The Stories Behind the Songs

A well-established song-writer was once asked what gave him the first spark of inspiration for writing his songs, and he famously answered: “The phone call!” My own songs usually spring from that elusive nugget of an idea that arrives seemingly from nowhere; but I can happily hold my hand up with that song-writer and say all the songs on the CD were actually commissioned, and I owe Ian Goddard at Dodworth St. John’s and Gill Johnson at Wakefield Cathedral thanks for the call! The commissions themselves came because we are in a season of significant anniversaries.
“The Year Of The Child” was written for the Year of the Child as the title suggests – no prizes for originality there! The fact that Cat Stevens had written the song celebrating its last occurrence a decade ago gave me cause for apprehension(!) but I looked past this and found inspiration quite quickly, writing the main song within a couple of days and following up with a bridge section a short time afterwards. At the time of its inception exciting plans were being discussed for a big regional celebration in Wakefield that summer, and although these plans didn’t come to fruition the excitement of anticipation at the planning stages gave a subtext to the lyrics for the verses – an opportunity to seize a summer’s day and use it to proclaim a message of unity and hope, a hope that children the world over would have equal footing in life and not be subjected to a fatalism based on the circumstances of their birth. I am especially pleased with the chorus lyrics celebrating children as both the fulfilment of parental aspirations (“We are the future you hoped for; We are your dreams taking shape”) and carriers of their own aspirations. The words I just quoted have become something of a motto in the school where they were commissioned! If the songs on this CD have anything in common it’s probably the missional emphasis; here is a hope that children will not only receive hope for themselves but becoming bringers of hope to the world.
When asked to write a bicentenary celebration song for the National Society of Church Schools, I struggled at first to find a starting point; that was until I read an excellent article called “Firm Foundations” by Mary Hawes, the National Children’s Advisor for the Church of England, which she had put on the website www.educationsunday.org - well worth checking out! She offers an excellent perspective on some of the chief Scriptural texts for the occasion, found in Matthew 5 and 1 Corinthians 3, and these Scriptures as well as her reflections became the main subtext for the song “Open The Doors”. As I read her reflection, a Sunday School action rhyme I had learnt as a child sprang to mind, and this became the opening of the chorus, its lyrical rhythm suggesting the reggae groove on which the song is built musically speaking. A running theme may be detected here: when we ‘open the doors’ to education for our children we are also opening the doors to the future! The words to the third verse, pointing to Jesus being the source of our salvation, were based on the set reading of 1 Corinthians 3 which asserts that “no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ” (v11). In this age of competing claims to many thrones (and as I write, the dismantling of many seemingly secure dictatorships) the church will do well to assert Christ’s benevolent rule as King of Kings upon an unshakeable throne.

This year also marks the 400th anniversary of the Authorized King James Version of the Bible, as celebrated in the final song on the CD - “Talking Our Language”. The aim of the song is to point out just how fortunate we are to live this side of the Bible appearing for the first time in English. It was an auspicious time for a vernacular Bible to be commissioned: the printing press had only just been invented and manufactured, enabling the mass distribution of an English language Bible to every parish church, as King James had envisioned. So much of the language of this first English translation has entered into popular idiom that it is hard to imagine a time when we did not know the Scriptures in our own language; one would need a scholarly education to get to grips with the Latin Vulgate or the original Hebrew and Greek of the Bible.
It is amazing how the Word of God changes minds and lives when truly understood. Stories tell of missionaries visiting a remote tribe for the first time only to find a Christian community already in place: the tribes-people had found Bibles in their own language, dropped by missionary planes over their jungle territory a while before, and allowed their lives to be transformed by the Scriptures they read! Less than 100 years after our King James Version arrived Handel wrote his “Messiah”, the English libretto of which was intelligently assembled from Scripture to show how Christ was foretold in the Old Testament and fulfilled in the New!

Again I wanted the song to include a missional outlook. If we can imagine a time without Scripture in our own tongue and realise how fortunate we are it may bring home to us the wider world’s need to hear. Today the Bible continues to be translated into new languages for the first time, as well as being freshly translated into contemporary readings of our own, and the church must continue to ensure the Word is heard, read and understood by all who are alive.
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