with Fiona Goodman, and this is the Meaning of Life Show. Some people obviously believe that music is much deeper than just a physical phenomenon.

Fiona: No number of sociopathic laboratory mice will sway them otherwise. But regardless of whether music generates a purely physical response or whether there’s a supernatural element to it, it does seem that certain genres of music have a reputation for making people respond in a certain way. 

Scott: Yet, as we talk to our next guest, we see that what one person (or mouse) gets from one style of music may be very different from what another might get. Mike DiRocco is a school psychologist who lives in L.A. He’s also a popular musician in the local heavy metal circuit. I talked to him about the profound effect that metal has had in his life.

TRACK 16: Heavy Metal

When I heard you know loud guitars and harmonies and great singers and passionate lyrics I didn’t want to just listen to it. I wanted to make it. The genre that I liked and that I still do really like is heavy metal. I love it. And I thought, you know, I can do this.

So I started learning guitar when I was about 14 or 15 years old. And started just some you know some rudimentary song-writing and understanding the instrument and went on from there. 

Scott: I thought I’d ask Michael’s mother if she was alarmed by the heavy metal music her son was playing.

“The thing about Michael and music is that he was always so cerebral about it. I was scared like every parent is scared when his kid gets interested in heavy metal. There was Kiss, and there was um Black Sabbath. And all of those. And they look very scary.”

Scott: Indeed they do look scary. I called former KISS makeup artist Alan Cutler to ask him what exactly is the deal with all the scary makeup.

“They want to look menacing. They want to promote the meaning of their lyrics in how they look. They don’t want to look clean. They don’t want to look preppy or happy singing about despair and darkness.”

Scott: But Michael has always heard more than darkness in the music he listens to.

Some of the connotations in heavy metal are undeserved because it’s looked at as a dark genre. And it could be every bit as positive as any other genre, but heavy metal is often in minor keys and it’s not exactly the happiest thing that you’d ever hear. But it’s also somewhat deeper than a lot of what’s on the radio now and ev.. and when metal was in its heyday in Eighties and early Nineties.

Scott: I asked Mike why certain performers in this genre seem found of pentagrams and funky contact lenses.

Well, some of the onstage personas the only I can do is laugh at them. Because they’re trying to be eveel. And it’s really stupid. Because the truth is that they’re not. But image cannot be underestimated in its power to sell albums and to put people in seats at a show.

(Mike’s music: first gig)

Scott: The music we’re listening to now is off a video of Mike’s first professional gig at a seedy little dive in Hollywood. He was embarrassed to let me listen to it, but I told him that I was desperate to have some explain to me the difference between bad heavy metal music and good.

This is you. Very early you.

This is very early me. This was my first time ever on a stage playing an instrument that I had been playing for about a month. Which is the drums. And what’s really funny, I’m looking at this, we all seem very serious, like, like “this is the… this is it! This is a big deal.” And at for at the time it was. Now it’s difficult to watch because it’s an embarrassment that we (chuckles) that we ever thought of this song or any songs like it to put it on stage in front of people and say “Hey, come out. Drive an hour in Hollywood traffic on a Friday night and watch us play.”

(Mike’s music: early RLT)

Scott: His band RLT (also known as Road Less Traveled), eventually produced music that he was happy to play for me. But after being together for a number of years, it went the way of most bands.

Being in a band is like being in a relationship except that you’ve got three wives instead of one, and they’re not even pretty, and you don’t have any of the conjugal benefits of it. So, it’s like the worst situation you can imagine. Um, but kind of in a relationship when you know it’s time to close the door we came to a place where we knew that we were moving on. We didn’t know how long it was going to be for, we didn’t know if we’d ever get back together again, but we knew that we wanted to like see other people. I mean, as it were.

Scott: One of the reasons that Joey, the bass player, left was because the music they had been performing was conflicting with the faith he had been rediscovering.

“I started going to more like a traditional style of mass, where there’s more Latin and Gregorian chant. It was much more uh peaceful and sort of conducive towards like a an inner peace and harmony in sort of a prayerful context. There came to a point where I felt a sort internal kind of dissonance between the music that I was playing with RLT and the issues that I was studying and actually trying to live. The two didn’t seem to really go together for me.”

Joey was clearly going in a more very tranquil, overtly spiritual direction and didn’t really have any use for metal anymore. In his life, being in a heavy metal band really didn’t lead to his spiritual growth. Um, and it was hard to understand at the time. I didn’t agree with him at the time, but that was his reasons. It was just to be more true to his spiritual life as he saw it.

Scott: With the indefinite hiatus of RLT, Mike also began putting his focus on more spiritual issues.

I didn’t need equipment to practice spirituality. I didn’t need to get with other people to practice spirituality. I didn’t need to deal with flakes and fruits and nuts in Hollywood to practice spirituality which are all the things that come with being in the music business in L.A. At any level. All I needed was an open mind, an open heart, and a will to move forward. I had that. And I had a thousand question marks in front of me. And I still do. I wasn’t looking for any answers. I was looking for growth. And with every little epiphany and with every exploration into my own soul and into the world of the spirit came a stronger desire to keep going.

Scott: But unlike Joey, Michael’s spiritual journey convicted him to put even more of himself into his heavy metal music. He describes the feelings he came to have.

Feeling like there was something missing. Feeling like it’s not really necessary to turn away from music in order to grow spiritually. Nothing is separate from God. Nothing that we do is secularized as if it can be separate from the spiritual life. And I thought, if I’m going to do this, I can’t do this without in a sense, offering it up to God and offering it up to the god in the other people around us that are listening to what we do.

Scott: I asked Michael to share some of his recent material. The following is a song called “Granted.” 

Mike’s music: current RLT: “Granted”

The reason the song is called “Granted” is because it’s kind of a double meaning. Life is a gift that we’re granted, and in turn we take it for granted, so the song “Granted” is about the spiritual life and finding higher truths. It’s kind of a commentary on why we don’t live in a more compassionate, selfless way. Why are we narrow-minded instead of seeing the great truths that are beyond just the normal sense world?

Mike’s music: current RLT: “Granted”

Scott: Joey found serenity in more traditional religious music. What is it about hard rock that Michael finds to be such a vehicle for spiritual depth?

You know, I guess the way, not to justify but to explain that one is to explain what metal is not. Metal is not weak. Metal is not trendy. And metal is not compromising. And these are all the things that spirituality is also not. Spirituality is not a trend. It is not weak and it is not compromising.

Mike’s music: end of “Granted”

TRACK 17
Scott: That was school psychologist Mike DiRocco of RLT. I’m Scott Dickson….

Fiona: I’m Fiona Goodman….

Scott: …and you’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. The purpose of this program is to share people’s personal stories and experiences related to topics that have particular meaning and depth. 

Fiona: We’ve discussed some the different roles that music has for people….

Scott: …and we’ve touched on the way that specific genres of music can affect people uniquely.

Fiona: Our remaining stories ask the question, “If you come to believe that music can provide you with some sort of path to enlightenment, what are you willing to do to get there?”

Scott: Our next guest is Houston musician Jay Kruse. He had nothing but the greatest reverence not only for the musical instrument that stirred his soul, but for the spiritual community from which it originated. He wanted to take only the most orthodox steps to attain the enlightenment he thought he was looking for.

TRACK 18: Texas Nayzin
“My first musical instrument officially was the electric bass guitar. I was pretty much kind of like the firecracker personality who would come in… I was more into the energy of the moment, uh the energy of playing, the energy of connecting… that’s what mattered to me most. Everything else was secondary.”

Fiona: A turning point came for Jay when he was challenged one day by an acquaintance in a local coffee shop. 

I really got a lot of flak one day… something about all music, or what the music I was doing at the time was wrong and evil, and literally Satanic. I can remember thinking ‘That’s not right! How can something that makes me feel this good be that way?’”

“This was a guy that uh, that you had made friends with?”

“Correct.”

“Ok. He believed that all music that didn’t have certain kind of lyrics was….”

“More along the lines that popular music, particularly rock music, and I recall direct reference to drums and percussion, that that was literally against God.”

Scott: Jay lives in a modest apartment with an almost ascetic middle-eastern theme. He has pillows and throw rugs in place of expensive leather couches and chairs. He seems to consider all aspects of my questions when I ask them, and he’s always careful to let me know that he doesn’t think that he has all the answers. I think that’s why Jay didn’t throw coffee in his friend’s direction, but instead actually sat down and thought about it.

 “It wound up to awaken the question in me what do I really think of spirituality or God? You know that was the first real time that something got in me. But it’s when I heard the Nay. Particularly the Turkish Nay… something else woke up in me that I didn’t realize was dormant. I mean… you want to talk about a call, it was.. just cut right through me.”

(Nay sound)

“The name of the instrument is….”

“Is Nay. That sound.”

“Where did you hear this Nay?”

“At my friend’s house. He played me a tape.”

“Was this just like a… electrifying moment for you?”

“Absolutely. Yeah. I love the other bamboo flutes on the planet but this one got me. Around that time I had also was being drawn to the ideas that for lack of a better word we can call Sufism.”

“Which I don’t know what that is.”

“It is a very ancient practice that for the most part is associated as the mystical side of Islam. And it just so happens that the Nay is the instrument that the Sufis use to play for their rituals.

(More Nay)

Fiona: Jay didn’t simply want to learn to play the nay. Nor did he simply want to practice Sufism. Jay wanted to become a Sufi nay-player. Or, nayzin, as they’re called. He saw it as the ultimate path to personal growth. An absolute convergence of music and spirituality.

Scott: The only problem was, he wanted to do it completely right. And in Houston, Texas, there were no Sufi nayzins. The culture where this tradition originates was over 8 thousand miles away. 

Fiona: So for two years he did he best all on his own. He continued worshiping in the local Sufist community, although he says it’s a very bastardized version of what they have in the Middle East. And, he learned to make and play his own nays with no outside instruction other than a leaflet that he received from an acquaintance in Syria. 

Scott: Finally he made contact with his first bona fide nayzin, a man named Fred out of Boston. I ask Jay what changed for him after meeting Fred.

“Someone from my planet. Someone who not only shared my interest. But is very very well-established in Turkey, with people there ranging from actual Mev levy Sufi Nay players all the way to more academic classical musician Nay players as well. Very plugged in. And I was just so jazzed by that that when I returned to N… New York. Already by the time I was there it’s like, ‘I’m going to Turkey. I’m going to Turkey. Absolutely, positively going to Turkey.’”

“It’s like you were trying to….”

“Oh, I was going for the whole… you know, the whole suit, the robe, the funky hat, the whole nine yards. Yeah. I.. I bought the whole… image. You know I was touched deeply, and it’s like oh, well that is coming from this tradition. Therefore the tradition must be my gateway into that.”

(Music)

“I told Fred this is what I want to do, and he was very excited. He says, ‘okay, well I can write a letter to some of the people I know, let them know your coming.’ And so I would say between Fred and another friend of his in Boston that I met, there was… it was over ten people that I was aware of to contact.”

In Turkey.

“In Turkey. Correct. That to my understanding were anticipating me in a positive vibe on arrival. No I sold everything I had here and I went one way to Turkey. I was planning on being there for an indefinite period of time. I got rid of everything. I got rid of my truck. Got rid.. I mean I closed up shop, family was freaking out, everyone was kind of freaking out. Here’s everything I had on earth on my on my backpack. You know, the 2 nays I had at the time, one my dearest baby – the best I had made up to that point, it was out of bamboo with the mouthpiece, the whole nine yards. 

Scott: Jay saw himself as a pilgrim who was about to make the most important voyage of his life. He was going to the Holy Land where he would offer himself as a supplicant before the True Keepers of the Tradition. Letters had been sent, phone calls had been made… and with copies of all correspondence in hand, he was ready to leave. 

Fiona: His most important connection was the Conservatory in Instanbul. He knew that his list of names would ultimately turn into various friendships, but it was at the conservatory that he would receive his training.

“In your mind what was going to happen? You were going to get there and these people were going to like let you live with them and they’d train you how to play to the Nay?”

“Ah, I was more prepared to meet people who were going to be sympathetic to my quest. But I would still find whatever arrangements and that there was a possibility with one of them that I might be able to stay with them.

“I remember finally getting to Istanbul. I’m in the city where this is the conservatory and this is where the people are… I went to the conservatory to find it closed. And I’m like, ok this is strange. And then it finally hit me, oh it’s Saturday. And while I’m debating I’m tripping out to the city. I was cursed out by one kid ‘cause I wouldn’t let him shoeshine my thongs! You know, it was really weird.”

“What would they yell at you?”

“Mainly stupid bastard American, f--- you, and all that kind of stuff.”

“Good grief.”

“Yeah. I remember going to the covered bazaar and the same coffee grinder that I used for you… you know they had all these up, and I leaned over and I picked one up, and I was just looking at it, and I put it down, and started to walk away and man this guy… was just hurling insults at me across everything. Uh ‘Stupid f—ing American, what’s the matter? It’s not good enough for you?’”

“Really?”

“Uh, oh yeah. And I’m stunned, and I’m just like, this flew in the face of absolutely everything everyone had told me about Turkey. ‘Cause everyone’s like, ‘uh you know, legendary hospitality’ and all this other stuff. My experience of the city and al.. it was just it was not good.”

(music)

“So at that time I decided instead of staying in Istanbul for the next several nights for the conservatory to open, I was going to play the cards of my friend from the consulate and go to Ankara. Because that was, ‘oh my brother’s waiting for you,’ all this kind of stuff, ‘call my friend’ whatever her name was. Uh, made the phone calls. Her brother and her friend were directly and blatantly rude, cutoff, ‘no, screw you…’ whatever. Click. And….”

“Did they speak English?”

“Yeah. Yeah. And I was not prepared for that at all. Because what I had been told was that particularly the brother who also studied some of the other instruments in this music was very interested and welcoming for me. That simply was not the case. Very bummed. And I did not care for Ankara at all. I mean it was dirty and brutal and those connections were shot and it wasn’t going to happen. So I was like, ‘get out of here.’

“My my nay had been stolen during all of this time.” “Oh no.” “Yeah. So I’m sitting there and one minute it’s there one minute it’s not. So here’s all this stuff going on. So I go back to Istanbul. I left out some of the details about calling all the different people and all that and I was going down the list putting Xs. And there was an X on every name at that point. They had all blown up.

“Everything’s unraveling. Now, here’s the point where the people who knew I was coming, the Conservatory. I get back there and I finally find the place and I’m standing outside of the door of Niasi~ and the great nay teacher and Sulay~ the brother of the guy who played the piece that I first heard.

“I finally meet this lady that Fred had directly sent letters to. Uh, very cold shoulder. I’m not allowed to meet anybody. I’m not allowed to talk to anybody. I’m not allowed to go into the room where they make their instruments. In disbelief I ask.. ‘Can I at least see if there is a nay for sale?’ And the last thing I remember this lady saying to me is, ‘A neyzen makes their own nays.’ And she turned her back on me and continued her conversation. And that for me was like, the needle was buried. 

“There were the people I was after. There were the people doing exactly what I wanted in the adjacent rooms to the hallway we were standing in. And then she literally turned her back on me and continued her conversation as if nothing else.

“After that event I’m walking around the Blue Mosque. And I’m ready to crumble and I’m ready to cry. I’m ready to break down and have one of those little babbling-like-a-baby-in-the-middle-of-the-street-surrender-to-God things. And I remember the sun was going down, and there were all along the street and walkways and doorways and windows there were just these men, you know, and they had the garb and the caps and all this, and I.. I didn’t feel like I could do that.

Scott: Jay had been moved deeply by a particular tradition. He wanted to attain everything that he saw on its veneer. That included the suit, the robe, and the funky hat. Yet in the end, all he could see was the veneer. He never got in touch with any of what he imagined to be on the inside. At least, not in Turkey.

“Within 24 hours at that point, having the nay gone, having my entire list shut down, having all this other stuff.. ah, I had a friend move some emergency funds into a bank account. And I just got out.”

(Music)

“There are some kind of crazy dues that I have paid. And that, it’s not about this other group or anybody going ‘Ok, now you can do this that or the other.’

“I’ll do whatever I please with any of this stuff, and I will make the music that moves me, which is a synthesis of so many other ah, musics. To be honest with you I’m very glad things went the way they went because now I’m free.

“From that point on nothing outside of me is going to go, ‘well you have to play like this, or you have to sit like this, and you have to wear the.. the hat, and you have to do th..’ No I don’t! I’m finally getting comfortable now where I’m a Texas neyzen. It’s a freedom that I’ve been after and it’s also very frightening at the same time, to have no… frame of reference.
“There is a story that the nay is a symbol for man. What makes a wind instrument useful is the fact that it’s hollow. And empty. What makes a human being useful to God is that he’s hollow of himself. And can be an instrument for something higher.

Scott: Jay came to realize how far down this path he’s come when he was recently asked to play the nay at the funeral of a young boy. A family friend. He talks about how difficult the experience was.

“And it was painful, I mean it was ph.. it physically hurt. Something else flowed through me and I just passed it along and so that’s… the most spiritual nay moment I’ve had. It was probably the most open I have ever been and uh, it totally cut through all the b.s. travels, the b.s. dogma, all this other stuff gone. And to me that’s actually what this is about. Just getting to that very core, sacred emotive feeling. These instruments can immediately transport us to somewhere… else. And I think the somewhere else is… a cool place, and I think we need more of it.

(Music)

TRACK 19

Scott: You’re listening to The Meaning of Life Show. That was Jay Kruse describing his journey in becoming a nayzin. By the way, nay is spelled N-A-Y, in case you’re curious.

Fiona: In this last segment of our show we’re asking the question: If we come to believe that music can provide us with a path to deep personal growth, what are we willing to do to get there? 

Scott: Jay’s journey was extraordinarily long and painful, in part because he was relying on others to set mile markers for him.

Fiona: Our  final story is with author Bernadette Murphy, who resides in Los Angeles. Unlike Jay Kruse, who struggled because he didn’t have a teacher, Bernadette’s biggest problem was that she did have a teacher. Sometimes one’s biggest struggle is to un-learn the lessons a bad teacher taught.

TRACK 20: Cello

Both my parents had been professional musicians in Ireland. My father was a trombone player. My mother was the singer in the big band my father played for, and that’s how they met each other.

My dad had photo albums with black & whites with him in the thin lapel tuxedoes and the little ties and he used to smoke a cigar then and the pencil-thin mustaches, and my mom in the ball gowns and her hair all done and the music stands with the letter of the name of the band on them. It was a different world and it was different parents.

Fiona: Bernadette’s parents immigrated from Ireland to California before she was born. They no longer performed music, other than what they did at church. 
We’d go to mass every Sunday, and if we were late for any reason, a minute late, my father would turn the car back around we came back home until the next mass started because you couldn’t go to church late. That was not acceptable.
Fiona: Religion and music were like two sides of the same coin.

Catholicism and music went together because both were a way of sort of praising God in our family’s vernacular. And both could be done correctly or incorrectly. And both seemed to leave little room for imperfection. For experimenting. Or for finding just the joy inherent in it. It seemed to be very serious. All the time.

Scott: Despite the fact that her parents had stopped performing music, Bernadette and her siblings were still expected to carry the torch.

We were all asked to learn the piano and my father taught us all the piano. But it was in a very um it was again the sort of right or wrong thing. No understanding that I could see for the fact that learning music is a difficult process and it includes hitting a lot of wrong notes in order to hit the right notes. So invariably all of us quit music by the time we were ten or eleven. We didn’t want to explore music any further than that. And I think that was a heartbreak for both my parents. Um, but we sort stuck with that.
Fiona: Years later, Bernadette had her own children. Without the slightest bit of prodding from her, they expressed their own interest in taking up some form of music-playing. So, she thought she’d buy them a piano.

And I sat down to play to see what I could remember and it’s very shiny. And the one that I grew up with was very matter. And I could see myself reflected in the piano. Instead of seeing this thirty-year-old grown woman, I’d see this girl with pigtails and buck teeth with her hands on the piano, terrified to keep going. You know, just terrified. And I got up and walked away from the piano at that point. I could not face sitting down to do it.

Scott: As her children went on to take up their own instruments, such as the violin, the flute, and the trombone, Bernadette found herself challenged by what she was seeing in them, and what she realized she had denied herself.

The joy coming out of them is unbelievable to watch. Watching that hunger be sated and how joyful that has been for them, has instilled the hunger in me, that I want to understand what they’re doing. It felt like my children were moving into this marvelous area, and I wanted to go see the wonders of it myself. 

Fiona: Bernadette began considering what instrument she might want to play. She knew it wouldn’t be the piano. When she experimented with the cello, however, she knew she had found the one.

In playing the piano I was very aware of my mistakes in playing the cello I just listen to the sounds and got into.. I could feel the vibrations in my body. When you play the cello you encircle it. It’s like you’re h.. you’re embracing the cello. You’re hugging the cello. And as you play the vibrations from it come in through the… your chest. You can feel it vibrating in your body. And it’s an incredibly… wonderful and sense-based, sensual experience of playing and feeling this music just um… inch its way through your body. It’s very “in the body.” When I was playing the piano it was always in my head, and um, limited to my intellect. I couldn’t get beyond whatever was happening in my brain.

Scott: But her biggest challenge lay ahead when she started thinking about what it meant to actually take lessons. To be completely vulnerable around someone whose rigidity and expectations could take away the very joy that  she was seeking.

Oh, God. I was terrified. My cello instructor lives in the Hollywood Hills below the Hollywood sign. And I was driving there the back way which comes up through the valley and you have to go over this winding road that finally leads down. And as you come over it you feel like you’ve left civilization that there’s nothing around. It’s desolate. It’s brown. It’s dry. And my hands are sweating and I’m so sure that I’m driving off the edge.. I wanted to turn around and go home so badly, because I was so afraid of what could happen. Um and I couldn’t elucidate exactly what I was afraid would happen but it just seemed very fearful to be doing this. But I just kept going forward and trusting that it would be ok.

Fiona: Bernadette learned the cello, without ever finding the idyllic teacher whose style was the opposite of her father’s.

It’s funny my cello teacher is a former nun, I found out after the fact. And I was like, you know, leave it to me to find the one former nun in Los Angeles who’s a professional cellist to be my teacher. Because she was very sort of dogmatic and I had to fight that, and be able to assert my own way of doing the music, even when I couldn’t do it to her satisfaction, I had to make it ok for me to do it to my satisfaction.

Fiona: Music and faith are still two sides of the same coin for Bernadette, but no longer in a bad way.

My son plays music at church for like Easter and Christmas and things and I’ll be down on the main part of the church and he’s up in the choir loft, and when I hear that trumpet come sailing out over everything it’s just.. my heart leaps up. It’s an incredibly spiritual experience for me. And the two then became intertwined in a very positive way whereas before they had been intertwined in a sort of negative way. 

Scott: Because of her children, Bernadette is now able to experience the gift that her father was trying to share with her so many years ago. She’s even able to appreciate her father in a new way as well. 

I couldn’t see clearly what a joy and a gift the music was that my father was trying to give me. He was trying to give me a gift. But I couldn’t see it that way. The same with the way the Catholicism was presented he was trying to give me the most precious gift he owned, but I just bristled and couldn’t see the goodness of that. So, they’ve taught me more than I’ve taught them, in all these areas.

TRACK 21: Close

Fiona: You’ve been listening to The Meaning of Life Show. Our topic today has been music. 

Scott: Music serves a variety of roles that add depth and meaning to people’s lives

Fiona: Personal beliefs about it affect not only what one listens to but even the bigger choices one makes in life.

Scott: The purpose of our program is to explore topics that affect people’s lives. In hearing what others have experienced and learned, it’s hoped that something relevant may applied to our own lives.

Fiona: This is a pilot for a future series. If you’d like to be informed about other episodes you can go to www.meaningoflifeshow.org.

Scott: We’re constantly looking for people with interesting stories that could tie into future episodes. Please go to our web site and e-mail us with any suggestions you might have.

Fiona: We’d like to thank the listeners whose support of public radio makes programs like this possible. I’m Fiona Goodman.

Scott: And I’m Scott Dickson. Thanks for listening.

(music up)
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