from giving any in-person care to
those battling COVID-19. Father

hotspot that is New York City, where
14,427 people have died from prob-
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its own challenges, as inundated funeral homes restrict in-person spiri-

nalist Bebeto Matthews contributed
to this report from New York.
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Music can express secular, spiritual, shades of gray
Highland Views
Chris Highland
Guest columnist

What would we do without music in
our lives? I can’t even imagine human
life without it. Whole cultures would
come apart; entire communities would
disappear. Not to mention – but I will – a
lot of us would simply go crazy. What
would we do without the great symphonies, folk, blues, jazz, rock, reggae, aboriginal melodies and much more? And
what would happen to religious communities if there were no chants, meditations, prayers and hymns to sing? We
really have to say that whether a person
is religious or not, music is essential to
all of us – part of our essence, our being.
Could it be, I wonder, that music not
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only holds human culture together like
glue, but provides the language that
speaks to the human family regardless
of beliefs? This seems true, since, like
much poetry, musical expression
speaks not only “to” us but in a meaningful sense it “is” our voice. Our universal language. Maybe we could affirm the
fact that we all need what music offers
and can use the gift of music to find harmonies that appeal to anyone. Of
course, this has happened for a long
time; there are already songs we can all
sing.
Some would immediately think of
patriotic songs like a national anthem or
– for Americans – “America the Beautiful,” “This Land is Your Land” or any
number of popular songs that celebrate
one part of the earth. Others might point
to music that honors all humankind,
transcending all borders, such as “One
World” and “We Are the World.” Secular

people appreciate songs like “Imagine”
with its call to move forward beyond our
divisions, including religious divisions,
and create a unified world.
It occurs to me we could teach MSL –
music as a second language (if not our
first). We might all study and participate
in some form of music – singing, performing, composing – for our own wellbeing and to communicate better across
the landscapes of experience.
What got me thinking more about
this was my own love of singing in youth
choirs, church choirs and a chapel choir
in college. Then, the many years I carried a guitar into jails and shelters to
lead singing. This became an integral,
essential part of my ministry. And it created a shared space for people of many
backgrounds to “harmonize” in more
ways than one. In significant ways, music can reveal not only our common humanity but bring a “message” we may

not even be aware is communicated by
this language.
A song from the 1960s comes to mind.
Many songs celebrated love or called for
protest. This song became popular even
with its more philosophical, reflective
quality:
“I remember when the answers
seemed so clear; We had never lived
with doubt or tasted fear; It was easy
then to tell truth from lies; selling out
from compromise; who to love and who
to hate; the foolish from the wise.” And
the chorus: “But today there is no day or
night; today there is no dark or light; today there is no black or white … only
shades of gray” (“Shades of Gray,” written by Barry Mann, recorded by The
Monkees).
It’s funny to think back on the “animal groups” of that time: Beatles, EaSee GRAY, Page 2D
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Gray
Continued from Page 1D

gles, Byrds, Monkees, Animals. These young people
were writing and recording songs that were both
catchy and often full of meaning, if and when we
would consider the words. “Shades of Gray” was both
lamenting the loss of youthful innocence (“When the
world and I were young, just yesterday …”) and the
realization that maturity brings an acceptance that
things aren’t quite so simple, that what we thought
was so clear, so certain, was more shaded, more gray.
“It was easy then … .” A powerful reminder that
“taking it easy” (like other mantras of that time: “laid
back,” “mellow,” “cool”) may be good to practice sometimes, but not if it’s an “easy” excuse for simplistic
thinking: the world is easily divided into truth and
lies, love and hate, foolish and wise. The nuances are
ignored. With time and experience, one learns that it’s
not quite so easy, not so simple, not so clearcut. The
chorus presents the uncomfortable, perhaps unexpected truth that our lives are more shaded, grayer
than we thought, or wished for. A truthful tune in a
repertoire of responsibility.
Watching “United Shades of America” with Kamau
Bell is like hearing a watchmen’s bell ringing across
the nation. As an African American comedian, he
seeks out the rough edges where things are rarely
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enables us to develop an inner power and strength.
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