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|_etter to President Bush: Time for a chancel cabinet

An open letter to President George Bush:

You are to be congratul ated for the impres-
sivecircleof advisersyouhavegatheredaround
you to guide us through the grave crisis now
confronting our nation.

But have you forgotten one of the country’s
most valuable resources— itsclergy?

We need somebody to reassure us in these
troubled days when the sunisout of sight and
thereisno gleam of light on the path, “and all
we can hear isthedripping of thesad rain.” We
need someone to remind us that “though the
wrong be oft so strong, Godistheruler yet.”

Thisis clergy turf, and we need those who
occupy ittoremind us, whenthesun appearsto
besetting onour dreams, that thesunal sorises;
that, as Camus said, “good isalso inevitable’;
that Godissmiling through histearsbecausehe

is happy with his dream for his creation, “sad
only for what men keep doingtoit.”

Thegrim morning headlinesand the somber
evening newshave madeusforget that thegood
lifeisgtill available to those who seek it with
all their heart.

The president could put select a group of
prominent membersof theclergy tomakeupa
sort of “chancel cabinet.” (The chancel isthe
areain the front of a church where the clergy
officiate.)

It would be like Andrew Jackson’s*“kitchen
cabinet” inthe White Housein the 1830s. The
kitchen cabinet wasaninformal group of Jack-
son advisersthat included newspaper editors,
longtime friends, family and official Cabinet
members. Because of their unofficial status,
they were pictured as keeping out of sight by
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cominginto Jackson’sofficethroughtheWhite
Housekitchen and up the back stairs.

Jackson hoped thekitchen cabinet would be
a“moral force” that would help to keep the
shaky Union together.

Our problems are different from Jackson'’s.
But with fear, hate and anger rampant today, a
moral force may be what the country needs.

SuchaClergy CommissionontheGoodL ife

could serveasour national conscienceandasa
repository of good ideas from the collected
wisdom and moral concern of menandwomen
whose sensitivity and integrity would lift our
country’s hopes and get us to “swing our lan-
ternshigher.”

Theideaof achancel cabinet would not be
unprecedented. President Franklin Rooseveltin
1935 sought the adviceof theclergy. “Because
of the grave responsibilities of my office,”
Roosevelt wrotetotheministers, “ | amturning
to clergymen for counsel and advice, feeling
confident that no group cangivemoreaccurate
or unbiased views.”

Roosevelt later remarked onhow helpful the
ministers' replieshad been.

Religiousleadersand educatorsoncedefined
thecountry’svalues, but today themediashape

our agenda.

Asauthor EricAlterman says, “ Atiny group
of highly visible pundits make their living of-
feringinsidepalitical opinionsinthemedia. But
thesepunditsarelargely divorced fromthetra-
vailsthat makeeveryday lifeintheU.S. such e
struggle. They live in neighborhoods like
Georgetownor Chevy Chase, withgreenlawns,
safe playgrounds, good schools and an extra
roomforthemaid. Their biggest probleminlife
isthetraffic.”

These pundits are not good monitors of
American life. An informal chancel cabinet
would better serve as the president’s eyes and
ears, focusing on the people’ shopesand fears,
their dreamsand insecurities.

Mr. President, let’sgivetheclergy back their
roleinthenation’spubliclife.

Spirituals Project works to preserve ‘historical gift to the musical world’

By Colleen Long
Associated Press Writer

DENVER — Charmaine Anderson
stepped to the microphone, beads of
sweat gathering on her faceasher pow-
erful voicefilled the hotel ballroom.

“1 wanna be ready,” she crooned as
the Spirituals Project choir hummed
softly in the background. “I wannabe
ready to put on my long whiterobe.”

At arecent convention of the Na-
tional Associationof NegroMusicians,
thesoprano’srenditionof “| WannaBe
Ready” silencedtherustling papersand
few whispers from the audience of
about 300.

Thesong, anewer arrangement of a
traditional spiritual,isasad, low hymn
about preparing for judgment day.
Peopleswayed, clapped and occasion-
aly wept while the choir performed
spiritualsand recited poetry.

“1 feel sofreesinging. It'sfunny be-
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cause these songs came from the
slaves,” shesaid.

The Spiritual sProject wasformedin
Denver about threeyearsago by author
and psychology professor Arthur Jones
to educate the public about spirituals,
what he calls the original American
music.

Heand hispianoaccompanist, Ingrid
Thompson, have traveled the country
conductinglecturesand workshopson
spirituals since 1991. Their programs
combineperformanceof spiritualswith
presentations on the songs' historical
significance and how they relate to
modern music.

For Jones, a5—year-old professor at
University of Denver, music has al-
ways been a passion. He's been per-
forming most of hislife, but until he
wrote “Wade in the Water,” a book
about thehistory of spirituals, hedidn’t
think to create agroup devoted to per-
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forming them.

“It started asjust an outsideinterest,
but evolved into my life'swork,” said
Jones. “I discovered while doing the
presentations something permanent
needed to be established.”

A small ensemble from the chair is
currently performing in a play about
youthgangviolencecalled” Not Here.”
The full choir plans to sing before a
specia performanceof theplay toshow
support for the victims of the Sept. 11
terrorist attacks.

“Wewereworkingontheplay before
the attacks,” Jones said. “But now, it
seemssomuchmorerelevant. How can
we expect our kids to reject violence
whenthey seeadultsactingsohorribly
violent?’

Thespiritual styleof musichasroots
in Africa, as folk songs sung during
work, worshipand entertainment. Dur-
ing slavery, spirituals evolved into
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songsexpressingdeeply heldreligious
convictions, especially for converted
Christians.

Thesongsalsoreflectedlongingsfor
freedom, often hiddenwithinsonglyr-
ics. In“Blow Your Trumpet, Gabriel,”
for example, the singer asks the angel
" ...to blow me home / To my new
Jerusalem.”

“In times of crisis, people want to
reachfor somethingwithadeep mean-
ing,” Jones said. “These songs were
created in atime of great crisis, and |
think when something comes out of
crisisit comesfrom avery deep place
in the human spirit. It ends up with a
universal appeal.”

James Kinchen, music professor at
theUniversity of Wisconsin-Parkside,
said groups that work to preserve the
spirituals are anecessity.

“The spiritual was this country’s
uniquegift tothemusical world. They
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should be cherished, remembered and
taught,” hesaid. “1f weteachthemwith
understanding, that thesearemorethan
justwordsand notes, it helpseveryone
see their social and historical impor-
tance.”

Jones' choir was formed soon after
theproject wasfounded. The 70 mem-
bers are a multiracial mix of profes-
sional musicians, students and ama-
teurs. Members are unpaid, and per-
form mostly in Denver, but will travel
toGreeley and Colorado Springsinthe
next few months. Jones also hopes to
travel throughout the United States.

“Many peoplethat sing in the choir
aren’t Christian, but themessageof the
musicislarger thanareligiousdenomi-
nation. Itreally bringspeopl etogether,”
Jones said.

Thenonprofit projectisal so produc-
ing adocumentary about the songsfor
PBS, and isworking with the Univer-

sity of Denver to create aWeb site.

When Jones founded the Spirituals
Project, hewas happy to discover oth-
ers shared his interest, although the
spirituals preservation movement is
till relatively small; hesaid only about
20 choirs nationwide perform the mu-
siconaregular basis.

But interest isgrowing. Groupslike
theBrazeal Dennard Choralein Detroit
and the Harlem Spiritual Ensemblein
New York City areprofessional chairs,
and many community groupsthrough-
out the country are starting to perform
themusic.

“Wemay havedifferent waysof go-
ing about it, but weareall fighting for
the same thing, and we use each other
as strength and also as resources,”
Jones said.

On the Net: The Spirituals Project:
http: /imww.spiritual sproject.org
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‘The following sponsors urge YOU to attend your chosen House of Worship this Sabbath:
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Short & Son Trucking

Hwy. 24

Serving the rural community for over 100 years




