
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Faith and the Arts
by 

Geoff Kannan
October 19, 2014

Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
Laity Sunday

11:05 a.m. 



Faith and the Arts • October 19, 2014 • Laity Sunday Witness by Geoff Kannan • page 1

Texts: Exodus 33:12-23; Psalm 99; 1 Thessalonians 1:10; and Matthew 
22:15-22

In our Old Testament reading this morning we continue to follow Moses as he takes 
on the charge given to him by God to lead His people out of exile. As we have seen on many 
occasions, Moses was at times not the most agreeable person in the Old Testament, espe-
cially in his dealings with God. While we might encourage our children to follow our edicts 
“because I said so,” Moses argues with God, gives excuses, pleads and begs. And it’s actually 
a bit amusing how much leeway God gives Moses in his dealings with Him. One could ex-
tend that analysis to the people of Israel themselves. 

When we again meet Moses in the passage we read today, the Israelite people have 
already been freed from the bondage of generations of slavery in Egypt. They have made 
their dramatic, even cinematic, Exodus from Egypt and have begun their journey to the 
Promised Land. At this point in the story, however, they are still very far off, in fact, they’re 
just wandering around in the desert of the Sinai Peninsula. The people have become dis-
gruntled, confused, angry, and rebellious. We’ve already seen them beg Moses to give them 
water or they’ll turn back to Egypt. He does this in the famous episode of water flowing 
from a rock. 

As we heard in last week’s Old Testament reading, they’ve already built a golden calf 
to worship, at the same time as Moses was receiving the Ten Commandments themselves, 
the first of which is of course “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before Me.” You see, Moses 
was up on the mountain receiving from God not only the Commandments, but also a whole 
list of various laws that God wanted his people to follow in order for them to realize that 
they were, in fact, His people. It’s a long list of laws, so Moses was gone a while. 

But Moses was gone too long. They couldn’t use the Find my iPhone app to make 
sure he was still up on that mountain. So, in their haste, impatience, and loneliness they 
turn grossly, badly, astray, and they take all their jewelry, melt it down, and build a golden 
calf to worship. Moses’ brother, and the high priest, Aaron, actually helps them do this. 
Moses does finally come down from the mountain and is absolutely mortified by what he 
sees, and smashes the stone tablets on which God had written the Ten Commandments. 

God is angry, too, of course. In the beginning of chapter 33 of Exodus, God tells the 
people to go to the Promised Land, which He still promises them, but it’s bittersweet to 
say the least, because even though they are told to “go up to a land flowing with milk and 
honey… I will not go up in your midst, because you are an obstinate people, lest I destroy 
you on the way!” 
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Well, then!
Well it so happens that every day Moses (when he’s not up on the mountain) goes 

out to a tent that he’s pitched away from the main camp. It’s here that the pillar of cloud 
would rest on the tent. This was the pillar, if you remember, that the people were following 
on their journey. Moses would talk with God inside this tent, and it’s here that we have the 
conversation that transpires in our Old Testament reading. 

God has said, you lot are on your own, I’m not going with you because you’re an ob-
stinate bunch, and I’d rather not deal with you.” God seems to have buyer’s remorse after 
expending so much on all the plagues and what not that was required to free the people 
from Egypt in the first place. 

But Moses says, no, God, we need you to go with us. Please go with us, show us the 
way. 

So God says, yes, “My presence shall go with you, and I will give you rest.” 
But that’s not enough for Moses, he wants more. 
What more, though? 
God already said, fine, I’m going to the Promised Land with you.
In a way, it seems that Moses wants tangible proof of God’s existence as they travel, 

so that not only would his own people believe again, but so that “I and Thy people may be 
distinguished from all the other people who are upon the face of the earth.” 

But hasn’t God already promised all of this? 
Fine, God says, I’ll give you what I ask, but on my terms, not yours. You will see tan-

gible proof of me, sort of. You stand over there on that rock, and I will pass by you, but you 
won’t see my face, you’ll only see my back. If this sounds familiar, you might remember the 
way God passed by Elijah in 1 Kings 19:9-12.

This scene is then immediately followed by God recreating the tablets that Moses 
had smashed. All, ok, maybe some, is forgiven, and the people can resume their journey. The 
complaining of course doesn’t stop, but God doesn’t actually give up on them. 

Much is made, it seems, in the Old Testament, about humans not being able to see 
the face of God. Yes, it’s about seeing what God looks like, but it’s more complex than that 
of course – it’s about really understanding who God is. Why He is. What that means for our 
journey through our own wilderness. How do we know God? Isn’t that what we strive for, 
yearn for every day in our lives, in so many ways during the day? Is that even an answerable 
question?

Let me take a step away from that for a bit and bring us back to the theme of this 
Laity Sunday. This year, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, Laity Sunday falls at the start of a very 
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busy few days in the life of St. Paul’s. We are celebrating Faith and the Arts in various 
forms. There are several events going on in the life of the church that seek to explore ways 
in which the Arts help us express, understand, broaden our faith. We are honored to have 
Malcolm Guite, chaplain and teacher at the University of Cambridge, with us to lead the 
compline service tonight as well as deliver the Craven-Wilson Lecture tomorrow at noon. 
He will also be using his talents in a poetry slam with local poet Marlon Lizama tomorrow 
evening. I’ve never been to a poetry slam, and I’ll be honest with you, I’m not entirely sure 
what to expect, but I’m sure it will be entertaining! Finally on Tuesday we have the honor of 
hearing Benjamin Sheen in an organ recital on our own magnificent instrument, in a con-
cert co-sponsored by the American Guild of Organists.

As part of the Faith and the Arts theme, then, the sermonists for today were asked 
to speak about what Faith and the Arts means to them. So, my task today, as daunting as it 
might seem, will be to convince you that a story from Exodus about an obstinate group of 
nomads several thousand years ago and their equally obstinate leader has something to do 
with Faith and the Arts. Please pray for me.

So who am I to speak to you about Faith and the Arts? 
Well, what I hope to convince you is that any one of us in this congregation can speak 

to these two things that go so well together and that compliment each other so well. I hope 
to be able to do that by using some of my life experiences as an example, but mine is prob-
ably a familiar story to some of you. I am neither a trained theologian or even an artist by 
profession. In fact, I am a physician, a pediatric oncologist. There’s certainly plenty of room 
for faith in my profession dealing with children with cancer, why, it’s a daily concern for my 
patients’ families (and for the staff, too, I might add). 

But where does the artistic side come in to play? 
Certainly there is the concept of the art of medicine as opposed to the science of 

medicine – the truth is that much of what is learned about how to be a physician comes 
from countless of hours of training, even when one’s formal period of training is over, and 
not from the minutiae contained in books and journals. We define ourselves by our career, 
don’t we? When introductions are made for the first time, often the leading question is, 
“what do you do for a living?” It defines us; it’s how we project ourselves to the world. So I 
introduce myself as a physician. 

But of course I wouldn’t be here today if there wasn’t something more to my story. 
And it’s an important, formative part of my life, as you’ll see.

I wanted to speak to you instead of the years that preceded my entry into science 
and medicine, of a happy and fulfilled childhood, one filled with faith and with art. I grew up 
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living a comfortable life. My sister Michelle and I never wanted for anything growing up. As 
adults we have come to realize how hard my parents worked and how much they sacrificed 
to make sure that we had every advantage possible to succeed, but also to just be happy. 

My family was and is a deeply religious one. My father became a Christian in gradu-
ate school, converting from his Hindu upbringing. My mother was born into a Christian fam-
ily, but her father was also a convert to the Faith. So really I am only the third-generation 
Christian in my family, which in retrospect is strange, because the Christian Faith seems 
like it’s always been in my family. I was fortunate to have my maternal grandparents living 
with us as I was growing up, and it was from them and my parents that I learned the stories 
of the faith, with my trusty Picture Bible in hand. I have fond memories of pouring over the 
books in the church library as a very young child. The stories were fascinating to me, and I 
was so fortunate to have family members who could teach me what the stories meant. We 
were faithful church-goers and even at a young age I remember enjoying the traditions of 
the church. Let me come back to that.

First I wanted to continue the story of little Geoffrey by telling you a little about my 
history as an artist. My father always had a deep appreciation for classical music, although 
he would say the only instrument he could play was the CD player. And so I was started in 
music lessons at the age of four. I have little recollection of those early music lessons other 
than those memories conjured by pictures of a corpulent, and adorably cute, little boy in 
glasses taking group music classes. 

But it turned out that I was actually pretty good at the piano, very good, in fact, in 
large part to my mother’s insistence on daily and thorough practice. With the reward of my 
mother’s chicken curry and rice spurring me on, I put in countless hours of practice, and it 
paid off. I enjoyed it, I felt at home with it, I was good at it. Of course practice was a chore at 
times, but again, I cannot stress enough how good my mom’s chicken curry is. I spent more 
than 10 years with one teacher, Mrs. Jennings, who became such an integral part of my 
family. I entered and won several piano competitions in my local area. The highlight of my 
piano career was winning first prize in the Florida Orchestra Young Artists Competition and 
getting the once-in-a-lifetime chance to be a soloist with the Florida Orchestra. It’s an expe-
rience that I will never forget. Was the highlight of my career, really, 20 years ago?

Aside from school, my life as a child consisted of practicing the piano and being in-
volved in the church choir program. It was all I needed, really, to be happy and fulfilled. One 
might re-interpret that as saying that young Geoffrey was a nerd, but we’ll leave the seman-
tics to my biographer whenever he or she comes along. We attended a large United Method-
ist congregation in St. Petersburg, Florida, for many years, and it was there that I developed 
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a deep and lasting understanding of what faith and arts combined could do in a person’s 
life. Those traditions that I talked about earlier – this is where an appreciation for them was 
formed. 

We all have those teachers, aside from our parents or grandparents, who have made 
a lasting impact in our lives, and who we cherish and love deeply. One of the most founda-
tional and life-changing teachers that I had the honor of knowing was the director of music 
at Pasadena Community United Methodist Church in St. Petersburg Florida — C. Frederick 
Harrison, or simply, Mr. Fred as he is known to generations of Pasadena choristers. I can not 
underscore enough the importance Mr. Fred had in shaping my understanding of not only 
the academic study of sacred music, but how music and the arts is a form of worship. 

Let me repeat that: the arts are a form of worship. 
Well, I’ve come to the punch line of what I wanted to say to you already, and I hope 

as we go on I’ll be able to convince you even more that this is true. Mr. Fred taught us how 
to sing and led active choir programs from the smallest children, through youth, to a chan-
cel choir that was the pride of the church. Mr. Fred also was insistent that every act we 
performed in God’s sanctuary was to be nothing short of an act of worship. It came with an 
awesome responsibility and the incredible privilege of knowing that our work was directed 
to none other than God himself. The Christmas program at Pasadena had on the last page 
the words “Soli Deo Gloria.” To God alone be the glory. We even put those words on the pro-
gram for our wedding.

And so I was able to combine my music and my faith in this place with this teacher, 
encouraged and emboldened by my parents. I dutifully, and joyfully, sang in Mr. Fred’s chil-
dren’s and youth choirs, and he honored me with the task of being the accompanist for 
the youth choir. I distinctly remember the pride I had when Mr. Fred gave me my very own 
copy of the keyboard edition of the United Methodist Hymnal. Singing in church choir as a 
child is such an important experience for all the reasons we have already talked about. It 
builds discipline and artistry, all in the context of learning valuable lessons about the tradi-
tions and practices of one’s faith. I promise you, as one who has been a church chorister his 
whole life, that these lessons stick with you. They mean something important to one’s faith 
formation. 

I told you about my love of the piano, but I also studied the organ during this time 
under the tutelage of one of the church’s fine organists. Having mastered the piano, and 
also having been a violinist for a time (and a violist for an even shorter time), the organ was 
the next mountain to conquer. Yet, more than just another instrument to learn, I wanted 
to study the organ because it is the instrument of the church, of the traditions that I loved 
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so much, and the vehicle of the rites of worship that had sustained me so profoundly all 
through childhood. 

Now let me say a few words about my experience with the organ. Pasadena’s sanctu-
ary is huge, with seating for 2,000 people. Built in 1959-1960, one of the church’s distinc-
tive features is that the entire structure of the sanctuary is composed of gigantic floor to 
ceiling windows, looking out on the grass parking area and surrounded by palm trees — 
this is the Gulf Coast of Florida, after all. It’s such an incredibly peaceful setting, of course 
bathed in the memories of childhood, but still, it really is magnificent in its tranquility. Some 
of the most powerful and fond memories of my teenage years are of practicing the organ 
early on a Saturday morning in the empty sanctuary, me alone at the console, this magnifi-
cent and majestic organ with its 4,000 pipes towering above me, the lights off in the sanc-
tuary and with only the swaying of the palm trees outside bathed in the Florida sun and 
breeze. Other than this ambient warmth and natural light the only other illumination was 
from the organ console itself. 

Once you open up all the stops and play Bach on such a magnificent organ in this set-
ting, you know, you feel, you understand what it means to use music as an act of worship. 
Bach himself could probably have never imagined such a setting for his music, but is a holy 
experience that I carry with me today with more than nostalgia. It was how I worshiped the 
God I loved, and how I knew that He loved me.

What was it exactly that moved me so much? 
Was it Bach’s notes? 
The majesty of the organ, the physical space of the sanctuary, or perhaps was it the 

natural setting of the church itself? 
Whatever it was, in that solitary moment, I was using the talents that God gave me 

to play the instrument, and even though not another soul was around to hear it, feeling like 
I was speaking with God. I of course had the same experience while playing my primary in-
strument, the piano. When you have practiced so intensely that you understand the music 
at a visceral level, your mind is free to feel and experience wonderful things. For me, be-
cause I knew that the talent I had was a gift from God, I was able to experience something 
sacred and holy in those moments. I had countless opportunities to play both the piano and 
the organ not only in Pasadena but many other churches as well, and every time this experi-
ence, along with Mr. Fred’s teaching, reinforced in me the idea that what I was doing, using 
God’s talents to worship Him, was the most sacred of responsibilities. I took it seriously, be-
cause this was the manifestation of my faith. By playing the piano and the organ in worship 
I was speaking, and listening, to my Lord. 
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But would God enable me with these talents just so that I could selfishly regard Him, 
all to myself? 

No, I believe that my ability to worship through artistic endeavor was only a side 
benefit to the larger picture of providing a vehicle for others to experience that connection 
with the sacred. It was my joy and privilege to share it. It was what I was called to do at the 
time. My act of worship becomes everyone’s moment of worship. 

Let me go into one aspect of that for a bit. I’ve talked about how I was good at my 
musical craft. I was given a talent, and I knew that in the perfection that I sought in a perfor-
mance, there I was telling God, here is my offering to you for all that you have given me. It’s 
especially evident when there’s silence at the end of a compelling performance, especially 
one in the church – that silence is reverence, it’s letting God speak in the still quiet end to 
what could have been a very emotional experience. That silence lets our hearts speak back 
to God. 

My choir director Mr. Fred abhorred the thought of a congregation clapping for the 
performance of a musical selection that was done in an act of worship. If after one of his 
performances there was applause, he would bow his head, not in acceptance of praise, 
but in thankful prayer, and carry on with the service of worship as if he had nothing to do 
it with it – this was an act of prayer, not showmanship. I have taken this lesson with me 
through the years, and taken it to heart. 

Imagine my pleasant surprise then, when I came to St. Paul’s and heard artistry at 
such an impeccable level. We are so fortunate at St. Paul’s to be surrounded by music at its 
highest level in our incredible choir who week in and week out perform — no, worship — 
at an exceptional level. I’m sure you, like I do every week, close your eyes and let the sound 
wash over you. The cares of the world are for a moment simply nonexistent. I know you do 
that, too. I’m not the only one, right? 

I’ve told Tommy this, and I want to share it with you. There was one communion 
Sunday where the timing of when I got up to stand in the aisle coincided with a particular 
moment in the communion anthem that had to be divinely inspired. Paolo had programmed 
a piece for that Sunday that involved the use of an antiphonal choir. Standing in the aisle 
with the main choir in front of me and the antiphonal choir in the balcony behind me sing-
ing Hallelujahs, I was overcome. I turned to my wife and said, “when I take communion in 
Heaven, this is what it will be like.” 

I wonder if the perfection in execution is what helps us experience the perfection 
of the sacred. Because, what happens after the choir finishes a sublime, gorgeous, moving 
anthem? 



Nothing. 
There is stillness, even for a few seconds. You as a congregation already know it — 

those few seconds of stillness can mean the world to you, can’t they? You want to sit and 
just let the sound, the emotion, the love, the majesty of what you just heard roll over you 
and dwell in you, for just a moment longer. For those of us fortunate enough to stay behind 
for a few minutes after the service and hear Ken or Paolo masterfully end the service with 
their postludes, the worship continues even then. Their ability to bring out the glory of 
this magnificent instrument is, dare I say without too much hyperbole, unparalleled. And 
we want the music to go on and on — yes, because the talent is remarkable, and surely we 
could never make music like that. But we want it to go on also because we feel the very 
presence of God in such perfection. 

Yet this church offers even more. Last week we were treated to the delight of the 
children’s choir. They sang their hearts out, and yes, it was perfect. And what happened 
after the children finished? 

Silence. 
We do well to continue to teach our children, as Mr. Fred taught me, that what they 

do here in the music they make, what they do everywhere, is worship. It is nothing less than 
talking to your God and hearing Him say, I love you. Yes, this is worship too! 

So you see that even though I may introduce myself as a physician, and I will do so 
proudly, my life has been shaped, and continues to grow, as a result of the music that God 
placed in my life through the encouragement of my parents, as well as that of my sister, who 
also although not a professional musician, has made music and its use as an act of worship 
an integral part of her life. 

There’s more, though. The use of music as worship actually brought my wife and me 
together. We met while playing in a church service. She actually is a professional musician 
by training, and I’m so blessed to have a kindred spirit who understands and shares my pas-
sion for how God works in us through music. 

A life lived in music, and in faith. I count myself so fortunate and blessed to have had 
these experiences. I’m even more excited that I can share them with you. To exhort you to 
consider what it is we do here on a weekly basis, in this sacred and holy place. To remind 
you how the sacred music we hear in this place lifts us, builds us, connects us to each other, 
to generations that came before us, and more importantly, to our God. It’s just incredible to 
think about it. We hear the music, we feel its importance, and we know that we are at peace. 

So what do we do about it? 
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In my case, I was called to share my faith through music. That was my witness, my 
calling, my charge. 

At St. Paul’s United Methodist Church we have such an awesome opportunity to be 
changed by music. 

How do we respond? 
How do we take what we hear, and feel in this place out into the world? What hap-

pens to us when we experience God’s presence in this way?
Each of you is affected by the sacred arts in different ways. That’s the beauty of the 

arts anyway, isn’t it? How do you respond? 
As an example of how we might respond, I want to tell you about one of my own per-

sonal heroes. You’ve already been introduced to him, through the hymn we sang just before 
the Gospel reading, “He comes to us as one unknown.” The hymn is based on, and the first 
line a direct quote from, a text by Dr. Albert Schweitzer. 

Dr. Schweitzer was a remarkable human being, with whom many of you I’m sure are 
already familiar. He was born in Alsace of a Swiss family in 1875 and died in 1965, having 
been witness to some of the most violent times in human history. But his legacy is one of 
peace and love, and he made such a mark on history that he remains one of the giants of the 
early 20th century. Schweitzer was born into a family of Lutheran preachers. His biography 
notes that he had a happy childhood, but from an early age was struck by the injustices of 
society at large. He followed in his father’s footsteps as a Lutheran pastor, and along the 
way became an organist as well. 

He also became a scholar of Bach and wrote extensively about his music, becoming 
one of the pre-eminent interpreters of the master’s music of his time. Dr. Schweitzer I’m 
sure had an understanding of how Bach’s music was worship in its complexity and beauty. 
I actually have a recording of Dr. Schweitzer playing Bach’s organ works, recorded in the 
1930s in England, which is one of my most prized possessions. 

In his 30s, however, Schweitzer felt something missing in his life. Here he was an 
accomplished theologian, music scholar, and artist. He was putting arts and faith into daily 
practice. Yet he wanted more. He wanted to help people in a different way. So late in life, he 
decided it was time for him to go to, of all places, medical school. He became a physician 
because he knew that his calling was to be a medical missionary to the most needy in Af-
rica. He founded a hospital in Lambaréné, in what is now the West African nation of Gabon. 
Although he didn’t have an organ in the hospital compound where he lived, Schweitzer con-
tinued his scholarship of Bach in the middle of a tropical jungle, even as he brought his wit-
ness, and his healing, to a people very much in need. 
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Dr. Schweitzer was traveling by canoe down the river one day when he heard in his 
mind the phrase “reverence for life.” This became his motto and creed, and drove him to be-
come an outspoken advocate for those who had no voice. Later in life he spoke out against 
nuclear armament and was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1952. The hospital that he 
founded bears his name and is still functioning today.

Now you might ask why I would count Dr. Schweitzer a personal hero. Well, although 
I said at the beginning that I don’t have a degree in theology per se, the study of the faith 
has been an integral part of my life. So amateur theologian, then? Musician, for certain, phy-
sician, yes. Well, Dr. Schweitzer was a theologian, and an organist, an accomplished scholar 
of music, lover of Bach, and oh yes, a physician of some renown. 

As a side note, I would add another small vignette from a more recent time in my 
life. I attended the University of Miami for medical school. Miami used small groups, called 
Academic Societies, for many of the clinical skills that we learned through medical school, 
as well as providing a group for study and social engagement. At matriculation students are 
assigned to one of several academic societies, named after famous and influential physi-
cians —  Aesclepius, Osler, Roentgen, etc. How else could I interpret it but to be a sign from 
Above, that I was “randomly” assigned to the Schweitzer Academic Society.

Above all his accomplishments, Dr. Schweitzer understood that he was just a small 
part of God’s plan for humanity. He was doing his part with his talents. He heard the call of 
his God to use his talents for the understanding of faith, for the practice of music, and even 
for the art of medicine to make the lives of his fellow humans better. Because that’s what 
God enabled him to do. Faith and the arts, lived large in a remarkable human being. His 
study of faith, music, and medicine were not done in isolation of each other. I’m sure that all 
three facets of his life influenced the others. His whole life could be seen as an act of wor-
ship. And so it should be with us. 

So the Israelites in our Exodus story are looking for their God. They don’t make it 
easy for Him to lead them, but He does. He makes Himself known to them in so many ways. 
He continues to make Himself known to us. 

In my life, as in the life of this church, one of the many ways that God presents him-
self is through music, through the arts. Faith and the arts can be one and the same, a single 
and holy act of worship. 

How do we know God? 
How does He know us? 
I have experienced God through music. I have worshipped Him through music, and 

He has come to me, and to my family, through music. 
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How does God come to you?
Let’s turn to Albert Schweitzer one more time. Here is the complete text from his 

book The Quest for the Historical Jesus on which our hymn is based, and with which I close:
He comes to us as one unknown, without a name, as of old, by the lakeside, he 
came to those men who did not know who he was. He says the same words, 
“Follow me!,” and sets us to those tasks which he must fulfill in our time. He 
commands. And to those who hearken to him, whether wise or unwise, he 
will reveal himself in the peace, the labors, the conflicts and the suffering that 
they may experience in his fellowship, and as an ineffable mystery they will 
learn who he is… 

“In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen”

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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