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About two weeks ago I reviewed the master copy of a CD entitled: Music at First Parish, 1975-2005, a CD that will soon be available for purchase.  The diversity and richness of music performed at First Parish over this period is impressive.  Although singers, instrumentalists, and music directors have come and gone, the one constant in our music program has always been the Meetinghouse organ.  No instrument has been so intrinsically identified with worship and the church as the pipe organ. It is the backbone of the musical service supporting the congregation in hymn singing, accompanying the choir, and standing alone as a solo and recital instrument.  In worship it creates an atmosphere of reverence.  

The origins of an organ such as ours can be traced back to the hydraulis, a third century BC invention engineered to solve the problem of how a person could play more than one wind instrument at a time.   Sounds like a problem that Jack Christensen might take on.  Although widely used in Greece and Rome, the hydraulis was not so popular for early Christian worship due to its association with the deaths of Christians in the coliseum. (The hydraulis, with its very loud and penetrating sound, was used to accompany the various activities taking place in the coliseum.)   During the Middle Ages, the organ in Western Europe developed into three different types of instruments - the portative organ which was small enough to be carried around, the positive organ which had more pipes and allowed the player to use both hands, and finally, the church organ.  During the 8th and 9th century the Christian Church began using the organ during worship.  The organ flourished as services began to include chant, masses, and motets. (motet ex.). The technology of the organ improved with the introduction of pipes with reeds (Oboe stop ex.) and a pedal keyboard played with the feet.  (pedal organ ex).  This exciting period of growth and development was severely challenged in the 16th century when the Reformed Church, the Catholics, and the Lutherans banished organs from their churches.  (St. Thomas Aquinas declared war on all instrumental music including the organ feeling that it did not stimulate devotion.) The Council of Trent was compelled to enact severe regulations against the organ to address its “ungodly nature”.  How did this happen?   The choir and the organ functioned in turns, never together.  Since the organ was utilized in a very independent way and unable to play more complex music, abuses crept in.    Apparently organists got bored and were tempted to amuse themselves by playing quick running passages before the spoken verses.  They indulged in playing well-known secular songs much to the shock and horror of church officials.  In fact, in 1548 an organist in Strasburg was dismissed from his post for having played French and Italian pop songs during the offertory.   (When I came across this item, I couldn’t help but wonder how those church officials would have reacted to a service here at First Parish about a year ago where music was performed to accompany the sermon topic, which was about Walt Disney’s missing mothers).    However, the Protestant Reformation, which had in England practically stopped the use of organs in worship, had the effect in Germany of providing new outlets for musical expression.  During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the organ became the favored instrument and choral preludes became the basis of organ literature.  (Bach chorale ex.)   

Initially organs in the United States were imported from England or built by craftsmen with European training. Following the English tradition, the early 19th century organ in the US was first and foremost an instrument used to accompany hymn singing.  Boston was the hub of organ building at this time.  Ebenezer Goodrich, who was very talented musically, began building organs in 1807.  Unfortunately, of the many church organs he built, all that remains today are the cases of two church organs:  our organ case, and one in a church on Martha’s Vineyard.  Shortly after our Meeting House was constructed in 1830 a Goodrich organ was installed, probably the first pipe organ owned by the Parish.  The Clerk’s record indicates that at the Annual meeting of 1831, Samuel Northeg was chosen sexton his compensation to be $27 (per year) provided he “is faithful in discharging his duties, …with the additional duty of blowing the bellows of the organ”.   Blowing the bellows for the organ was required right up until the mid 20th century.  In fact, Eleanor Gaudette recalls her excitement as a young girl of being able to blow the organ bellows for a choir rehearsal.  (blowing the bellows involved moving a lever up and down much like those hand water pumps).

Elias and George Hook, who apprenticed under Goodrich, soon established one of the most successful organ companies that lasted over 100 years.  In 1865, the Parish decided to upgrade the organ and so voted “to have new works put in the old organ case”.   On behalf of the Parish, Israel Nash bought a Hook organ, at a cost of $950.    

By the mid 20th century, however, the role of music in the worship service changed and the organ that had served the Parish well in the 19th century was now clearly limited.   The original purpose of the organ was to assist the congregation in hymn singing.  But over time, the music program evolved beyond a few paid singers to a full choir that we have today.   Currently, the limitations of the organ have made accompaniment of the choir difficult.   Compounding this has been the single keyboard, which restricts the range of music that can be played.   At various times candidates for the music director position have turned us down due to the single keyboard limitation.  

In 2004, the Music Committee decided to revive the organ improvement project that had actually started back in the 60’s with the addition of a pedal pipes, briefly revisited in 1989 but abandoned due to the Parish Hall and office building project.   An Organ Study Committee consisting of Bob Detwiler, Paul Coolidge, and myself met with the Organ Advisory Committee of the American Guild of Organists and learned of the historic value of the Goodrich organ case.  We hired a consultant, Barbara Owen, who is the leading authority on early American pipe organs.  We traveled to different locations to hear several organs of builders we are considering.   Based on the recommendations of the Advisory Committee as well as our consultant we formulated three goals for this project: retain as much of our current organ as feasible adding those pipes that will support better accompaniment of the choir; add another keyboard to provide greater flexibility and range of music that can be performed, and finally preserve and restore the historic organ case.   As of today we have received three proposals that range greatly in price as well as scope.  Consequently, we are seeking a proposal from a fourth builder.   It is important to realize that pipe organ building and repair is all handwork and thus in 21st century dollars, the cost may seem high.  However, we should view such expenditure as a long-term investment in an important program of our church.   The organ is essentially part of our historic meetinghouse and will actually increase in value over time.   

Our current goal is to raise around $180,000, through donations and memorial gifts.  To date, without a formal fund raising drive, we have received donations in excess of $23,000.  This fall the focus of the project has been on education.  I created a short 15-minute video about the project, which has been shown to over 60 Parish members. In case you haven’t seen it, it will be shown again today after coffee hour in the Fogg Parlor.  This project provides us with a unique opportunity to make a difference in the worship experience of our church for present and future generations.  The organ plays a key role not just in our worship services but also for other events, that, as our covenant says, “celebrate the sacred moments of life’s passage”.   It is especially meaningful to me, as I think back over the last 32 years I’ve attended First Parish, that the organ has been part of so many special events:  dedications, weddings, memorial and Christmas Eve services, and the Parish’s 350th celebration to name a few.   The Music Committee hopes that you will support the project as it moves forward.  Thank you.

