
Text: Isaiah 9:2-7           December 26, 2021 

A MUSICAL MIRACLE:  MESSIAH 

The year was 1966.  Lyndon Johnson was president.  Paul VI was pope.  The Viet Nam War 
was escalating.  Martin Luther King was still alive.  The Beatles were selling millions of 
records.  And I, I was thirteen. 

Thirteen is a tough age.  In many cultures it is the official time when one becomes an adult.  
In our own culture, bar and bat mitzvahs occur at thirteen.  Confirmation is often 
administered then.  But in our society, despite such religious rituals, thirteen is still a time of 
childhood.  One is caught between worlds.  People tell you:  stop acting like a baby!  Grow up!  
Take responsibility for yourself!  And then, when you try to do just that, they tell you:  you’re 
just a kid!  You’re not old enough!  Maybe next year. 

When I was thirteen, I lived in Scotland for a while with my father.  He was there on a 
preaching mission, and it had been decided that my mother would stay home with my 
younger brothers and sister, and I would go with Dad to keep him company.  I was thought to 
be old enough to benefit from the experience.  And so I did. 

But being so far away from my mother, my siblings and my friends was no picnic.  We left in 
September and didn’t return until a couple of days before Christmas. 

Dad and I lived in a boarding house and I enrolled in Edinburgh’s public schools.  It’s always 
hard being the “new” kid--but it’s even harder when you’re thirteen and a foreigner.  
Eventually I got into the swing of things, though I never got used to bangers and mash in the 
lunchroom.  I even made a friend, Ian Williamson.  But it was hard being a stranger in a 
strange land.  Not only was I baffled by many of the customs of my peers, I was also baffled 
by all that changes that were taking place in my body and in my mind. 

I’m sure my father was aware of the difficulties I faced, for every once in a while, he’d 
surprise me with a special treat.  One Saturday it was a trip to Aberdeen.  Another it was 
tickets to see George Bernard Shaw’s play The Devil’s Disciple.  But the best surprise of all 
came in early December, when one night over our dinner of steak and kidney pie (another 
Scottish dish I never grew to like, especially the kidneys) he pulled out two tickets to the 
Royal Festival Hall performance of Messiah. 

I had never seen a performance of the whole work.  But I knew some of the music, including, 
of course, the “Hallelujah” Chorus.  And what I knew, I really liked. 

I was very excited as we made our way to our seats.  The hall was filled with fellow 
concertgoers.  And soon the orchestra started to tune up.  The chorus filed in.  And then the 



soloists.  Finally, the conductor took his place on the podium and the music--the glorious 
music--began.  And for the next two-and-a-half hours I was spellbound. 

If I had nothing else for which to thank my father, that introduction to Messiah would be 
enough.  From that day to this the words and music of the sweeping oratorio have molded 
me in ways I don’t even comprehend.  For me Messiah is not just a piece of music, it is a part 
of my very soul.  When Messiah is performed, I don’t just hear it, I feel it.  And that 
apparently, is what George Frederic Handel hoped would happen.  For while Messiah outlines 
some of the basics of the life of Jesus, it really is more about visceral response than it is about 
story telling. 

Handel was born in Halle in Saxony in 1685.  His father was opposed to his interest in music 
as a career.  He was convinced that only weaklings were interested in music--it wasn’t 
something a real man should pursue.  But Handel, often secretly, still managed to learn how 
to play the organ. 

His father’s employer, the Duke of Saxe-Wessenfels, heard Handel play an organ postlude 
when he was only seven.  The Duke was so impressed that he insisted that Handel’s father 
allow him to study with F. W. Zuchow, a well-known teacher in Halle.  You didn’t argue with 
dukes in those days, and so, despite his father’s misgivings, Handel began his formal training 
as a musician.  For three years he studied with Zuchow.  It would prove to be his only formal 
musical education.  For his father’s will prevailed, and  he was ordered to study law.  But his 
legal career was derailed when his father died, and young George was free to pursue his own 
interests. 

From the time he was eighteen, when he got his first post as a cathedral organist, Handel had 
a career marked by many highs and lows.  Sometimes his music was popular, at other times it 
was viewed as merely mediocre. 

In search of success Handel moved to England in 1712, where her remained for the rest of his 
life.  He became court composer to Queen Anne and later to King George II.  His initial success 
came composing Italian-style operas.  But when those fell out of favor, he began writing 
oratorios. 

An oratorio is something like an opera, but it is not staged.  There are no costumes, or 
scenery and, usually, its subject is religious or some otherwise noble theme.   

In 1741 the Lord Lieutenant of Dublin commissioned Handel to write a new work to be 
performed at a fundraising concert for three Irish charities.  The resulting work,  Messiah was 
not Handel’s first oratorio, but it is unquestionably his greatest. 



Handel was not an overly religious man.  Still the text of Messiah, compiled from the 
scriptures and arranged by Charles Jensen, must have touched him in an extraordinary way 
for this monumental work was composed in just twenty-five days. 

It was as if he were divinely inspired--and in some sense at least, he must have been.  For 
almost four weeks he remained holed up in his study.  He saw no visitors.  He refused to 
sleep.  He ate almost nothing.  One author writes:  “As the work neared an end, he was . . .  
increasingly tortured by the fury of inspiration.  He had become . . . a prisoner within the four 
walls of his study; he strummed on the harpsichord; he sang, then sitting at his worktable he 
worked and worked until his fingers gave out.”  (S Zwieig, Tides of Fortune) 

At one point, having just completed the “Hallelujah” chorus Handel is said to have told his 
servant, “I did think I did see all Heaven before me . . . !”  And after finishing the entire work, 
an exhausted Handel told his doctor, “I think God has visited me.” 

The work Handel created is in three parts.  Part One deals with prophecies about the coming 
Messiah and the story of his birth.  Part Two focuses on the sufferings of Christ and his 
resurrection.  And Part Three eloquently paints a hopeful picture of a future where God’s 
reign is experienced in full. 

The Dublin premiere was sold out.  The crowd assembled at the Music Hall on Fishamble 
Street was enthralled.  One reviewer wrote:  “The sublime, the grand and the tender adapted 
to the most elevated, majestic words, conspired to transport the ravished heart and ear.”  
The contralto for the performance, a Madame Cibber, was well-known for her rather reckless 
and at times immoral lifestyle.  But her singing was so moving that one pundit cracked:  
“Woman, for this, thy sins be forgiven thee!”  (Source:  Milton Cross’ Encyclopedia of the 
great Composers and their Music, 336) 

The following spring Messiah premiered in London.  King George II was in attendance and 
was so moved by the “Hallelujah” chorus that he stood while it was sung, as if drawn by an 
unseen force to his feet.  Naturally, when the King stands, so too must others in his presence.  
And so, the entire audience rose for this most famous part of the oratorio.  And a tradition 
was born.  Messiah quickly became a fixture on London’s musical calendar, usually performed 
during Advent or Lent.  And today, literally thousands of performances of all or part of this 
great work are heard every year,  all around the world. 

Messiah might indeed be called a musical miracle.  For a miracle is something which points us 
to and reminds us of God’s presence.  A miracle is something which helps us understand 
God’s love for creation and all of humanity.  And this work, as it moves from birth to death to 
resurrection, clearly proclaims that the Creator God of the Universe, the Maker of All that is 
and was and ever shall be, this same God has come to us and shared our very lives.  Messiah 



announces to all who will listen that this great God loves us so much, that provision has been 
made in and through the Messiah for us to revel in God’s presence throughout eternity.  For, 
as Isaiah proclaims, “The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light:  and they 
that dwell in the land of the shadow of death, upon them the light hath shined.”  (9:2)  It is 
that message that Messiah so eloquently proclaims, every time it is performed, not matter 
whether it is 1741 or 1966 or 2021. 

Yes, thirteen is a tough age.  And I wouldn’t want to be a young teenager again, not for all the 
money in the world.  But this afternoon as we stand and sing the “Hallelujah” chorus, if you 
see a faraway look in my eye, it may just be that for a moment I have been transported back 
in time, to a music hall in a foreign land far from home.  And maybe if only for a few minutes, 
just maybe, I’ll be standing by my father’s side, awestruck by the beauty of the music, the 
power of the words, and the love of God that they convey. 

How much more of a miracle could you ask for than that?  How much more, indeed! 

Amen 

John H Danner 


