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The week of June 14-20 I had the 
pleasure of joining over 300 colleagues 
from across the nation in Washington, 
DC for the annual Conference of the 
Association of Anglican Musicians 
(AAM).  In addition, a sizeable number 
of clergy were present for the week, 
including four bishops.  It was a tightly 
run conference all around, and apart 
from the heat wave that hit Washington 
last week, it was a picture perfect time of 
liturgies, concerts, lectures, panel 
discussions, and camaraderie among 
those of us serving in similar situations, 
sharing parallel joys and challenges.  If I 
had just one word to describe the 
experience, it would be “enlightening.”  
I was inspired by the music, encouraged 
by colleagues, and reaffirmed by 
sermons and lectures.   
 
Venues I had the pleasure of visiting 
include the Church of Ascension & St 
Agnes, Basilica Shrine of the 
Immaculate Conception (RC Cathedral), 
the National Cathedral, St Paul’s K 
Street, St John’s Georgetown, St 
Columba’s, Virginia Theological 
Seminary, Episcopal High School, Christ 
Church Alexandria, St Mary’s Arlington, 
and St John’s Lafayette Square.  
 
Personal highlights (not on the 
conference schedule) included scoring 
an invitation to a private party honoring 
the Choir of Lincoln Cathedral, the 
visiting choir at National Cathedral last 
Sunday, and also receiving a private tour 

of and observing a rehearsal at Bolling 
Air Force Base where a friend has been 
serving for the past decade.   
 
Wanting to take in as many church 
services as I could, I arrived before the 
conference officially began to do some 
Sunday “church hopping”.  I started the 
day at the Church of Ascension and St 
Agnes, a simply heavenly and venerated 
old building with a small but deeply 
committed congregation.  This is what 
one would call a very high church.  
Anything that could be sung was, and 
the mass ordinaries were sung (Missa 
Brevis by Rheinberger) by a small 
professional sextet.  The experience was 
sublime, and though this was an almost 
entirely sung service, the total time was 
only 75 minutes.   

	  
Lively-‐Fulcher	  organ	  in	  Church	  of	  Ascension	  &	  St	  
Agnes,	  Washington,	  DC 

From there I ventured to the National 
Basilica Shrine of the Immaculate 
Conception, the local Roman Catholic 
cathedral for Washington, for a mass at 
noon.  It was advertised that this was the 
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service their choir sings, so I was able to 
hear a very complete offering.  The choir 
there is also a mostly professional 
ensemble numbering around 40.  Like 
Ascension & St Agnes, they also sang 
the Mass ordinaries (Mass in D by 
Albrechtsberger) as well as all of the 
propers.  The organ of this cathedral has 
had a new console and some other 
restoration done by Goulding & Wood, 
the same company that built our “Miller 
and Wrigley” organ.  This service was 
lovely as well, and after both of these 
morning services, I felt properly 
loosened up to let the Holy Spirit do 
some work on me this week. 
 

	  
Basilica	  National	  Shrine	  of	  the	  Immaculate	  
Conception	  (Roman	  Catholic),	  Washington,	  DC 

Sunday afternoon I went to the National 
Cathedral for an evensong sung by a 
visiting choir, the Choir of Lincoln 
Cathedral (Lincolnshire, England), 
directed by Aric Prentice.  This was by 
far the finest choir I heard during the 
entire week.  Their sense of ensemble, 
diction, and the consummate creativity 
of the assistant organist all contributed to 
a divine experience.  The canticles for 
the evening was the Gloucester Service 
by Herbert Howells, which is fresh to me 
as we just sang this setting earlier this 
month.  Through some connections, I 
was able to score an invitation to the 
choir’s private reception following 
evensong and enjoyed chatting up with 

the men and the director in a very posh 
apartment near the cathedral.   
 

	  
Lincoln	  Cathedral	  Choir	  rehearsing	  in	  Washington	  
National	  Cathedral 

The AAM conference officially began 
Monday morning with an opening 
Eucharist at St Paul’s K Street.  
“Incredible” is all I have to say about 
this!  The building is just a bit smaller 
that Good Shepherd but with a 
comparable organ.  When 300 musicians 
get together, the singing is pretty 
outstanding.  In fact, it’s out of this 
world.  Former AAM president Sam Batt 
Owens once said that AAM Conference 
attendees have three volumes at which 
they sing: Loud, Stun, and Kill.  The St 
Paul’s choir is top notch and a 
professional & volunteer ensemble.  The 
organist, Robert McCormick (also a co-
chair of the conference committee), is a 
simply amazing improviser, and it was 
largely his sensitive and dramatic 
improvisations that strengthened the 
cohesion of the entire service.  Like 
Ascension & St Agnes mentioned above, 
this is a “high church” with all the 
trimmings.  No expense is spared and no 
note is left out.  The preacher was the 
Bishop of Maryland, who indicated it 
was liturgies such as what we’re 
experiencing that led him away from 
charismatic, evangelical upbringing 
(after a bout of atheism) to the Episcopal 
Church in his youth (in fact, it was the 
Parish of Ascension and St Agnes where 
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his conversion took place, the parish I 
visited just one day prior).  It was a 
brilliant kick off to the Conference. 
 

	  
Conference	  attendees	  in	  St	  Paul’s	  K	  Street	  prior	  to	  
the	  afternoon	  Conference	  choir	  rehearsal 

After a box lunch at St Paul’s K Street 
complete with regional meetings and a 
choir rehearsal including all conference 
attendees, we went to St John’s 
Georgetown for Evensong sung by their 
choir directed by Samuel Carabetta.  In 
her welcome prior to the service, the 
rector let us know that this was her 
FIRST day on the job.  And what a first 
day it was!  The service commenced 
with the US premiere of a recently 
discovered work by Herbert Howells, By 
the Waters of Babylon, scored for 
baritone, organ, violin, and cello.  Martin 
Neary, who was Organist & Master of 
the Choristers in Westminster Abbey 
(UK) from 1988-98, directed this special 
premiere.   
 
Following an elegant dinner at the 
Georgetown Club, we all returned to St 
John’s Georgetown where we were 
treated to a concert by the Washington 

Bach Consort and organist Jeremy 
Filsell.  Filsell opened the program with 
a breathtakingly brisk rendition of 
Bach’s Fantasia & Fugue in G Minor, 
BWV 542.  Filsell emigrated from 
England to the US seven years ago, and 
is organist for Washington’s Church of 
the Epiphany as well as Artist in 
Residence at the National Cathedral.  
The Washington Bach Consort, directed 
by J. Reilly Lewis, performed the little 
known Mass in G Minor, BWV 235, by 
J.S. Bach, of which only the Kyrie and 
Gloria survived.  It was a superb 
performance by the dozen or so singers 
accompanied by a small orchestra. 
 
We boarded our coach to go back to the 
hotel.  Each evening the 14th floor of the 
Marriott contains exhibits by music 
vendors, which is always nice to peruse.  
But why do we really go up to the 14th 
floor each evening, you may ask?   That 
is where the BAR is!  In this warm 
environment a lot of business and 
networking gets done.  It’s always a 
pleasure to catch up with old friends and 
meet new ones accompanied by 
ridiculously over priced beverages.  And 
they didn’t even have any decent 
bourbon!  Nevertheless, good time was 
had by all. 
 
Tuesday started out with Morning Prayer 
in St Columba’s Church in Washington.  
The service wasn’t sung by their resident 
choir, however, but by a locally popular 
gospel group called “The Ministers of 
Music.”  Under the direction of Patrick 
Lundy, this is among the finest 
ensembles in the nation specializing in 
the African-American spiritual and 
gospel genre.  Much of the service music 
came from Lift Every Voice and Sing II, 
and popular composers such as Richard 
Smallwood and Albert Hay Malotte 
were well honored by the choir’s fine 
singing.  One of the anthems was 
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“Amazing grace,” a familiar enough 
tune, but that particular arrangement by 
Evelyn Simpson-Cureton gives the 
perspective of a new dimension of this 
beloved American favorite. 
 
Next on the agenda was a roughly one 
mile walk to the National Cathedral to 
take in Evensong that afternoon, so a 
few of us took the opportunity to have a 
nice long lunch at a local Indian 
restaurant (Masala Art in Tenleytown; I 
highly recommend it!) prior to 
ambulating in the extreme heat.  I 
enjoyed a quiet afternoon sitting in the 
cathedral listening to the National 
Cathedral Men & Girls’ Choir 
rehearsing for evensong, conducted by 
Michael McCarthy.    
 

	  
Some	  quiet	  time	  in	  Washington	  National	  Cathedral	  

When the appointed time had arrived, 
the crowd was invited to sit in the quire 
(east of the singers) for the service, and I 
fortunately found a great spot right on 
floor level.  True to form, the hymn 
singing by the 300+ AAM crowd nearly 
blew the roof off.  The choir’s singing 
was spectacular, but it was the hymn 
singing that I will remember the most.  
We sang Rejoice, ye pure in heart to the 

tune Vineyard Haven by former 
Cathedral organist Richard Wayne 
Dirksen.  The Assistant Organist found 
nearly every sound combination possible 
to accompany the zesty congregation.  
We heard fanfare trumpets coming from 
all around us at appropriate times.  Truly 
inspiring.  The final hymn of the service 
was Abide with me sung to the tune 
Eventide, a great favorite of so many.  I 
found myself wrapped up in the 
sentimentality of the text and tune, so 
much so that I found it difficult to sing at 
times.  When I looked around me and 
across the quire, I quickly saw I wasn’t 
alone.  There was everything from 
casual eye wiping to full blown weeping 
all across the crowd.  The only thing 
greater than the power of music is the 
power of music made by a group of 
people.  An amazing synergy occurred in 
Washington National Cathedral that 
afternoon.  

	  
Washington	  National	  Cathedral’s	  west	  front	  bathed	  
in	  the	  afternoon	  sunshine 

Following evensong, we all enjoyed a 
splendid dinner in the refectory of St 
Alban’s School, located just steps from 
the Cathedral.  The featured speaker of 
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the evening was Craig Wyndham, Ph.D, 
who is a former Cathedral chorister, a 
licensed clinical professional counselor, 
and most famously, a reporter and 
newscaster for National Public Radio in 
Washington.  In his youth he was a 
chorister (singing treble) and later served 
as a baritone for a number of years 
following college.  His inspirational talk 
centered on the grounding he received as 
a chorister in the choir, particularly in 
relation to his choirmasters Paul 
Calloway and Richard Wayne Dirksen.  
Many Good Shepherd members and 
Lexingtonians know the name Rick 
Dirksen, who is the son of the late 
Richard Wayne Dirksen, and presently 
living in Kentucky.  This past year, Rick 
led a change-ringing course in Good 
Shepherd using our set of Whitechapel 
English handbells. 
 
Craig Wyndham’s speech resonated with 
me.  In a sense, Wyndham was 
“preaching to the choir” as those of us in 
attendance already have a solid 
understanding of the importance that a 
formative choir program can provide to 
children.  The metaphor of resonance 
aptly described what we feel as 
musicians and ministers in the Church.  
Just as strings of a piano resonate in 
sympathetic vibrations to other sounds 
happening nearby, so do we as singers 
and teachers resonate by the energy 
nearby us.  Choir is the original 
Christian formation of the church, as 
children and adults are constantly taught 
(and reminded) through sacred verse and 
song of God’s countless good deeds.  As 
choirmasters, it is always reassuring to 
hear this message that our work is of the 
highest order and importance, and that 
we may have no way of knowing how 
what we devote our lives to resonates 
with other people. 
 

After dinner was over we all boarded the 
conference buses back to the hotel.  And, 
you guessed it, many of us ended up on 
the 14th floor! 
 
Wednesday as dubbed “clergy day” as 
that was the day in particular clergy 
were encouraged to attend conference 
events.  Though many clergy were with 
us for the entire week, Wednesday saw a 
great influx of clergy-collar-sporting 
men & women.  The day started in 
Alexandria in Callaway Chapel of 
Episcopal High School for sung 
Morning Prayer.  The service used the 
plainchant settings from The Hymnal 
1982 so that all could participate in the 
various movements of the service.  
Following the morning service we 
enjoyed refreshments before hearing the 
morning speaker, The Rev’d Dr Francis 
Wade.  Wade has been a fixture in the 
DC area for many years, being rector of 
St Alban’s Parish and serving as Interim 
Dean of the National Cathedral, and 
presently teaches at Virginia Theological 
Seminary.  His talk was on clergy & 
musician relations.  In a logical and at 
times humorous fashion, he presented 
six steps for healthy clergy and musician 
relationships.  The take home point of 
his speech is that there is a huge 
difference between misunderstanding 
and disagreement, though the two are 
often confused with one another.  
Keeping an open line of communication 
is the hallmark of success in any 
relationship, and clergy/musician 
relationships are no different. 
 
After catching our collective breath over 
a coffee break, we returned to the 
auditorium to hear a panel discussion on 
professional development.  The panel 
was an all-star cast of four bishops, one 
priest, and two musicians.  Striving for 
excellence in liturgical planning and 
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execution tended to be the underlying 
theme of the discussion. 
 

	  
Panel	  discussion	  of	  clergy	  and	  musicians	  at	  
Episcopal	  High	  School 

Following a simple lunch provided on 
the grounds of Virginia Theological 
Seminary, we joined together for a 
program entitled “Heart & Voice 
Uniting: A Celebration in Music and 
Readings,” which featured a youth choir 
comprised of singers from various 
Episcopal schools and churches, 
conducted by Julian Wachner (Organist 
of Trinity, Wall Street). The eclectic 
musical program was very well prepared 
and presented by this youth choir about 
50 strong, and repertoire included such 
favorites as René Clausen’s Set me as a 
seal, Aaron Copland’s At the River, 
Randall Thompson’s Alleluia among 
others, as well as a new Benediction 
anthem composed by the conductor.   
 

	  
The	  AAM	  Crowd	  and	  Youth	  Choir	  from	  Mid-‐Atlantic	  
Episcopal	  Schools	  &	  Churches,	  Episcopal	  High	  School	  
Callaway	  Chapel 

That afternoon we made our way to 
Christ Church in Alexandria for another 
full conference rehearsal, as all in 
attendance would sing evensong that 

afternoon.  Christ Church’s fame is 
much the result of President Washington 
having worshiped there over his years as 
an active politician.  There is still a pew 
that has been unaltered indicating where 
the President sat.  This is my third visit 
to Christ Church Alexandria.  The first 
was in the early 90s to play a cousin’s 
wedding.  The second was on my very 
first choir tour with Good Shepherd’s 
Choir, where we sang a Sunday morning 
in Christ Church and a prelude to 
evensong at the National Cathedral in 
2001.  The afternoon was lovely, but 
there was one down side: A partial 
power failure in Alexandria rendered the 
air conditioning in Christ Church out of 
order.  Lo, in that time there was a 
HEAT WAVE.  And indeed it was quite 
warm in that little church by the time 
evensong rolled around.  The rest of the 
service is a bit of a blur to me.  There 
was a sermon, but for the life of me, I 
couldn’t tell you what it was about.  My 
concentration was spent on not passing 
out!   
 

	  
Organist	  Nicholas	  Bideler	  sweats	  it	  out	  in	  Christ	  
Church	  Alexandria,	  assisted	  by	  resident	  musician	  
Jason	  Abel 

After a nice dinner in a local Cajun 
restaurant (the “Death by Gumbo” was 
fantastic), I ventured to St Mary’s 
Arlington for the Office of Compline.  
Our friend Chelsee Woodey, a native of 
Lexington and former singer at Good 
Shepherd, sings in the Compline Choir 
of St Mary’s.  Due to a mismanagement 
of my time (dinner with colleagues was 
so much fun I forgot to look at the 
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time!), I was unfortunately late to the 
service, but was able to be elevated by 
the last couple of selections sung by the 
choir, particularly “Nunc dimittis” by 
Arvo Pärt and “Sleep” by Eric Whitacre.  
The entire nave of the church was dark 
save small votive candles in the 
windows.  The choir sang from the north 
crossing (not their usual spot; the “quire” 
is actually at the west end, where there is 
also a new Lively-Fulcher organ) where 
they had plenty of light and were 
partially visible to the congregation.  
Following the service I joined Chelsee 
and other members of the choir for a pint 
at their local pub.  As you might expect, 
good time was had by all!  By the time I 
reached the conference hotel, things 
were winding down on the 14th floor, so 
I went straight to bed, partially in 
exhaustion from the heat of the day, and 
partially in anticipation for what would 
be a busy day of checking out of the 
hotel and participating in final 
Conference events. 
 
The final day of the Conference had a 
couple lectures and panel discussions to 
choose from, and in fact I chose none of 
those things.  Like many of my 
colleagues around me in the common 
area that morning, I was on the computer 
tending to business back home, 
preparing the musical items for the 
bulletin at Good Shepherd, and 
answering the usual barrage of e-mails.  
I had arranged to meet my old friend 
Eric Sullivan for lunch, so after checking 
out and packing up my car, I did just 
that.  Eric, also a musician and former 
classmate of mine at Northern Illinois 
University, is a Master Sergeant of the 
Air Force and based at Bolling Air Force 
Base.  After lunch he invited me to 
attend a rehearsal at the base.  Never 
having been on a military base before, 
this experience was amazing to me. One 
entire hangar (actually converted into a 

state of the art music rehearsal building) 
is the logistical home to the United 
States Air Force Band, various choirs, 
and other performing groups.  The group 
I witnessed in rehearsal is called “Celtic 
Aire,” an Irish inspired ensemble of five 
exceptional musicians who were 
preparing for a concert that night in the 
DC area.  The various ensembles under 
the umbrella of the United States Air 
Force Band are on call to perform at the 
White House, for foreign dignitaries, 
public concerts, and generally at the 
beckoning of the administration.  I’m 
grateful to Eric for this glimpse into the 
logistical musical life of the United 
States Air Force. 
 

	  
Master	  Sergeant	  Eric	  Sullivan	  (on	  the	  right,	  playing	  
bass) 

The final two events of the Conference 
included the closing Eucharist at St 
John’s Church Lafayette Square and our 
closing banquet.  St John’s Lafayette 
Square is just steps north of the White 
House.  It’s an elegant small church with 
a rich history.  Organized in 1815, St 
John’s is called “The Church of the 
Presidents,” and since the time of James 
Madison several chief executives have 
been communicants of this parish.  The 
choir is an ensemble of twelve 
professional singers directed by 
Washington musical icon Ben Hutto.  
The versatile and eclectic organ was 
built by Lively-Fulcher in 2009.  A great 
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sense of communal warmth engulfed the 
building as the Eucharist proceeded.  
The stunning singing of the choir was 
matched by the inspired playing of the 
organist, and that, coupled with the 
vigorous singing of the AAM crowd that 
we’ve all come to know and love, made 
for a perfect cap on our week together.  
Bishop Keith Whitmore of Atlanta 
preached the sermon, which was 
delivered entirely without notes, and 
echoed the panel discussion of the day 
before with a charge to clergy and 
musicians to find common ground in an 
atmosphere of mutual respect and 
humility.  I’m reminded of a sermon I 
heard at the AAM Conference in 
Houston in 2008.  In a particular 
bishop’s sermon, she noted that clergy 
and musicians are cut from the same 
cloth, but must recognize that we all 
have different wrinkles. 
 

	  
Ben	  Hutto	  rehearsing	  the	  Choir	  of	  St	  John's	  Lafayette	  
Square	  prior	  to	  the	  closing	  Eucharist 

 
The closing banquet was on the 13th 
floor of the National Press Club.  Pre-
dinner cocktails relaxed the crowd into 
an atmosphere of great festivity.  
Everyone was decked out in their finest 
apparel and seemed to glow in each 
other’s presence.  Hearkening back to 
Craig Wyndham’s speech a couple 
nights earlier, the AAM crowd certainly 
seemed to be resonating with each other 
and with our environs.  As I was to 

embark on the road trip back towards 
home that evening, I didn’t stay long 
after dessert was served.  I slipped out 
quietly, saying a few good-byes along 
the way, and retrieved my car from the 
ridiculously over priced parking garage. 
 

	  
St	  John's	  Lafayette	  Square	  illuminated	  by	  the	  night	  
city	  lights 

 
I am most grateful for this experience of 
musical edification and formation.  From 
the committee members who planned 
and organized our events, to the 
performers and liturgists who executed 
divine services and concerts, to the 
informal conversations with colleagues, 
it was a conference in which heart and 
voice were truly united.  May we share 
this joy and enthusiasm that we 
experienced with the members and 
choirs of our home parishes and 
cathedrals.  To God be the glory. 
 


