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On July 2, 2018, FPC members and friends left Nashville for an 
eleven-day Reformation study tour of Germany and the Czech Republic. 
Members of the extended Wylie family met us in Berlin. Reformation and 
musical sites were woven through the trip, as well as undeniable reminders 
of a divided Germany and persecution of individuals. Our first several 
days were in Berlin, where the hotel, in the former East Berlin, was a 
short walk from Alexander Platz, the world clock, and St. Nikolas Kirche. 
Our first day’s bus tour oriented us to Museum Island, the Reichstag, and 
Pariser Platz, home of the famous Brandenburg Gate. 

The next day, July 4, brought us to the Holocaust Memorial, which is 
adjacent to the US Embassy. At Checkpoint Charlie and the adjacent 
museum, we were delighted to find artifacts from the Berlin Airlift, 
including our Nashville connection—a can of Maxwell House coffee! 
Portions of the Berlin Wall remain, and they now carry thoughtful and 
inspirational artwork. 

Wittenberg, home of Martin & Katharina Luther, was a two-hour drive 
from Berlin. The city is very walkable, with one long cobblestone street 
containing not only Luther House but the University of Wittenberg, the 
City Church and the Castle Church. Luther House, a former monastery, 
is part museum and is also the original living quarters of the Luthers; the 
museum contains Luther’s translated Bible and his original hymnbook, 
which was displayed open to “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God.” Luther 
posted his 95 Theses at the Castle Church; the wooden doors have now 

been replaced by bronze. 
Luther gave some of his 
sermons here and is buried 
near the pulpit. A stop at the 
Olympic Stadium, home of 
the 1936 Olympic Games, 
ended the day.

Our next several days were 
spent in Leipzig, home of J.S. 
Bach and Felix Mendelssohn. 
Street musicians in Leipzig 
play classical music; is 
this how country music 
fans feel when they come 
to Nashville? Bach was 
organist/choirmaster at Saint 
Thomas Church from 1723 
until his death in 1750; here 
he composed some of his 

most important works, including all of the cantatas, the passions and the 
Mass in B Minor. Luther preached there in 1539, and Bach’s remains are 
interred in the church’s chancel. We enjoyed an afternoon organ concert, 
featuring both of the church’s organs: the side “Bach” organ, suited for 
Baroque works, as well as the rear gallery organ, built in a Romantic 
style. Saint Nikolai Church is a short walk through the market square; the 

teaching paintings and chancel 
reliefs are extraordinary. 
A visit to Mendelssohn 
House reminded us that 
we wouldn’t know Bach’s 
music if it hadn’t been for 
Mendelssohn and highlighted 
Mendelssohn’s important 
involvement in development 
of the Gewandhaus 
Orchestra. The Stasi Museum 
is also a short walk from Saint 
Thomas Church; here, the 
East German Secret Service’s 
activities against citizens are 
described. 

Sunday morning took us to 
Halle, where we arrived as 
the church bells were ringing 
at Marktkirche Unser Lieben 
Frauen, a 16th-century late-
Gothic gem. We gave hymn singing in German a try and found familiar 
worship elements of baptism and Communion. Martin Luther preached at 
the Marktkirche three times, and 140 years later, George Frideric Handel 
was baptized there. Handel received his first organ lessons on the small 
organ above the altar, while Bach played the organ in the west gallery 
when it was inaugurated in 1716. Luther’s death mask and casts of his 
hands are housed in a small viewing room at the church, which some of 
us were able to visit following the service. Handel House, the birthplace 
and childhood home of George Handel, was a short walk and includes a 
noteworthy musical instrument collection.

In Dresden, the capital of Saxony, we enjoyed viewing the Frauenkirche 
(Church of Our Lady), restored in 2005 after World War II bombing but 
left untouched until 1994. Meissen carillon bells rang out as we toured 
the Zwinger Palace gardens. A massive porcelain mural, the Procession 
of Princes, details a thousand-year history. Heinrich Schütz was an active 
musician in Dresden; the Schütz House is near the Frauenkirche. Antique 
and porcelain shopping and museums occupied a free afternoon.
Entering the Czech Republic, we stopped at Terezin, a World War II–era 
concentration camp 30 miles north of Prague. Originally a holiday resort 
for nobility, Terezin is within the walls of the fortress Theresienstadt; in 
1940, Nazi Germany turned it into a Jewish ghetto and concentration 
camp. More than 150,000 Jews and dissenters were sent there before 
being transported to Treblinka and Auschwitz concentration camps. 

Having enjoyed lovely summer weather and sunshine, rain came with our 
arrival in Prague; walking, shopping and dining continued, nonetheless. 
Our last full touring day was filled with fabulous sites in Prague; we 
began with St. Vitus Cathedral and windows featuring Wenceslaus, the 
tomb of St. John of Nepomuk, and the Wenceslaus Chapel. The Old 
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THE NEWSLETTER OF THE MUSIC MINISTRY AT FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH



In August of 2018, Nick Bergin spoke with Don Swain about his 
involvement with the handbell choir at First Presbyterian Church. Don 
is a longtime member of First Pres and a great friend of music here. 
Please enjoy his answers to the interview questions!

NB: How long have you been ringing 
handbells? 
DS: Since the fall of 1991.

NB: What brought you to ringing, and 
who has influenced you?
DS: I’ve been exposed to music my entire life. My mother was a 
musician—an organist and singer who also taught piano. Growing up, 

I studied with a graduate of the 
Shenandoah Conservatory, a 
classmate of my mother. We lived 
in Roanoake, Virginia, which was 
fairly small but still had a good 
orchestra and opportunities to hear 
other concerts—for example, the 
famous organist E. Power Biggs.
 In the early 1990s, music 
director Tom Mitchell wanted to 
restart a bell choir and actively 
recruited ringers who had played 
previously in Henry Fusner’s bell 
choir, others who had bell ringing 
experience, and anyone else who 
had an interest in learning how to 
play—I was one of those, as was 
my daughter. I joined the handbell 
choir for two specific reasons: a 
desire to return something of what 
I have received from the music 

ministry of First Presbyterian Church and a desire to be part of the worship 
service, to “praise God, from whom all blessings flow.” I am not a singer, 
so handbells were a perfect way to participate. Also, I love the spirit of 
community present in the handbell choir.

    There were enough experienced ringers that the choir got off to a quick 
start and was playing advanced music in a short time. Tom selected music 
that was a challenge to play, to keep the “old hands” interested and to 
bring the rest of us up to speed. There have been several directors for the 
choirs since then, and all of them have had something different to teach. 

NB: What is your favorite piece of 
handbell music? 
DS: Bells and Christmas music go together well, so I love Cynthia 
Dobrinski’s arrangement of “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” and Kevin 
McChesney’s arrangement of “Now the Green Blade Riseth”—both of 
which have been played by handbell choirs at FPC. “Carol of the Bells” 
is also a favorite. 

NB: What are your most memorable 
musical experiences at First 
Presbyterian? 
DS: Guest organist concerts have been at the top of the list, because of 
our marvelous organ. I especially remember Craig Cramer, the organ 
professor from the University of Notre Dame. At that concert, I heard 
sounds from the organ I’d never heard before. Another excellent concert 
was the Dorothy Shaw Handbell Choir from Fort Worth, who performed 
entirely from memory and without a conductor.
    A fun memory is having to do multiple takes during a recording session 
for an album of Christmas music, due to interruptions from various outside 
noises—a bus, sirens, and an airplane.

NB: How does music relate to your 
spiritual life? 
DS: Here’s a quote I heard from Tom Mitchell: “Music is the velvet 
on which the diamonds of the faith are displayed.” To make a musical 
statement, there must be an inspired composer, a score, musicians to 
perform it, and an audience (or congregation) to respond to it. For me, 
music is both a source of inspiration and a means of participating in 
worship. 

In the Loft with Don Swain

New Christmas Carol 
Dedicated to Todd Jones
At the 8:00 and 11:00 p.m. services this Christmas Eve, Greg Thomas 
sang a new carol by Michael Linton, “Softly, softly thro’ the midnight,” 
dedicated to Todd Jones (and with the tune name Todd). After the 8:00 
service, Raphael and Michael gave Todd a framed copy of the music, 
autographed by members of the Sanctuary Choir. Dr. Linton is a professor 
in the music department at Middle Tennessee State University, and he 
often sings in the Sanctuary Choir alongside his wife, Janet. Below, he 
shares a bit about the genesis of the piece and about its rich symbolism.

It’s become a tradition in our family to greet Christmas Eve with new music 
that we perform together. Sometimes it’s been arrangements of traditional 
carols, but more often it’s been performing new carols. Frequently the 
poet Joseph Bottum would provide a fresh text and I’d write a new tune. 
But sometimes, when nothing came to Jody, I’d write a new tune to an 
existing text. But there’d always be new music and I’d name the new tune 
for a friend or relative. 

“Softly, softly” is that second kind of new carol, old text with new music. 
The poem is by Anna Deming and dates from the 1880s. But the world 
of 2018 isn’t quite the world of the 1890s, and I changed her text a bit 
(composers do this fairly frequently with dead poets; we don’t do this with 
living poets since they tend to have living attorneys). Here is her original 
third stanza:

And the busy throng mov’d onward 
Knowing not and heeding less
Now the world kneels, trusting, pray’rful 
Knowing that He came to bless.
Gladly, gladly through the stillness
Let the joyful message ring:
He hath lov’d us, He hath sav’d us
He thro’ endless time is King.

Here’s the carol’s final stanza: 

And the busy throng moves onward
Hearing not and heeding less;
Shall the world kneel, trusting, prayerful
Knowing that he came to bless?
Gladly, gladly, through the darkness
Let the healing message ring:
“He hath loved us, He had saved us,”
We through endless time will sing. 

I moved the third stanza from the past tense, a description first of ancient 
Palestine and then of turn-of the century Christianized Europe, to the 
present tense. Our world, at least the Western part of it, is so much less 
Christianized than it was on the eve of World War I that it’s common for 
our culture to be called “post-Christian.” While that label may be a bit 

extreme, it’s certainly true that we live with both thoughtful and articulate 
atheists and people of religions who very much do not kneel to Jesus as 
“King.” Deming’s “Now” just didn’t seem appropriate, and I changed her 
assertion of fact to a question, replacing her “Now” with “Shall.” The 
carol is about us today.

I changed “stillness” to “darkness” because I thought it fit better the 
condition of a people uninterested in the Gospel light—and besides, this 
is a carol for Christmas Eve, when it’s . . . like . . . “dark.” I changed 
“joyful” to “healing” not because the story of Christmas isn’t joyful, but 
so many carols have “joy” in them I thought it helpful to remind folks that 
we’re joyful because we’re “healed” (and my prison work has impressed 
on me how desperately we all need healing). And, of course, I changed 
the final line from “He thro’ endless time is King” to “We through endless 
time will sing.” Yes, this does destroy the relationship between the end of 
the first verse with the reference to the “no royal robe” and Jesus as King 
in the third verse, but I thought that the change was justified because we 
are, literally, “singing” and we’ll do so through “endless time,” at least 
according to the Apostles’ Creed we recite every Sunday. 

So the text isn’t so much about Jesus in the manger as it is about Jesus and 
the world of today. And Jesus and the world doesn’t fit together. There is a 
disjunction. But how to make this disjunction part of the music? Of course 
the piece had to be a lullaby, but how can the music reflect the words, 
more than just being soft and comforting? 

Schumann showed me how. Schumann begins his song cycle Dichterliebe 
with the pianist playing first a C-sharp in the right hand and then, just 
a mini-second later, a D in the left hand. That jarring minor-second 
dissonance of the C-sharp against the D reveals to us immediately the 
character of the full cycle: it’s painful and will end unhappily. 

The first pitch of the carol’s melody is D. But the harmony is a C-major 
chord (C-E-G). The melody’s D doesn’t fit the harmony; it’s a “wrong 
note.” That D is quickly followed by a consonant C, but it’s still wrong. 
On the next beat the carol tune has a B, but the harmony is an F-major 
chord; again the B is a “wrong note.” And on the downbeat of the third 
measure the carol has an E while the harmony is a B-flat chord, another 
“wrong note.” These wrong notes (which technically are called accented 
passing tones) are found frequently in the carol. The disjunction between 

Royal Palace, its throne room, and a royal Hapsburg crown 
followed, and then the Romanesque Basilica of St. George 
and lunch at the Lobkowicz Museum. A walk across the 
Charles Bridge led us to the narrow streets of Old Town 
and the reconstructed Bethlehem Church, where Jan Hus 
became preacher and rector in 1402. A small museum 
highlights his pre-Reformation preachings. We enjoyed a 
meal together that evening and left the next morning for 
New York and Nashville.

Thanks are due to so many: to Ted Wylie for his careful 
creation of our travel schedule and daily care and tending 
of our group, to Raphael Bundage for his song leading 
and good humor throughout the trip, to Stuart Gordon 
for his devotions and guiding words, to Daphne Garey 
for organizational assistance, to Duhoney Travel for 
arrangements and matching us with Mara, our marvelous 
tour manager.

Rhonda Swanson
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New Section Leaders!
Sara Crigger is excited to join both choirs at First Presbyterian! On 
the stage, Sara has been praised for her warmth of tone and “flawless 
comedic timing.” A few of her operatic credits include Dorabella in 
Così fan tutte, Cherubino in Le nozze di Figaro, Emmy in Der Vampyr, 
and L’écureuil in L'Enfant et les Sortileges. She has also appeared as 
a soloist with Middle Tennessee Choral Society, Nashville Collegiate 
Orchestra, and with the Austin Peay Symphony Orchestra.
    A lover of contemporary music, Sara has made a concerted effort to 
work with living composers on a regular basis. She has been fortunate 
to premiere works such as Rachel Devore Fogarty’s “As the rain hides 
the stars” and Karl Henning’s “Nicodemus brings myrrh and aloes 
for the burial of the Christ.” Sara recently had the honor of singing 
the mezzo solos in Andrea Clearfield’s Women of Valor at Lipscomb 
University. Most recently, Sara sang the Tennessee premier of Peter 
Dayton’s May She, She May.
    Sara received her bachelor of music from Berklee College of Music 
in Boston, Massachussets, and completed her master of music in vocal 
performance at Austin Peay State University. When she is not singing, 
Sara can be found teaching voice and cello lessons, or occasionally 
performing as a cellist. Sara is also the chorus librarian for the Nashville 
Symphony.
    Fun fact: Sara has moved 21 times, but has claimed Nashville as her 
home for nearly 10 years. Sara lives with her husband, Jacob, and her 
dog, Seger. She loves to garden, cook, and foster the occasional rescue 
pup!

Dillon Brown has spent the last four years earning a bachelor’s 
degree in music business from the University of Memphis. While there, 
Dillon was a member and section leader in the University of Memphis 
Chamber Choir, directed by Dr. Ryan Fisher, the University of Memphis 
University Singers, directed by Dr. Lawrence Edwards, and the Christ 
United Methodist Chamber and Chancel Choirs. Through these choirs, 
he had the opportunity to perform on a Germany/Austria tour, in select 
ensembles at the Tennessee Music Education Association, and with the Memphis Symphony Orchestra. Recently moving to the Nashville area for a job 
at Universal Music Publishing Group, Dillon is looking forward to continuing his choral growth as a member of the First Presbyterian Church choirs.

Jesus and the world, a disjunction described in John 1:10–11: “He was in 
the world, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him not. 
He came unto his own, and his own received him not.” The melody and 
the harmonization “don’t fit.” 

When I started writing the carol I didn’t know who it was for. When I 
finished it I did. As I worked on it, and thought about Christmas Eve, 
and First Presbyterian, I kept thinking of how this all reminded me of 
Todd’s preaching and our Lessons and Carols service. The first chapter 
of John is the last scripture of that service (including the verses above). 
The relationship between our world and the saving world of Jesus and 
the healing he offers has been the theme of Todd’s preaching while he’s 
been at First Presbyterian. Our Christmas Eve service was to be his last 
Christmas Eve service, and it also marked both the centennial of the 
first Lessons and Carols service in 1918 in Cambridge and the 200th 

anniversary of the first singing of “Silent Night.” It seemed obvious to 
me that the carol was for Todd Jones and, when I talked with him about 
it, Raphael immediately thought so too and believed that a new carol both 
honoring Todd and marking those centennials would be an appropriate 
addition to our Christmas Eve service. And of course, it’s a big help to 
have musicians of Greg Thomas’s and Nick Bergin’s caliber who could 
perform such a musically tricky piece on basically no notice. The carol 
was for Todd, but not from me, or Raphael, or Nick or Greg, but from all 
the musicians of First Pres because, as musicians, we know we don’t do 
things alone. We sing, play, rehearse, pray and worship together, as the 
carol says, “through endless time . . .”

And it’s a Christmas Eve gift from all of us to Todd in thanks for his 
continual reminding us that the real time we inhabit is that “endless time.” 
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Sing aloud to God our strength;
shout for joy to the God of Jacob.


