year 4 week 5  [2 sheets]

Story.

          Have you heard of the rock group SYNTAX? In 1989 this husband and wife duo (Maya and Jeff Bohnhoff) were successful in California.

          Some time earlier, Maya was choosing options at school. She wanted to do art & music, but when she told her counsellor, the reply was: "You really need to be more practical about this. Why don't I sign you up for art and business English?"

       She continues the story:

No music? I panicked, my insides squirming. "I have to have music!" My voice squeaked.

"Well, okay. Music and business English. You could be a secretary."

"I'm already taking English. And I don't want to be a secretary. I want to be a singer."

"I think two art electives is impractical," she said. "I'm signing you up for music and typing."

And so it went. My mother, the singer, couldn't even con​vince them to let me take the art class.

High school offered little change. Athletic programs thrived – art and music strangled in red tape and budget cuts. Arts people (music/writing/art/drama) were "different." I added weird to the growing list of adjectives (impractical, trivial, frivolous) that seemed to go with artist the way cream cheese goes with bagels. Being a musician was something I was alternately proud of and guilty about. Shouldn't a Bahá'í be driven to go into social services or education? "Why," I asked myself con​stantly, "Why don't I have a hunger for something useful?"

However, we find that  'Abdu'l-Bahá said:

 “O Servant of Bahá! Music is regarded as a praiseworthy science at the Threshold of the Almighty…”

(Music, UHJ comp.4, p.5)

For something that's supposed to be a "praiseworthy science" music has certainly earned a suspect reputation. Although it permeates every corner of our society – humming in markets and elevators, crooning in doctor's offices, crack​ling from tiny, tinny pocket radios, weaving its way through movies, TV shows, and commercials, holding halls full of rapt concert goers in thrall – yet we seem to accord music very little importance. When we do, we are more concerned with its evils and excesses than with its beauty.

Mentioning that I was a musician usually drew comments from my elders to the ef​fect that music was a nice hobby for a teenager, but hardly suitable for an adult career. If I really wanted to be of ser​vice to mankind, I'd enter the social services in some way.

But  'Abdu'l-Bahá also said: 

“. . although sounds are but vibrations in the air which af​fect the ear's auditory nerve, and these vibrations are but chance phenomena carried along through the air, even so, see how they move the heart. A wondrous melody is wings for the spirit, and maketh the soul to tremble for joy.”

(Bahá’í World Faith p.334)

“Tremble for joy . . .” Yes, that's exactly how I respond to music. More than that, it's become a tool for self-knowledge – a shot of quick energy for flagging spirits; a soothing, healing balm to a wounded heart or an aching head; a means of dealing with anger, frustration, and depression; a focus for meditation. I feel the presence of God in music – feel the movement of some divine Spirit. I'm awed by it... and frus​trated by it.

When I try to explain this to anybody – even to other mu​sicians, I find myself at an impasse. First of all, the genre is wrong. Classical music might qualify as spiritually uplifting, but rock and roll? And secondly, this is music I'm talking about, not a religious experience.

Or is it?

Maya considered many of the Writings, including the following by 'Abdu'l-Bahá, and eventually became a professional musician and singer. She points out that it is our responsibility to reflect the names and attributes of God to our fellow beings; to use our music, our poetry, our prose, our art to enhance the human experience; to strive to cast our spark into the world in the hope that it will take fire in other hearts – or at the very least, give them warmth and joy.  She leaves us with a final quote:

“O bird that singeth sweetly of the Abhá Beauty! . . . In this new age the manifest Light hath, in His Holy Tablets, spe​cifically proclaimed that music, sung or played, is spiritual food for the heart and soul. The musician's art is among those arts worthy of the highest praise, and it moveth the hearts of all those who grieve…”

 ('Abdu'l-Bahá, Selections, #74.)
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