
 

 

Pastor’s Perspective by Paul Simpson Duke December 13, 2017 

 
The opening portion of Handel’s Messiah is a setting of a text from Isaiah 40, and is sung by a 
tenor. “Comfort ye,” the tenor begins, in three simple notes that descend like a hand on the 
shoulder. He sings about crying to Jerusalem, “that her warfare is accomplished, that her iniquity 
is pardoned.” He attacks the next phrase like somebody running into a room with news: “The 
voice of him that crieth in the wilderness; prepare ye the way of the Lord; make straight in the 
desert a highway for our God.” Here the orchestra begins a bright, new tune, and the tenor sings 
the famous Air: “Ev’ry valley shall be exalted, and ev’ry mountain and hill made low, the crooked 
straight, and the rough places plain. The text is imagining the construction of a great highway for 
God, who will lead thousands of exiles on their journey home. To make the road smooth and fast, 
mountains will be leveled and valleys filled in, and curves straightened out. That is the imagery of 
Isaiah’s poem, and Handel’s music follows its motions: when the valleys are to be “exalted” the 
melody rises, where the mountains and hills are “made low,” the melody descends; on “crooked,” 
the notes waver back and forth, then give way to a long, unchanging note for “straight.”  
 
I describe it in such detail because my most memorable experience of Messiah began with a total 
wrecking of these lines. It happened in my home church, and I was in the choir that night. The 
tenor was a member of the church, and was not a professional musician, but had a decent voice. 
He also had a cold, and a bad throat. We wondered if he’d be able to sing, but he was there in his 
place. When the overture ended, he stood and opened his mouth to sing, “Comfort”—and what 
came out was not comfort at all. The voice was cracked, raspy, excruciating. We wondered if he 
would stop and sit down. The conductor looked at him with eyebrows raised, full of permission to 
quit, but he kept singing, breaking the notes like vases. We all developed a sudden interest in our 
shoe as he kept attempting those impossible notes. On and on he went for six torturous minutes. 
When he tried to sing of the valleys rising, they stayed low; and the mountains wouldn’t budge for 
him; and the crooked and rough places were more crooked and rough than ever before. He was a 
good man, and in his right voice he could sing the piece beautifully. But on this night, before all 
these expectant faces, he wasn’t up to it, and he kept singing anyway.  
 
I have thought often about that night and about the man whose voice failed to carry the music. I 
have wondered about how he must have felt when it was over—deeply embarrassed, I assume. 
And I wonder if he didn’t regret his decision to sing in spite of a bad throat, or to keep singing 
once it was clear that his performance was falling to pieces. In the end, I realized I was glad for 
his decision, and grateful for his valiantly terrible performance. I have thought of it with 
reference to preaching: of how inadequate to the task we preachers can be, and of what an 
embarrassment it is to do it ineptly and miss the mark. I think also of the church at large, of how 
imperfect our witness can be, and of botched opportunities and stumbling efforts. What I realize 
is this: that our mission is not at all to be a perfect voice, but a faithfully persistent one. In full 
recognition of our limitations and flaws, we simply offer the best that we are able to give—
embarrassed or not, laughing and shrugging over ourselves or not—and keep valiantly (foolishly?) 
at it, trusting that the Message itself will in the end outshine our imperfect delivery of it. 
 
I have heard some powerful performances of Handel’s Messiah—great recordings of it and 
outstanding live performances. But my favorite is the one in which the tenor could not sing his 
notes, but sang them anyway. And the reason for this is not just his brave persistence, it is that 
his performance was the one that has helped me reflect most deeply on the words. I have heard 
them more powerfully and productively not in spite of his imperfection that night, but because of 
it. 
 
Still, I do hope he got the chance to sing it again, and that he nailed it.   
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Children and Youth Christian Education and Music 
 
Our Sunday morning schedule: Children are an integral part of our worshiping church family; 
children of all ages are welcome in worship. Staff and volunteers transition the kids during the 
morning. Our goal is to make it easy for parents to participate in “Second Hour,” our adult class 
offerings.  
 
Infant - 3-year-olds:  
10:00    Worship with family, nursery available  
10:30    Families may choose to have kids go to the nursery following Time as Children for a time 

of praying and storytelling in the nursery. Snack will be provided.  
11:30    Children and nursery staff go to another play space (room 202 A) for Friendship Time.    
12:30    Parents come to pick up kids in room 202A (Children’s Ministry wing) after 2nd hour adult 

classes.  
 
4-year-olds – 2nd grade: room 202A/B 
10:30    Church School: connecting, praying, storytelling, responding 
11:05    Snack  
11:15    Grace Notes Choir with Marissa Alaniz 
11:30    Friendship Time staffed by Kathryn Gregg and nursery volunteer  
12:30    Parents pick up kids after 2nd hour adult classes.  
 
3rd – 6th Grade: Room 201B 
10:30    Snack  
10:45    Church School: connecting, praying, storytelling, responding 
11:30    Children’s Choir with Shin-Ae Chun (music room) 
12:00    Friendship Time with Xan Morgan  
12:30    Parents pick up kids after 2nd hour adult classes.  
 
Youth (7th-12th grade):  
10:00  Worship 
11:00    Fellowship Time (Fellowship Hall) 
11:30     Church School (Room 107) 
 
 
Calendar info for children & youth at FBC: 

• Sunday, December 17th: There will be no choir or second hour. Families are invited to 
participate in the congregation-wide carol sing after Fellowship Time.  Youth will meet in 
the Youth Room for the Christmas party and Secret Santa swap after the carol sing.  

• Sunday, December 24th: In the morning the children will have a birthday party for Jesus 
during Church School. We will not have choir or Second Hour. In the evening at 7:30 pm we 
have our Lessons and Carols Christmas Eve service modeled on the world-famous carol 
service from King’s College in Cambridge, England. Kids are welcome to attend. Care for 
young children is also provided during this service.   

• Sunday, December 31st: We will not have church school or choir. 
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Other Adult Education Opportunities: 
 

Wednesday Bible Study:  Pastor Paul Simpson Duke is leading a study of the Gospel of John. 
 
Small Groups: We have continuing small groups centered on study, sharing, prayer, worship and 
mission meeting at various times. See Stacey or Paul for information on how to join an existing 
group or form a new group. 
 
College/University Students:  The Gathering is for undergraduates and graduate students.  
We gather during the school year for a free home-cooked meal, friendship, and study.  If you 
would like to be added to the email list for weekly updates about gatherings and service 
opportunities, please email Stacey Simpson Duke at staceyduke@gmail.com 

Adult Christian Education                                 (11:30-12:30)  
 
Classes for Adults will start back up in January 

 
 
Birthday Party for Jesus! On Christmas Eve morning we are going to 
have a birthday party for Jesus with all the kiddos in 6th grade and 
younger during our normal Church School time. We’ll make party hats 
and eat birthday cake. We’ll think about our role in the Christmas story 
and what we have to offer as a gift to Baby Jesus. I hope your kids will 
be able to come to the party!  
 

2018 Calendars 
Each year the children sell God’s Creation calendars for $10.  The profits are used to purchase 
books for the children of Hikone housing to be delivered with the food collection before Christ-
mas. These heavy-weight calendars have beautiful nature photographs with scriptures.  Only a 
few remain, so grab yours quickly!  The calendars are available for sale near the Information 
Counter before and after worship, or you may contact Sue Ellen. 

Focus on Our Church Family 
The Board of Care and Community is starting a new newsletter feature.  We regularly print 
information about new members in our newsletter, but we realized that we don’t offer the same 
opportunity to newcomers to know about families/individuals who have been part of the 
congregation for a few, or many, years.  So in order for all of us to become more familiar with our 
church family, we will highlight a family or individual in our newsletters.  You will be contacted 
and invited to submit a paragraph or two describing interests, background, and anything else you 
would like us to know.  

Interfaith Roundtable of Washtenaw County presents “Faces of Faith VII” 
One of the annual programs that the IRT offers the community is a “face to face” experience with 
people from many different religious and spiritual backgrounds.  This year we have six presenters 
ready to talk about the joys and misconceptions that come with their tradition or beliefs?   Come 
listen to and engage with a Hindu, an Interfaith minister, a Muslim, a Buddhist, a Jew and a 
Catholic. 
Date:   Sunday, January 14, 2018  
Time:   4-6 pm 
Place:  Zion Lutheran Church, 1501 W Liberty, AA 

mailto:staceyduke@gmail.com
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The 2018 Flower Calendar    
The signup calendar is now posted on the downstairs bulletin board near the Lounge 
door.  The flowers are placed on the chancel for each service.  The cost is $30 and 
your dedication goes in the bulletin.  The flowers are yours to take after the Sunday 
morning service.  Please sign up early to secure your date(s). 

FBC News &  Happenings 
Thank you for your generosity to the families at Hikone   
In addition to over 50 boxes of food, two boxes of books (provided through the children’s calendar 
sales), and a box of school supplies, we had over $500 in financial donations (including a $50 
donation from Meijer).  These financial gifts allowed us to provide children’s vitamins,  band aids, 
anti-bacterial cream, laundry detergent, toilet paper, paper towels AND $300 in Meijer gift cards 
which the Director will distribute to families facing special needs throughout the year.  
 
Many thanks to these volunteers who helped sort and pack the food, then load and unload the 
truck, delivering to Hikone Community Center.  

Resources for Personal Devotions 
We hope that one of your New Year’s resolutions is to spend a quiet time each day with prayer 
and scripture.  The Board of Christian Education invites you to use The Secret Place or 
Disciplines.  The Secret Place is available at the Information Counter (free). It is published 
quarterly and is offered in regular and large print editions.  The Upper Room publishes Disciplines 
which has one-page daily devotions for the entire year and the scriptures are based on the 
lectionary.  Each week you can read and meditate on the scriptures that will be usually be 
included in the upcoming Sunday’s worship service.  Disciplines books are available from Sue Ellen 
for $8.   

Thank you for your donations of warm clothing and personal items for our 
Vespers guests.  These were distributed yesterday during Vespers.  The basket 
will continue to be near the Information Counter most Sundays for your 
donations throughout the winter.  Our next distribution will be during the 
month of February to the guests at the warming shelter. 
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Sunday, Dec 24 

A Festival of Lessons and Carols   
First Baptist Church of Ann Arbor presents a Festival of Lessons and 
Carols, modeled on the world-famous carol service from King's 
College in Cambridge, England. Join us at 7:30p.m. Christmas Eve, 
Sunday, December 24, to hear the Christmas story, join in singing 
beloved Christmas carols, and enjoy beautiful music from our choir. 
We want to make it as simple as possible for you to invite your 
family and friends to church for this service, and we also want to 
make sure we are ready to host everyone who wants to attend this 
service; we expect to have a full house! To assist with our 
hospitality, this year we are offering free tickets to our Christmas 
Eve service and asking everyone – whether members or visitors – to 
reserve their tickets online here: http://tinyurl.com/fbca2l-c. There 
are tickets already printed at the Information Counter on Sundays or 
in the office during the week. There are postcards available at the 
Information Counter to help you invite your friends. Free childcare 
will be provided for infants through first grade and may be reserved 
through the online ticketing system.  

http://www.fbca2.org
mailto:office@fbca2.org
http://tinyurl.com/fbca2l-c

