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	1 Synopsis: The Cantatas for Trinity XVII-XXVII



	 

	This third book is concerned with the cantatas for Trinity XVII to XXVII, which include those for Michaelmas and Reformation Day. These constitute the final section of all the Trinity Sundays and associated feast days, which span October and November in the Lutheran liturgical year. The didactic liturgy then yields to the liturgy of life of Christ, which begins with Advent and concludes at Trinity Sunday.

	The topics that this third section of the Trinity cantatas principally consider include the following:

	 

	
		the humility of purpose

		love divine and mortal

		good and evil

		the journey of renewal

		blind attractions

		unbelief and belief

		threat and mercy

		falsity and friendship

		fear and hope

		the Last Judgment



	 

	Trinity XVII endeavours to illuminate the matter of unity with purpose, in terms of a predestination determined by the divine. The proper fulfilment of this predestination makes important the exaltation of the humble and the abasement of the proud, an antithesis rendered powerfully by Bach in cantata 47. This pre-ordained unity laments but also condones the forced desolation that is encountered in life. The spiritual anguish this desolation creates is presented by Bach in his cantata 148 with exquisite derivations from the text of Psalm 42.

	Trinity XVIII centres on the gift of God’s grace, specifically in terms of the great commandments: to love God, and to love thy neighbor as thyself. This leads naturally, in the cantata texts, to a great deal of mankind wandering without clear aim.

	The feast of Michaelmas adds in the conflict between good over evil. And its persistence.

	Trinity XIX concerns itself with the mortal journey, and the personal debt to God that it contains; the conclusion of the journey made right at its end by absolution of its inherent sin. En route there is much foreboding and moral disintegration to fend off. The anguished yearning that is part of this journey is impressively portrayed by Bach in cantata 5.

	Trinity XX moves its attention to the worth of blind attraction to the word of God, and the dangers of inattention to it, as well as the loss of one’s way because of this disregard. As there may be fewer of the faithful than the faithless, it will be clear that though many are called, few will be chosen. This is a sort of meritocracy of loyalty, variations of which persist to this day.

	Reformation Day was celebrated every October 31st. The music composed for this day includes the monumental cantata 80.

	Trinity XXI then asserts that invulnerability from earthly powers results from the acquisition and the putting on of the soldierly armour of God. This puts aside that humans have a well-developed mammalian propensity to kill each other. The wavering between unbelief and belief is a constant construct, and is portrayed as a spiritual peregrination, often of difficulty, from lack of belief to the acquisition of belief; the pilgrimage, therefore, being the struggle to reach the worth, and so as well attain the truth, of belief. The unfolding of this duress is acutely presented, with exceptional artistic fidelity, by Bach in cantata 109, and in cantata 188 even more acutely, with an astute depiction of the heartbreak engendered by this mortal journey.

	Trinity XXII has to do with mercy withheld and mercy given. These are to be understood as polarities that work and exist at two levels, the mortal and the immortal; and, in which the mortal also serves as the instrument of the divine. It is equally to be understood that threat is, consistently, thus clothed in mercy: forgive in this mortal sphere, and you may be forgiven in the immortal one. Eternal fellowship, in other words, though as it must be earned, is nonetheless never to be seen as a certainty. That it is deemed certain is an unfortunate phenomenon of the mind that many of mankind continue to delight to indulge in. Cantata 115, which contemplates the human desire to be aware of and come close to what is the unrealizable best in one’s life, contains some of the finest music in all of Bach.

	Trinity XXIII restates the dualities—belief and unbelief, mercy given and not, good and evil—as friendship and falsity. The restatement is both categorical and restrictive: of those who accept what they are instructed to scorn and despise those who do not. Politically, this would be absolute right against absolute left, and nothing in between. If you’re not with us, you’re against us. The interpretation of this demarcated duality is explored by Bach in his cantata 163 to the point of heartbreak.

	Trinity XXIV has much to do with the saintliness of the light and its regenerative power. Fear and Hope are introduced by Bach as participants in this holy potentiality in the incisive drama that is cantata 60. And in cantata 26, the transience of this earthly concern is made immediate in music of superb excellence.

	Trinity XXV brings us to the Last Judgment, in which dualism disappears. You are either in or out. This is remarkably contemporary, as Bach demonstrates in the marvel of intellectual and musical design that is cantata 116.

	Trinity XXVI arrives at the second coming of Christ, and the rewards of good and evil. And Trinity XXVII depicts the children of light who attend this Messianic return. These, the chosen ones, watch with great affability and lyricism in the bridal chamber that is the ancient Jerusalem, and enter happiness in dulci jubilo.

	 



	2 Trinity XVII – The Unity of Humble Purpose



	 

	
	2.1 Cantata 148



	 

	The Pauline epistle, Ephesians 4:1-6, is an exhortation to unity. Unity, here, for modern purposes, is the bond we have with our fate—our providence or predestination, if you will, as determined, inescapably, by place on this earthly terrain, governed daily and forever by an as yet unseen terrain heavenward. The multifold emphasis of the apostle is on ecclesiastical solidarity, spiritual unity of the mortal and the divine, indivisibility of the Trinity. The multifaceted is but a manifestation of the irreducible whole.

	 

	1 I therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you that ye walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are called,

	2 With all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, forbearing one another in love;

	3 Endeavouring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.

	4 There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling;

	5 One Lord, one faith, one baptism,

	6 One God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all.

	 

	The invocation, the call to awareness and worth “as a prisoner of the Lord”—put, alternatively if inalterably, as a person who cannot escape nor go beyond his natural circumstances and, thus, in order to achieve and sustain worth, must yield to these circumstances—remains insistently, harshly, relevant today. For, as long as we consider ourselves, and act as we ourselves are superior to, and act effectively as if unrelated to, the natural environment—in both its interrelated physical and spiritual manifestations, that inescapably and so best sustains us—we accelerate the destruction that will soon destroy us. For the body, ours and the greater one we must live within, is at one with our sentience, and our sentience is at one with our spirituality. If we lack the latter, the purpose of the body withers and our circumstances wither and, in the end, collapse and disappear. 

	And so, immediately, do we.

	The terrestrial unity of the spirit can only be achieved, uncontaminated, by peace; and peace is only to be achieved by honouring the calling one has been given and cannot put away, through humility, and gentleness, and the patience of love.

	 

	The gospel, Luke 14:1-11, tells of the need to heal without delay that which must be healed, and of the personal detriment self-aggrandizement brings about.

	 

	1 And it came to pass, as he went into the house of one of the chief Pharisees to eat bread on the sabbath day, that they watched him.

	2 And, behold, there was a certain man before him which had the dropsy.

	3 And Jesus answering spake unto the lawyers and Pharisees, saying, Is it lawful to heal on the sabbath day?

	4 And they held their peace. And he took him, and healed him, and let him go;

	5 And answered them, saying, Which of you shall have an ass or an ox fallen into a pit, and will not straightway pull him out on the sabbath day?

	6 And they could not answer him again to these things.

	7 And he put forth a parable to those which were bidden, when he marked how they chose out the chief rooms; saying unto them.

	8 When thou art bidden of any man to a wedding, sit not down in the highest room; lest a more honourable man than thou be bidden of him;

	9 And he that bade thee and him come and say to thee, Give this man place; and thou begin with shame to take the lowest room.

	10 But when thou art bidden, go and sit down in the lowest room; that when he that bade thee cometh, he may say unto thee, Friend, go up higher: then shalt thou have worship in the presence of them that sit at meat with thee.

	11 For whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.

	 

	The constancy of the need for the continuance of these two biddings remains, in all its hurtful avoidance of it, in the world we have too much wrongly shaped, and think we are able to dominate. The response to need cannot be evaluated in terms of religious dogma or dictate; it is the actuality that must be recognized, its need acknowledged, and our help mandatory and immediate.

	Moreover, those who exalt themselves shall be humbled, for the exaltation is hollow, and those who remain humble and are worthy of exaltation, will receive exaltation from those who discern your worth, and thus add their validation to it.

	 

	Though Bach, in cantata 148 (composed in 1723), appears at first, in the opening chorus, to assert the narrow interpretation, wherein the goal of the spirit is to sustain unity with the divine while one lives, and to achieve a permanence of unity once life ceases—the divine here interpretable in the sense Spinoza propounded in the first part of his Ethics, as Nature, which encompasses us before birth, during life, and after death. After the cantata’s first aria, for tenor, however, a mystical broadening into earthly universality occurs in the first recitative, for alto and strings, which begins:

	 

	So wie der Hirsch nach frischem Wasser schreit, / So schrei ich, Gott, zu dir. / Denn alle meine Ruh / Ist niemand außer du.

	Like the hart who cries for fresh water, / So cry I, my God, unto Thee. / For all my repose / Is beyond my self without Thee.

	 

	This is an exquisite derivation of Psalm 42, which begins:

	 

	1 As the hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul after thee, O God.

	2 My soul thirsteth for God, for the living God: when shall I come and appear before God?

	3 My tears have been my meat day and night, while they continually say unto me, Where is thy God?

	 

	This desolation is so contemporary and so prevalent that the heart senses it may break if body and soul can no longer find, and come to drink, the pure, the consoling water of restful peace.

	 

	9 I will say unto God my rock, Why hast thou forgotten me? why go I mourning because of the oppression of the enemy?

	10 As with a sword in my bones, mine enemies reproach me; while they say daily unto me, Where is thy God?

	11 Why art thou cast down, O my soul? and why art thou disquieted within me? hope thou in God: for I shall yet praise him, who is the health of my countenance, and my God.

	 

	As ever and forever, it remains up to us.

	 

	The opening chorus is very fine and demands considerable work to perform, and is reminiscent of concerto, the solo trumpet having an independent line. The text is the second verse of Psalm 29. This psalm is specifically addressed to the “mighty,” and the context of the second verse is important and essential, for it resides by necessary acceptance in that unity Spinoza propounds:

	 

	1 Give unto the Lord, O ye mighty, give unto the Lord glory and strength.

	2 Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name; worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness.

	3 The voice of the Lord is upon the waters: the God of glory thundereth: the Lord is upon many waters.

	4 The voice of the Lord is powerful; the voice of the Lord is full of majesty.

	
	The trumpet tune predominates in this movement, for even the choir reiterates it repeatedly, both homophonically and fugally, while the strings double these two lines and give them an internal density and a complete confidence of motion.

	The following movements use as text an anonymous adaptation of Picander’s poem, Weg, ihr irdischen Geschäfte (Begone, all your earthly business), which in turn is an adaptation of two verses of Psalm 96, and appears in Picander’s earliest collection of spiritual works, Sammlung Erbaulicher Gedanken (Collection of Edifying Thoughts): 

	 

	8 Give unto the Lord the glory due unto his name: bring an offering, and come into his courts.

	9 O worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness: fear before him, all the earth.

	 

	Picander, the pen name of Christian Friedrich Henrici, was a favoured collaborator of Bach’s, who set libretti for the composer in both sacred and secular works, such as the St. Matthew Passion and the Coffee Cantata. In all of Picander’s collected works, Ernst-Schertzhaffte und satyrische Gedichte (Serious, Jocular, and Satirical Poems) in five volumes issued between 1727 and 1751, are there to be found texts that were set by Bach.

	 

	The first aria of the cantata, for tenor with solo violin and the continuo, perorates at some length upon the mortal search to learn of the nature of the spirit, and the angelic joy that it contains; indeed, is also made of. The solo line in the voice is melismatic, and the solo violin elaborately mimics the solo trumpet tune of the opening chorus. This aria is a fitting bridge to the alto’s mystical recitative referred to earlier, and is the best piece in the work and has a splendid conclusion: O! wenn die Kinder dieser Nacht die Lieblichkeit bedächten, denn Gott

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2.2 Cantata 114



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	2.3 Cantata 47
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