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TRAVELING THROUGH THE CHURCH YEAR    J. S. Bach (1685-1750) 

Grosser Herr und Starker König, from The Christmas Oratorio     
   
Quia fecit mihi magna, from The Magnificat      
      
Mache dich, mein Herze, rein, from The St. Matthew Passion    

 

SELECTIONS FROM SONGS OF TRAVEL    Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) 

1. The vagabond 
      

2. Let beauty awake 
      

3. The roadside fire 
      

4. Youth and love 
      

6. The infinite shining heavens 
      

8. Bright is the ring of words  
 

FORCED TRAVEL: SPIRITUALS ARRANGED BY HALL JOHNSON AND MOSES HOGAN 

Were You There?      Hall Johnson (1888-1970)  
       

Let Us Break Bread Together     Moses Hogan (1957-2003) 
      

Ev’ry Time I Feel de Spirit     Hall Johnson 
      

My Good Lord’s Done Been Here    Moses Hogan 
      

He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands    Moses Hogan 
 



Program Notes 
TRAVELING THROUGH THE CHURCH YEAR 

 
Grosser Herr und Starker König 

Translation:  
Great Lord, O mighty king,  
beloved savior,  
O how little you regard earthly splendor!  
He who preserves the entire world,  
its splendor and decoration created,  
must in a rough manger sleep.  

  
J.S. Bach’s Christmas Oratorio is a collection of six individual church cantatas, designed to be sung at six church 
events between Christmas and Epiphany in Leipzig, Germany. This aria was composed for the first cantata on 
Christmas Day. It emphasizes the greatness and might of God through forte dynamics and straightforward 
rhythms on the words Grosser (mighty) to contrast more complex rhythms elsewhere. Bach emphasizes the 
roughness of the manger by including jagged rhythms on the words muss in harten Krippen schlafen (must in a 
rough manger sleep).  

Quia fecit mihi magna  

Translation: “Because he who is mighty has done great things for me, and holy is his name.”  
  

This aria is from the Magnificat, by J.S. Bach, a multi-movement work based on Luke 1:46-55 for choir, soloists, 
and orchestra. The might of the Lord is shown not with force, but with depth, as the piece was originally 
composed for a bass singer and bass instruments only. In addition, Bach emphasizes the words potens 
(powerful), magna (great), and sanctum (holy) by elongating them over extended melismas, which are a group of 
notes sung to one syllable of text.  

SONGS OF TRAVEL 

I decided to choose six songs from this song cycle using poetry by Robert Louis Stevenson with music by Ralph 
Vaughan Williams (1872-1958), a prolific English composer of songs, choral works, instrumental works, hymns, 
and many other genres. In this song cycle, the composer set each poem creatively, changing key, texture, 
rhythm, and tempo. 

FORCED TRAVEL: SPIRITUALS ARRANGED BY HALL JOHNSON AND MOSES HOGAN 

Unlike the other two sets in the recital, spirituals originated from a group of people that were forced to travel from 
Africa to North America. In her book, In Their Own Words: Slave Life and the Power of Spirituals, Eileen 
Guenther writes how spirituals are folk songs passed orally by enslaved person to person and community to 
community. In the midst of dehumanization, injustice, and suffering, singing was both an act of resistance and 
community building. Enslaved persons sang for all sorts of reasons: to communicate, to use code when they 



could not speak openly, to express emotions, and much more. Spirituals are music of protest and social justice, 
and there are countless songs in this genre devoted to these subjects.  

It is by learning about Black History that we get a fuller understanding of our deeper humanity. From my 
perspective, knowing better who we are is a crucial step towards healing and reconciliation. In the words of 
Fanie Lou Hamer, “No one is free until everybody’s free.” Especially when books are being banned in various 
communities and teaching certain aspects of history are under assault, learning about the context of this 
profound music is vital.  

Were You There 

The slow, long phrases dug deep into the suffering and pain of enslaved persons. As in many spirituals, the text 
is repetitive, which was necessary since enslaved persons had no books and were forbidden to read. Enslaved 
persons especially identified with the suffering of Jesus. Because of his death and resurrection, they believed 
they, too, could be delivered.  

Let Us Break Bread Together 

This song is said to have been used as a signal song in the Commonwealth of Virginia for the calling of secret 
meetings. Enslaved persons could sing what they could not say: for example, the possibility of a conductor from 
the Underground Railroad coming to guide them to freedom or signaling an upcoming secret meeting. This 
secrecy was essential for their survival. As this song centers around Communion, one can only be overwhelmed 
by the hypocrisy of their master serving them Communion in the morning and then whipping them unmercifully 
later in the day.  

Ev’ry Time 

Rhythm, more than melody, drives this syncopated and segmented Spiritual. According to the song, the Holy 
Spirit gives life and provides inspiration. In this genre, freedom, heaven, salvation, the second coming, and the 
Jordan River are closely interrelated. Freedom was the goal of every enslaved person, whether freedom in this 
life, or freedom from this life. Heaven partially meant being able to worship as one wished. In fact, enslaved 
persons were known to have been ejected from these services when their exuberance exceeded the tolerance of 
their oppressors. 

My Good Lord 

This uptempo and jubilant spiritual has references to sin, which in spirituals relate to the themes of suffering, 
death, and Satan, which were all defeated through Jesus’ resurrection.  

He’s Got the Whole World 

We end the set and this program with hope. Although only a few Spirituals talk about nature, it impacted every 
day of enslaved persons’ lives, whether they were working in sun, rain, heat, cold, or any other weather 
conditions. The power of Jesus and his resurrection greatly comforted the enslaved.  







THE SINGER 
Austen Wilson is the Director of Music Ministries at St. 

Andrew Presbyterian Church in Iowa City, where he oversees 
a comprehensive and expanding music ministry of choral, 
handbell, and instrumental ensembles, and works 
collaboratively with staff. He believes that music builds 
community, preaches the Gospel, helps us find belonging, 
and builds our faith. In addition to planning and leading 
worship, Austen founded Melodious Harmony: Concerts @ 
St. Andrew, which seeks to provide affordable and 
inspirational performances for the Iowa City Community. 

Apart from church, Austen spends time in nature, singing, 
exploring coffee shops and breweries, reading, exercising, 
and writing blog posts twice a month for Choralnet, a professional choral website. He volunteers in professional 
organizations and enjoys building connections with various community organizations. Austen was recently in City 
Circle Theater Company’s production of The Secret Garden, where he was Lt. Wright and a Dreamer. 

Previously, Austen served congregations in Colorado, New Jersey, and Florida, and he currently is a member of 
Choristers Guild, Handbell Musicians of America, and the Presbyterian Association of Musicians. He holds a B.A. in 
Vocal Music Education from St. Olaf College and an M.M. in Choral Conducting from Colorado 
State University. Austen studies voice remotely with Mark Moliterno. 

THE CONCERT SERIES 
St. Andrew Presbyterian Church is organizing a new, annual series of music events under 

the title, Melodious Harmony: Concerts @ St. Andrew. Partly due to the pandemic, many 
community members may not be familiar with St. Andrew’s current location or the wonderful 
facilities we have. We pray these Melodious Harmony concerts will help St. Andrew become a 
center for community music that nourishes all listeners in body, mind, and spirit. 

In addition to this afternoon’s vocal recital by Austen Wilson, this year’s upcoming musical 
events include: 

• The St. Olaf Handbell Choir, along with St. Andrew’s Resound!, in concert at 7 p.m. Saturday March 4. 
• The Iowa City Flute Choir at 3 p.m. Sunday March 26. 
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