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Reflection on the Theme©  Rev. Kathryn A. Bert
 I love singing in groups.  My family has a reunion each year, and one night is always singing.  My grandfather taught us the old songs, Wait til the sun shines Nellie, and he and my other grandfather, or later, my cousins’ other grandfather would sing in harmony together and I loved to listen to them sing, and sing along.
And I love to sing in church.  Mennonites are the best singers in my experience.  I did a Mennotarian wedding once – marrying a UU minister colleague of mine to a Mennonite and their wedding was more singing than words – all harmonies and a capella.  I led the service alongside a song leader.  The couple are my friends, Phil and Julia, who live in St. Paul and with whom I stayed in January when I answered the call to join clergy in Minnesota to protest the occupation of their state by ICE.
Lutherans are also generally skilled at singing in groups.  At least at Holden Village, a Lutheran retreat center, there was always one service during the week, Wednesday night, that was completely sung.  No spoken word.  We were handed the music as we entered the sanctuary and sang the service.  Even though I don’t read music very well, I am able to follow along when everyone else is carrying the tune.  I loved that service. 
Then, there are those groups who don’t really sing very well, or very together, I might say.  The lay led Catholic community in the Honduran village where I lived for a year held church each Sunday.  Lots of singing.  Lots of singing off key – horrible singing, really, if you’re wanting melody and harmony and beautiful notes.  There was no accompaniment and folks were doing their best using the old worn-out hymnals they had, but it was singing with no leader, no skilled singer to help them.  But it was so sincere and heartfelt, that it worked as an expression of devotion and love of God.  These same people sang beautifully in their native language, Garífuna, with their traditional tunes, but put a Catholic hymnal in their hands in their second language, Spanish, it just completely fell apart.
That singing reminded me of the singing in the synagogue I attended in Michigan, when I wanted to be a part of a religious community I wasn’t leading.  The shabbat services on Friday night were also mostly singing – some talking, but mostly sung.  It wasn’t that these folks were out of tune, really, it was that there was no written music – just the words in Hebrew on a page.  And depending upon what part of the world your family came from, the tunes that go with those words differ ever so slightly, and sometimes greatly.  So, it was rather like that Harry Potter scene where everyone is invited to sing the Hogwarts School Song to the same lyrics but different tunes.  Not quite as random as that, but random enough to make someone – especially someone who wasn’t raised Jewish – not quite make sense of the music. But again, like the Catholic community in Honduras, the act of singing itself was sincere and heartfelt and worked as an expression of devotion and love of God.  I loved those services.  (I was such a regular that they even consulted me -a gentile - when they were considering changing the start time of those services.)
I think it was those last two experiences, mostly, that taught me to be unafraid to sing.  I know I don’t have a great voice.  But I don’t consider my voice bad.  I’m out of tune sometimes, mostly flat.  The teenage son of the pianist at the last church where I served told me when I left that I was ‘much less flat than when I began as their minister’ – he meant that as praise, and I try to take it as such.  
But I believe it is a human right to sing – a God given right, if that language works for you.  We were given or developed voices and the ability to use them.  May we sing on.  
Wait till the sun shines Nellie, when the clouds go drifting by.  We will be happy, Nellie, don’t you sigh.  Down lover’s lane we’ll wander, sweethearts you and I, so wait til the sun shines Nellie, bye & bye.

 Introduction to When I Sing - words by Rumi, music by Allison King
I wrote this piece a few years back when I was trying to write something that the choir I was leading at that time could learn quickly. I have always loved the Rumi quote, “the almighty loves me when I work, but he loves me when I sing.” And while I can appreciate the context of Rumi’s world in which the almighty is considered male, I took some artistic license and refer to the almighty with both masculine and feminine pronouns. Maybe one day I’ll re-work this with either they/them pronouns, or come up with something less binary, but I just wanted you to know the context of the pronoun choices.

The Gift To Sing © by Allison King
You had your first solo moments after you were born. That loud, lusty, irrefutable proof of life rang out into the room and brought tears to your mother’s eyes, the most beautiful sound that she’d ever heard. In the weeks and months to come, no doubt, she might not have thought it quite so beautiful, but still, in that first moment, it was pure joy.
As a child, perhaps you found joy in making up songs, or singing to your dolls or stuffed animals. Maybe you sang to your pets. Maybe you still do - I do. Many of you have heard stories of my cat Figaro, who is indeed named after the opera character. I sang his namesake aria to him, and he was not impressed.
Perhaps when you started school, you either sang in class, or got to sing in the school chorus or glee club. And that might have been when it started - you know it, don’t you? - the old “why don’t you just mouth the words,” situation, when your teacher tells you that you can’t sing without telling you that you can’t sing.
If I had a nickel….
The joy of singing just got sucked out of your soul. 
While this is a pretty universal experience, fortunately, it’s not a majority experience. Most people can sing to some degree. Research by the Royal Conservatory of Canada has determined that about 2% of the human population is incapable of perceiving pitch. Everyone else is on some kind of spectrum, as in so many things in life. In my years of working with groups and individuals, I’ve heard everything from a complete inability to match pitch, to kids who come out of the box singing like angels. It’s a mystery.
But here’s the thing - singing is good for you whether you’re good at it or not. Lots of research has been done about the benefits of singing. You may have heard some of these things - breath and heartbeats align while singing together, stress reduces, and respiration improves.
But wait, there’s more. Here are the top ten reasons why singing is good for you.
1. Singing makes you feel better. It releases serotonin and dopamine, the “happy chemicals” that boost your mood and make you feel better about yourself. Also, scientists have identified a tiny organ in the ear called the sacculus, which responds to the frequencies created by singing. The response creates an immediate sense of pleasure, regardless of what the singing sounds like. Which is a great encouragement to those who think they can’t sing.
2. Singing counts as aerobic activity, which introduces more oxygen into your blood, which can boost your mood. It enhances your lung function, and has been used therapeutically for people recovering from covid and other respiratory illnesses.
3. Singing can help you de-stress. With enhanced breathing and endorphin release, singing can help ease tension and bring you back into balance. Mind, body, and spirit are rejuvenated. 
4. Singing helps improve mental alertness, memory and concentration as it involves focusing on multiple things at once, engaging many areas of the brain in the process. Music is also increasingly becoming a feature of dementia care, in part because it has proved a powerful tool in sparking memories often long after other forms of communication have diminished.
5. Singing  together is a fantastic communal activity. Singing with other people, whether in person or on screen, can help build connections and feelings of togetherness. Recent research has also shown that the sense of “self-other” merging we experience by synchronizing our voices with others is a great way to fast-track social bonding. Working together on a common goal helps build existing friendships and can create new ones.
6. Singing boosts your confidence - Many people get nervous at the thought of performing in public, but singing in a group can actually help boost your confidence and fire up your self-esteem – and the more you do it, the more confident you’ll feel.
7. Singing can improve your sleep. A clinical trial by Exeter University and the Royal Devon and Exeter NHS Foundation Trust, showed the singing exercises strengthen certain throat muscles. This also lessened symptoms of obstructive sleep apnea, a condition common to many in which they stop breathing momentarily during deep sleep.
8. Singing improves your posture. Deep, diaphragmatic breathing engages the abdominal muscles and strengthens your core, and lengthening the spine can lessen tension in the upper back.
9. Your immune system is strengthened and reinforced. The University of Frankfurt got choir members to sing Mozart’s ‘Requiem’. After taking blood tests, their research showed the amount of proteins in the immune system that function as antibodies and so fight off infections were significantly higher.
and finally, number 10 - it’s fun!
There’s something about singing in harmony that is just exhilarating. Years ago I was in a production of “Oklahoma,” and the guy playing Curly was really into barbershop. He used to teach me and a few others some barbershop “tags” during breaks and downtime. Once, we were at a club where Bonnie Raitt’s brother’s band was playing, and my friend happened to know him. So during the band’s break, I was backstage singing barbershop tags with Bonnie Raitt’s brother. It was awesome. 
Would you like to try a little? Normally, I encourage you all to experiment with harmony, but this time I’m going to assign you parts.
[teach tag of “Bless the Purpose of this Hour.”]
To sing is a gift of being human. The poet James Weldon Johnson perfectly captures the mystique and the magic of what it is to sing in his poem, “The Gift to Sing.”
Music: The Gift to Sing, words by James Weldon Johnson, music by Coleman Peterson
During the pandemic, we heard news of the community chorus up in Skagit, WA that had a super-spreader event - 52 of the 61 members were diagnosed with covid, and several were hospitalized. 2 of them died. That put a swift and decisive end to community singing for the foreseeable future, and we all really suffered. Composer Eric Whitacre, who famously created a virtual choir in 2010 and essentially created the genre, wrote a piece during the pandemic that beautifully addresses what we were feeling when we couldn’t sing together. He made the invitation for submissions, and received over 17,000. Somehow, all of those submissions were made into a beautiful video, but I think the song is much more effective in person.
Music: Sing Gently, words and music by Eric Whitacre
We all have pieces of music that we love; no matter how many times we hear them, they never grow old for us. I find that especially with certain hymns. This particular hymn is one that has been arranged numerous times by numerous composers and arrangers, each one bringing something distinctive to the familiar tune that we know so well. Composer Gwyneth Walker gives a unique flavor of traditional folk music to her arrangements, adding rhythm and vibrance to the same old song in a way that we’ve never heard before. I don’t think we’ll ever be able to answer the question: How can I keep from singing?
Music: How Can I Keep From Singing, traditional Quaker Hymn, arr. by Gwyneth Walker
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